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    [bookmark: syn]SYNOPSIS  

     

    A Desperate Gamble ... on Love!  

     

    Wealthy heiress Vanessa Hawkesworth is offered as the stake in a
    card game by her half-brother Gerald in order to cover his gambling
    debts.  

     

    Clifford Stone, their nearest neighbor, only agrees to play for her
    hand in marriage in order to free her from Gerald's excesses.
    Clifford is fascinated by the lovely if unworldly young
    bluestocking.  

     

    As his attraction grows, so too does his certainty that his
    new-found love is in increasing danger from malevolent forces who
    will stop at nothing, not even murder, to seize her newly-acquired
    fortune.  

     

    Vanessa must learn to trust a complete stranger with her heart, and
    her entire life. Stunned at her new fiance Clifford's accusations
    against Gerald, she is sure she is going mad, torn between loyalty
    to her family and the wildfire passion that flares every time
    Clifford touches her.  

     

    As new a series of crimes in the district threatens her new-found
    happiness, Vanessa must gamble all herself in order to protect her
    beloved Clifford, and bring the men responsible to justice before
    it's too late.   

     

    "I shall try to trust you. It will be hard, but I shall
      try." 

      

      Clifford kissed her hand, and she ventured to stroke his thick
      golden locks. 

      

      "Vanessa," he whispered as he straightened. 

      

      She stretched up to plant a sweet kiss upon his lips. It soon
      flared out of control as the light bristle of his chin rasped her
      tender flesh, sending shivers of delight up and down her spine. 

      

      She wanted more than a simple chaste peck, oh, so much more. 
      She opened her mouth under his, and allowed her tongue to dart
      between his lips, tasting him like fine wine.  He permitted
      her to explore, but as his desire began to scorch them both, he
      pulled away trembling. 

      

      "Friday. We must wed Friday. Not a day later. Promise me," he
      pleaded urgently. 

      

      "Yes, Clifford, oh, yes," she panted, as she reached for his
      cravat...
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    Somerset, August 1802  

     

    It was an idyllic summer's afternoon. The cerulean sky was
    cloudless, the birds twittered in the trees, and a cool breeze
    wafted though the ornate gardens behind the lovely red brick
    Elizabethan manor house.  

     

    It was a perfect day for a visit to the elegant maze which had been
    planted at the same time the mansion had been built. The dense box
    hedges were now over thirty feet high, and offered a great deal of
    shade from the beating sun. It was also the ideal place to play hide
    and seek, and sit and read fairy tales on one of the many marble
    benches within.  

     

    The tall russet-haired woman clad in a flowing blue dress to match
    her eyes called cheerfully, "Come out, come out, wherever you are."
     

     

    A twig snapped behind her, and she turned with a welcoming smile.
    The smile became a round O of dismay. She stepped backwards,
    clutching her rounding belly protectively. "What are you doing
    here?"  

     

    "Just stopping by for a little visit."  

     

    "We thought you were in Town. To what do we owe the pleasure?" she
    asked, forcing herself to be polite, though she wanted to do nothing
    more than flee.  

     

    "I heard your news from a friend. Thought I would offer you
    congratulations, you trollop."  

     

    She had always been fearful of this bizarre stranger in their midst
    whom she had tolerated for so many years for her husband's sake. Now
    something especially wild in his sharply handsome face as well as
    his scathing words betrayed his true nature at last.  

     

    She tried to stride past him as if continuing the game. "Darling,
    come out now. It's my turn to hide," she called.  

     

    Rough hands grabbed her as she drew level with him. The seams of her
    sleeve began to give way under his violent wrenching.  

     

    "My God, what are you doing!" she gasped, staring up into his
    granite expression with alarm.  

     

    "Treating you like the whore you are," came the chilling reply.
    "Look at you, you slut. Which one of the servants has been tupping
    you? And if you gave him a taste, why not me?"  

     

    "Have you lost your mind?" she gasped. "I'm a decent woman. My
    husband--"  

     

    "Is a fool to trust you. All women are the same.  Whores, the
    whole lot of you. You want me, you know you do. A virile man to warm
    your bed, not that old fool."  

     

    "No, no, you're wrong!" she panted in horror. "I love my husband.
    How can you say such dreadful things? It's not decent. And after
    everything we've done for you!"  

     

    "Indeed, you've always been so kind," he sneered, making her sound
    like even more of a harlot. "So now you're going to render me some
    even more personal services. I've had enough of your lies. Your
    facade of virtue. I know what you are.  And now I'm going to
    show the world your true character."  

     

    He tried to ram his mouth down over hers, but she ducked from side
    to side to avoid the loathsome contact, twisting her own arm
    desperately to try to break his crushing grip.  

     

    "Why? Why are you doing this?" She tried to wrench away with all her
    might, but he only dragged her closer, his hot breath on her cheeks
    almost making her light-headed with revulsion. The very idea of
    being unfaithful chilled her. And with him of all people.... It was
    just too horrible to even contemplate.  

     

    "Don't be stupid. The brat you're carrying changes everything. I
    know what you're trying to do.  You want to edge me out of your
    lives, out of my share of the family fortunes. I won't stand for
    it."  

     

    "No, it's not t-t-true, we all l-l-love you. And are so p-p-pleased
    to see yoy whenever you visit," she stammered, trying to fend off
    his hands.  

     

    But he seemed to have sprouted a dozen. No matter how hard she
    grabbed one, two more snatched at her, pinching and twisting,
    rending her clothes, until the tears flowed down her face in pain in
    pain and despair.  

     

    She began to lose all hope that she could ever escape his unwanted
    attentions. She prayed to the Almighty to keep the child safe, no
    matter what happened to her.  

     

    "You know you're always welcome here," she maintained, as a
    different tack came to mind. Perhaps if she pretended to be willing,
    she could get him to let go of her long enough to make her
    escape....  

     

    "As for your inheritance, my husband is the best of men and has
    always dealt with everyone in the family most liberally. This child
    would change nothing between us all, I swear."  

     

    "So you say, my dear. But every word out of your mouth is a lie. So
    now I'm going to gag you. Then I'm going to see what talents you
    possess that have turned the old coot's head so completely."  

     

    His vice-like grip around her waist pinned her to him helplessly
    while he began to unfasten his own clothes with his other hand. The
    sight of him opening the falls of his breeches made her struggle
    even harder to escape.  

     

    Never had she felt so sick to her stomach. The prospect of what was
    about to happen, the thought of such monumental sin, even if she was
    being taken against her will, was more than she could bear.  

     

    "Please, you can't! My daughter will be here any minute. Do you want
    the poor child to see?"  

     

    "She'll love it. Think it's a game. A pretty little trick. I wonder
    why I didn't think of that myself? We can play hide the sausage."  

     

    At this threat to her unsuspecting little girl, the desperate woman
    didn't even stop to think. She slapped her assailant across the
    cheek with every ounce of strength she possessed and broke free.  

     

    "If you harm her, so help me--"  

     

    "No matter what you say, everyone will think that you invited my
    attentions," he threatened, his mocking tone filling her with terror
    as she ran, hardly knowing which way she went in the wending maze.
    "I shall reluctantly confess that the child within you is mine. That
    you tempted me, and I just couldn't help myself. Then where will you
    be? I win no matter what, my dear."  

     

    His mocking laugh made her break out in a cold sweat. He was more
    than capable of it, she knew.  

     

    Who would believe her innocent? This was a man's world. She could be
    pure as the driven snow, but one whispered word of calumny could
    ruin her life and her daughter's forever. A tiny sliver of gossip
    from this vile man's lips could cast doubt on her entire marriage,
    and label the innocent child within her a bastard.  

     

    Her sense of outrage on behalf of her innocent babes caused her to
    rally once more. "And an eight-year-old girl invited them as well?"
    she cried over her shoulder, weeping as though her heart would break
    as she tore up the hedge-lined avenue. "You're disgusting!"  

     

    She kept on running through the maze, left, right, right again,
    praying she had the pattern memorized correctly.  If she could
    just get back to the house...  

     

    "Come out, come out, wherever you are!" he called in sneering tones.
     

     

    Her previous sense of panic was as nothing compared to the thought
    of him luring her daughter out of her hiding place and into his
    clutches.  

     

    "No, pet, stay where you are!" she screamed. "Stay. Mummy will find
    you in a minute, I just have to go get Nursey too. And Phipps the
    butler.  Stay where you are, pet!"  

     

    "Here, pussy, pussy, pussy," she heard from just on the other side
    of the hedgerow.  

     

    She nearly jumped out of her skin. She had been running as hard as
    she could, but he was so close. "Damn you, I've remained silent long
    enough. I'm going to tell my saintly spouse exactly who and what you
    are. A monster. A filthy, despicable monster!"  

     

    She ran on in terror, counting her footfalls to try to stop the
    black lump of panic welling in her throat from choking her. Only a
    bit further and-- 

     

    There it was. The entrance. Thank God. Just a few more
    steps.   Phipps would believe her, and she was sure the
    nurse would too.  She would see how ill-used she had been and
    then--  

     

    She never saw it coming. Never imagined death could be so near. The
    arrow whistled through the air and smacked her squarely in the back.
     

     

    She pitched forward face-first onto the grass, tumbling out of the
    maze and onto the wide expanse of lawn which led up to the mansion.
     

     

    "Pity, darling. Such a waste. Why could you not just have played
    nicely?"  

     

    "You'll hang for this," she wheezed, already feeling the blood
    rushing from her body, the air from her lungs.  

     

    Her last breath was so close. She screamed her husband's name, but
    her voice was nothing more than a feeble croak. "People are going to
    find out what lies beneath. God help them all if they don't."  

     

    A pair of wide violet eyes watched in horror from under the
    shrubbery as the man partly raised the woman's head off the grass
    and rammed his mouth over hers. The child could see a dark coat, the
    glimpse of a chin.  

     

    He looked as though he were sucking the last breath from the woman's
    body, almost like a vampire. As if he were reveling in the taste of
    the blood welling up from her punctured lung.  

     

    The child crammed her fist in her mouth to stop from crying out. One
    peep, and she would be next...  

     

    "Since I'm such a monster, darling, I shall take a perverse
    satisfaction in being the last thing you ever see, hear, smell,
    taste, feel. I always loathed you, do you know that? Hated your
    sickly sweetness. Wanted to debauch and corrupt you."  

     

    He dragged her back into the maze by one leg as though she were a
    side of beef, and began to rend her clothes from her.  

     

    "Silly woman. I didn't plan to kill you. But now I can see just how
    perfectly this will all work out. Do forgive me, my dear. But I need
    to be sure."  

     

    He twisted the arrow in her now bare back until she howled in agony
    and begged for death.  

     

    "Oh God, no, no!" she wept feebly, beseeching God to save her child
    as her own life ebbed away. The horror of the spearing pains
    tormented her in her last moments on earth.  

     

    A nearby peacock screamed, drowning out the sound of the woman's
    final wail of pain and horror.  

     

    The sound of running footsteps fleeing in terror.  

     

    The sound of a girl's voice weeping to be saved from the
      nightmare her life had suddenly become...  
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    Somerset, mid-September 1812  

     

    Gerald Hawkesworth stared at his cards. Though not a religious man,
    he began to pray to the Almighty that no one would call his bluff.  

     

    But his cousin, the raffish Peter Stephens, who had been winning at
    piquet the whole night, declared, "I'll bet another five pounds."  

     

    Gerald's mouth went dry. He ran the fingers of one hand through his
    already-thinning mousy brown hair. His voice came out as a whisper.
    "I haven't got another five pounds."  

     

    "Pardon?" Peter demanded.  

     

    Gerald cleared his throat, but could not stall forever.  "I
    said, Cousin, I haven't got another five pounds."  

     

    Peter smiled mockingly at his discomfiture. He was about to offer to
    take his vowels at a substantial rate of interest, but the rest of
    the group were growing impatient.  

     

    "If you have nothing left, you shall have to show your cards, and
    there will be an end to it," dark-haired Malcolm Branson said.  

     

    Gerald looked from Peter to Malcolm, and laid them down on the table
    reluctantly. Everyone at the table laughed, and the men on either
    side of Peter clapped him on the shoulders.  

     

    "Well done. He was feigning all along, thinking to face you out,"
    Timothy Bridges said with a laugh.  

     

    Stephens began to gather up the huge pot, looking immensely pleased
    despite the fact that he had just cleaned out his own cousin.  

     

    Or perhaps because of it?   The rest of the men didn't
    care to speculate too deeply on the family rivalry, and started to
    rise from the table. After all, it was a ball. They really ought to
    have at least a couple of dances before going home, if only to keep
    the ladies happy.  

     

    Gerald was puce with embarrassment and ire. "I'm not finished yet!"
     

     

    They turned back to stare at him in astonishment.  

     

    Malcolm, son of the local magistrate and ever a peacemaker, decided
    to do what he could to avoid a scene. "My dear fellow, you couldn't
    even match the five pounds Peter put down. Don't you think you've
    lost enough for one night?"  

     

    "Enough? I've lost it all, nearly. That's why you simply have to
    give me a chance to get some of it back."  

     

    They all stared at him, stunned by his admission.  

     

    "One last bet gentlemen, please."  

     

     "What do you have left that's of any value?" Toby Stephens
    asked.  "You've sold everything you own inside Hawkesworth
    House, which is mortgaged to the hilt. What can you offer that would
    be of equal value to the pot on the table?"  

     

    They watched Gerald's mind racing. Suddenly he grinned from ear to
    ear. "My sister Vanessa."  

     

    A gasp went around the room.  

     

    "Good God, man, you're drunk!" Malcolm exclaimed.  

     

    Gerald declared above the buzz of conversation which had resumed,
    "I'm perfectly sober and serious. Her maternal aunt has just died,
    leaving her a wealthy heiress in her own right. I'm willing to bet
    Vanessa and her fortune against every penny on that table, and more
    besides, if anyone else is eager to secure a rich as well as
    beautiful young bride."  

     

    Timothy Bridges sniggered. Others stared open-mouthed.  

     

    But Malcolm could see the rather wild Gerald Hawkesworth was
    completely in earnest. "I say it's impossible. You can't gamble for
    a woman. Besides, several of the men here are already married. Even
    if your sister were amenable to be put up as a stake, they are not
    eligible to win her."  

     

    "But there might be others willing to pay the ante to take their
    place around the table," Gerald urged. "With her wealth..."  

     

    To Malcolm's horror, several of the men standing nearby nodded. He
    searched their faces for any sign of repugnance, but found none.
    "This is madness," he protested.  

     

    "Well, I'm game," Timothy declared, rubbing his hands together. "By
    all accounts she's a lovely little filly. Her fortune is certainly
    not a mean one."  

     

    "But Timothy, you're already engaged to the Clarence girl. Stop this
    folly at once!"  

     

    Timothy turned on Malcolm. "Mind your own business. I can do as I
    like. The Clarence girl is ugly, and her fortune isn't nearly as
    good as Vanessa Hawkesworth's. Deal me in."  

     

    "And me," said Gerald's friends James Cavendish, and his twin
    brother Charles simultaneously. Both gave each other a knowing look.
     

     

    Malcolm tried to appeal to their common sense. "How on earth could
    you even be sure Miss Hawkesworth would agree? I'm told she is a
    woman of discretion and good breeding."  

     

    Gerald said haughtily, "Where family honor is at stake, she would
    agree. I say let the game go ahead. If anyone else wants to be dealt
    in or out, declare it now."  

     

    Tall blond Clifford Stone, who had been standing in the corner
    silently watching his neighbor make a complete ass of himself, could
    now see that Gerald and the other men were completely in earnest
    upon this new game.  

     

    Though he knew he was the last person the young fool would listen
    to, he had to try to stop this nonsense, if only to avoid a scandal
    for Vanessa's sake. They already gossiped about the auburn-haired
    young bluestocking enough as it was.  

     

    "Gerald, are you so lost to decency that you would bargain the life
    of a complete innocent? Treat her as though she were some sort of
    slave or chattel to be disposed of at your will? She is not some
    poor unfortunate from Africa, to be leg-shackled at your say-so.  

     

    "It's bad enough you mismanaging your own financial affairs through
    your gambling and spendthrift ways without dragging Miss Hawkesworth
    into this sad affair as well. Tell everyone this was just a joke, a
    silly parlor game, and the ball can resume."  

     

    Gerald did not even trouble to look over his shoulder at all of the
    people now crowding into the doorway to see this latest piece of
    novel entertainment. Instead he rounded on Clifford.  

     

    "Mind your own damned business! I shall do as I like. I'm her
    nearest male relative. My sister shall obey me. No one is asking you
    to play."  

     

    Peter Stephens nodded. "I agree with Gerald. As her cousin, I also
    give my consent. It is startling, true, but not unheard of. She's
    bright enough, and knows how to manage an estate. I would be only
    too pleased to have her for my own. And since this is my ball, my
    home, I say let us play."  

     

    Malcolm shook his head, and lifted his winnings from the table. The
    four unmarried men who had been playing cards remained, while the
    other three who were already married stood up and left. Peter's
    second brother Toby, who saw this as too good a joke to pass up, sat
    down expectantly.  

     

    All had little doubt Gerald could make good his threat to force his
    half-sister to marry the winner. He could be charmingly persuasive
    one minute, volatile the next, especially when in his cups, or out
    amongst his special friends, as he was tonight. He had dissipated
    the impressive Hawkesworth fortune in less than five years through
    his gambling and wenching, and showed no signs of settling down.  

     

    Vanessa was a completely different matter, genteel and obliging,
    even if she was somewhat too intelligent and eccentric for most
    men's tastes. No, this was too wonderful an opportunity to miss.
    Wedding Vanessa Hawkesworth would be like marrying into a gold mine.
     

     

    Clifford tried one last gambit. "But it's not decent," he argued.
    "She's still in mourning for her aunt, for Heaven's sake. This goes
    against the laws of God and man."  

     

    "And I tell you she is biddable," Gerald insisted. "She will do as
    she is told, and be grateful for a good husband. So if no one else
    will sit to play, we shall get started."  

     

    Clifford, desperate to stave off this disaster, looked pleadingly at
    Malcolm, before reluctantly sitting down in the empty chair next to
    Timothy Bridges.  

     

    Malcolm stared at his old friend, stunned. Clifford never gambled!
    He played cards, but not for money. And certainly not for a woman!
    Then he saw Clifford looking fixedly at him. Next he swivelled his
    gaze to stare at the deck.  

     

    Several of the most senior and prominent men in the room now began
    to protest in no uncertain terms. "Clifford Stone! You of all
    people. This is a shocking business!" Malcolm's father Geoffrey, the
    local magistrate at Millcote, declared.  

     

    Normally Clifford would have been swayed by the magistrate's
    opinion. Tonight a cold shiver of fear gripped him, its icy fingers
    clawing at his gut inexplicably.  

     

    He had never been superstitious. Yet if he didn't know better he
    would say he had a strong presentiment that he simply had to try to
    intervene on Vanessa's behalf in whatever way he could.  

     

    Clifford's closest friend Thomas Eltham, the Duke of Ellesmere,
    tall, distinguished, with jet-black hair and emerald eyes, also
    attempted to dissuade him. "Clifford, I'm appalled. I never thought
    you had it in you to be so mercenary!"  

     

    "Tommy, I have my reasons," Clifford said in an undertone.  

     

    The Duke shook his head. "I don't care to hear them. If this is how
    you conduct yourself these days, I don't wish to know you. Gambling
    for a wife like some sort of fortune hunter. I'm shocked beyond
    words."  

     

    "But Thomas--"  

     

    Thomas shook his head and stalked off. He knew their service in the
    Peninsular War had changed them all, but this beggared belief. 
    One of his dearest friends, whom he had thought a man of principle,
    a Radical like himself, playing for a woman as if she were a no
    better than a handful of coins, or a horse. It was more than he
    could bear.  

     

    Clifford impotently watched his friend go, but could do nothing to
    stop him without blurting out his true opinion of Gerald's character
    and motives in front of the entire room.  

     

    He was upset at his friend's abrupt departure, but Thomas didn't
    live at Millcote, didn't truly know Vanessa. Didn't comprehend what
    was actually at stake.  

     

    He wasn't so sure he did either. All he knew was that his instincts
    were telling him now that he had to do something to avert this
    disaster before it was too late. His instincts had got him through a
    fair number of tight spots during the war. He valued his friends'
    opinions, but he had to do what he thought was right, no matter
    what.  

     

    He drained his glass of sherry and sighed. He would just have to
    sort things out with Thomas later. He simply could not leave the
    table now.  

     

    Malcolm moved to refill his glass.  

     

    "Are you sure-" he whispered under his breath.  

     

    Clifford gave an imperceptible nod. "Thanks, Malcolm, you're a mind
    reader. This is exactly what I needed." He met his friend's eye for
    a brief moment, then downed another mouthful of the dry amber wine
    and tugged at his impeccable linen cuffs.  

     

    He now gazed fixedly at Gerald, deliberately not looking at Malcolm,
    and waited patiently for the game to begin.  

     

    It was one of the most difficult things he had ever done in his
    life.  He affected a mien of ennui, attempting to ignore the
    outraged sputterings of several bystanders who also thought he had
    taken leave of his senses, or shown his true colors at last.  

     

    Some of the remarks cut him to the quick. He was more than grateful
    his own brother Henry wasn't here. He wouldn't put it past his
    younger sibling to try to drag him away forcibly if his sense of
    outrage was strong enough.  He only prayed he was safely
    dancing outside with his lovely fiancée Josephine Jerome, and
    wouldn't come in until it was all over.  

     

    "A disgrace. Blond like an angel, black-hearted like a devil to
    treat a woman so," one older man asserted.  

     

    "I'm more shocked than I can say!"  

     

    Clifford gazed at his future in-law Mr. Jerome. "Then by all means
    argue with Mr. Hawkesworth. After all, it is he gambling his sister,
    not I."  

     

    "But Clifford, you are wagering for her," Mr. Grayson the vicar
    protested.  

     

    Clifford stared at him fixedly, and said in a tone intended for his
    ears only, "Can you imagine wishing any female you respected to be
    married to any of the bucks sitting here?"  

     

    Mr. Grayson's mouth worked up and down like a thrashing trout's. He
    lapsed back from the table with a resigned air.  

     

    Clifford could not believe the way he had been rendered the villain
    in this piece. Could the rest of them not see that Gerald was the
    one behaving barbarously?  

     

    He made no further attempt to defend himself. So far as Clifford was
    concerned, they could think whatever they liked about his motives so
    long as the lovely young woman he recalled as vividly as his own
    name was safe. He simply sat with his hands folded now and risked
    one tiny peep at Malcolm's face.  

     

    He could see the thin sheen of perspiration on the younger Branson's
    refined features. He brushed a dark hair out of his eyes
    impatiently, and flexed his fingers in an unconscious gesture which
    told Clifford he had understood what was being asked of him. While
    he had his doubts, he would play his part in this charade until the
    end.  

     

    Gerald surprised them all by beginning to dispute his nearest
    neighbor's presence at the table. "I don't want you to play, Stone."
     

     

    Clifford countered smoothly, "Why not? I have no wife."  

     

    Gerald tried to stare down the tall, blond-haired, blue-eyed,
    well-dressed Adonis he had always envied. But Clifford was not a man
    to be intimidated, or outmaneuvered.  

     

    "And my money is as good as anyone else's here." Clifford pulled out
    his checkbook and large leather purse from his jacket pockets. He
    opened the drawstring and plunked the bag down on the green baize,
    scattering its contents in front of him.  

     

    The sight of so many shiny gold coins won the argument in favor of
    Clifford remaining seated far more eloquently than mere words could
    have served. The dissipated young rake could barely tear his eyes
    away. At last he nodded, called for more wine, and reached for the
    deck.  

     

    Malcolm stretched out a hand to forestall him. "Since you seem so
    determined to go through with this folly, Mr. Hawkesworth, the least
    I can do is ensure its all carried out fairly. Since we have an
    uneven number of players here, I suggest vingt-et-un.  

     

    "Normally the dealer would play as well, but I refuse to gamble for
    your sister. So in this case, you simply have to top each other. The
    closest hand to twenty-one without going over is the winner. In the
    event of a tie, those players will be dealt a second or even third
    hand to determine the winner."  

     

    Malcolm drew his chair up closer to the table, and shuffled the
    cards expertly several times, though not too expertly that anyone
    began to smell a rat. He could just imagine the even further scandal
    caused if he weren't careful. The magistrate's son, cheating at
    cards in a game where they were gambling for an innocent young
    woman... His family would never live it down.  

     

    But Clifford was his friend, and the young woman clearly needed
    help. Principle warred with duty as Malcolm shuffled, and prayed to
    the Almighty for guidance.  

     

    Clifford sensed the feelings warring in his close friend's breast.
    He had put him in a terrible predicament he knew, inciting one evil
    attempting to stave off an even greater one.  

     

    Clifford had hoped this matter would not go so far, but everyone
    knew that Gerald was an inveterate gambler, and had his back up
    against the wall if all he and his cousins had revealed about his
    affairs were true.  

     

    Though he had not seen Vanessa for several years, Clifford recalled
    their former childhood friendship. He could not bear the thought of
    her being used as a pawn, forced to endure a loveless marriage. None
    of the men sitting around that table were worthy of her in any way.
    He could only thank his lucky stars some of them were no worse, but
    it would be a dreadful blow for her to fall to any of them. He knew
    he simply could not let one of the other men lay claim to her.  

     

    And that would be if it ever came to it. This whole situation could
    only get worse, he was sure, if allowed to get out of hand.  He
    was certain the marriage would never take place, for public opinion
    would be outraged at such cavalier behavior with the life of a girl
    not yet twenty.  

     

    Gerald would then be worse off than before, for he would have to pay
    back the money he won here tonight, and face other consequences as
    well. The Hawkesworth estate was encumbered with enough debt without
    someone bringing a suit for breach of promise against Gerald for his
    wild behavior at the ball.  

     

    No, this could not end well if he and Malcolm didn't try to stave
    off further disaster before it was too late. He was thankful Vanessa
    was not here to witness her brother's disgraceful conduct. She might
    have collapsed and died of mortification right on the spot.  

     

    Still, it would be the talk of the County and beyond by tomorrow
    morning. It would also be a lasting mark against the whole family if
    anyone around this table were vindictive enough to make trouble for
    Vanessa. Thus, Clifford reasoned, he simply had to play, and above
    all, had to win.  

     

    Once he did so, he would give the money in the pot to Gerald. It
    would cover all his debts here, and there would be an end of the
    matter. Knowing Gerald, whatever might be left over, he would
    squander soon enough.  

     

    Clifford planned to lose big on some hands just to help tide him
    over.  This would buy her some time. Hopefully Vanessa would be
    out of Gerald's clutches, married well to someone worthy of her, not
    just any idle drunken lout only interested in her fortune, long
    before her half-brother burned his way through whatever winnings he
    would secure there tonight.  

     

    Clifford looked around the table at the Cavendishes and young brash
    Timothy, and shook his head. Considered the toping Toby and
    pretentious Peter. No, he could not bear to see anyone as refined as
    Vanessa thrown away on those swine. Not to mention the fact that
    James Cavendish was also supposed to be engaged to Emma Jerome, his
    future sister-in-law. Yet he had not hesitated for a moment in
    joining the game.  

     

    He gazed at the eyes glittering with avarice, and sighed
    despondently.  Was this all the poor girl could expect from the
    Marriage Mart? Surely there had to be someone who would love Vanessa
    for herself?  

     

    He had not seen her since her father's funeral, when she had been
    about fourteen, but he recalled pure white skin without a blemish,
    auburn hair, and the most unusual eyes, which had sparkled like
    amethysts whenever she had smiled. She had been like a little
    porcelain doll, delicately beautiful. She had had spirit and
    courage.  

     

    But Clifford suspected a hidden fragility which would allow Vanessa
    to be squashed like a cabbage leaf if the domineering Gerald were
    permitted to run her life now that she was back living with him for
    the sake of propriety while her aunt's house and estate were sold.
    He calculated she had to be almost nineteen now, ten years younger
    than Gerald, and as such, in his absolute power whilst under his
    roof.  

     

    Clifford didn't like to get involved, not least because he had
    enough complications in his life with Gerald as a next-door neighbor
    constantly conspiring to poach land, game and fish at every
    opportunity. But someone had to look after Vanessa's interests,
    since Gerald obviously couldn't care less.  

     

    Geoffrey Branson began to argue anew. "This has gone far enough,
    son. I forbid you to have anything to do with this sorry affair."  

     

    "Yes, and I say I can deal myself," Gerald asserted.  

     

    Clifford and Malcolm exchanged looks, and both remained where they
    were.  

     

    Gerald eyed them both narrowly, then shrugged. "Very well, in the
    interests of fairness, Mr. Malcolm Branson can deal. We are ready.
    The initial stake will be five thousand pounds each, and a minimum
    of one hundred per hand."  

     

    Some of the men giggled nervously, but they all pulled out their
    billfolds and checkbooks.  

     

    "How much income did you say her estate is worth?" Timothy Bridges
    demanded.  

     

    "Twenty thousand pounds per annum."  

     

    "Right, I'm in."  

     

    Clifford raised one of his broad, strong hands to command everyone's
    attention. They all turned to look at his handsome classical
    features expectantly.  

     

    "Wait. Before we start, we must make the terms of play perfectly
    clear. It would be foolish to stake all on only one hand of
    vignt-un. What about the best of three wins the lady's hand?" he
    suggested.  

     

    Gerald was about to dismiss the proposal immediately simply because
    it had come from Clifford. But in view of the way his luck had been
    running lately, it seemed sensible not to stake all on only one
    hand.  

     

    "The best of five," he determined.  

     

    All nodded agreeably.  

     

    "One last point. Clear the room. We wouldn't want anyone to give the
    game away, now would we?" Clifford knew the fewer witnesses to what
    was about to take place, the better.  

     

    Gerald protested again, but he was outnumbered by the men around the
    table, and forced to acquiesce.  

     

    "Very well, then, since I'm out-voted. You heard him. All of you go,
    now. Shoo."  

     

    He cleared the room of people like so many geese in a yard while
    Malcolm continued to shuffle the cards expertly.  
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    Once the elegant green and gold silk sitting room was quiet and
    Gerald had resumed his seat, Malcolm explained he would lay out the
    cards upon the baize table, one face down, one face up, in front of
    each of the seven players.  

     

    He hadn't spent a lot of years in Bath and London in his younger and
    wilder days for nothing. Of course, only Clifford, his closest
    friend, knew he had saved the Branson family fortunes at the card
    tables several years before, when his father and uncle had been
    duped into a series of bad investments that had virtually bankrupted
    them both.  

     

    Malcolm had tracked down the men responsible, and quietly but
    comprehensively got the family's money back. He had also exposed the
    men for the scheming liars they really were.  

     

    While Malcolm, upon principle, had never cheated his bosom
    companions, he'd read Clifford's look of desperation correctly.
    Feeling sorry for the girl Clifford was so determined to aid, he was
    now prepared to use all of his underhanded sharper's skills to help
    secure his friend's desired outcome. He knew Clifford well enough to
    be certain he was not doing it for Vanessa's fortune.  

     

    All the same, he was worried. Gerald was a bluff, hearty country
    squire with a native cunning and the manners of a rutting boar. He
    was a rampant Tory who loathed the refined Radical landowner
    Clifford Stone with a violence bordering on mania. When Clifford did
    win, what exactly would Gerald do?  

     

    But there was no time to worry about that now.  

     

    "Deal," Gerald commanded imperiously, before knocking back his
    brandy and shoving the glass toward James Cavendish.  

     

    James filled it, and the pair winked at each other.  

     

    Malcolm caught the exchange as he dealt the cards and did his utmost
    to avoid looking at his friend.  

     

    Clifford too kept his eyes firmly fixed on the table as if
    completely absorbed in the game. He prayed Malcolm would have enough
    sense not to let him win every hand in too obvious a fashion. If
    Gerald smelt a rat, the game could well be up for poor Vanessa after
    all.  

     

    Malcolm made sure that Clifford won the first hand, dealing him a
    ten and king off the bottom, but for the next two hands he let the
    cards fall as they would.  

     

    The second proved a tie with Gerald and James Cavendish on nineteen.
    Gerald won the second tie-breaking hand when he stood on eighteen
    and James went over.  

     

    Timothy Bridges triumphed in the third round with a natural
    vignt-un.  

     

    In the fourth hand, Malcolm once again controlled the cards that
    fell to Clifford, letting him tie with Charles Cavendish and Toby
    Stephens on twenty-one. Clifford eventually won the second hand when
    Charles, with raven hair and squinting blue eyes, became more and
    more drunk and foul-tempered. He asked for another card on sixteen,
    and went over. Toby had nineteen, Clifford twenty.  

     

    Gerald's normally florid complexion turned dark crimson at Charles'
    seemingly careless play. He began tugging at his frayed cravat.
    Clifford wondered if he might have an apoplectic fit right there at
    the table and end this farce once and for all.  

     

    He also saw that Gerald would lodge a protest if Clifford were to
    win yet another hand. He risked a glance over at Malcolm, who dealt
    a winning hand of twenty to James Cavendish instead. Gerald
    desperately tried to bluff, but James held out to the end, and
    emerged victorious.  

     

    "We have played five hands. Clifford Stone is the clear winner with
    two hands," Malcolm stated. "Mr. Hawkesworth, you have your money on
    the table. I trust your sister will be content with the
    arrangement."  

     

    Gerald said nothing, but simply glowered from one man to the next.
    The sum on the table was more money than he had ever seen in his
    life, but they could all see that his greedy nature made him wish he
    had held out for more.  

     

    Clifford declared, "I shall be over tomorrow to pay a call on Miss
    Hawkesworth. I shall leave it to you to tell her the news, that you
    have gambled away her hand and lost." He stood up and bowed curtly
    to the other man.  

     

    "Damn you, sir! Damn you!" Gerald shouted, his face turning purple
    with fury.  

     

    Malcolm tried to cover over the awkward moment. "As party to this
    affair, and a person willing to stand as groomsman for Clifford, if
    you will have me, I shall see that the banns are called immediately.
    The wedding can take place at the end of the month. My sister Claire
    will be only too pleased to help with the arrangements for whatever
    is needful. Vanessa may come stay with us at the Grange until the
    wedding if she wishes, so that she may have help with all the
    necessary arrangements."  

     

    Clifford, while alarmed at talk of a wedding, allowed his friend to
    speak uninterrupted. He was relieved that Malcolm had grasped his
    fears so readily, that the rapscallion was not fit to look after his
    sister's best interests.  

     

    All the same, he couldn't shake off the uneasy feeling in the pit of
    his stomach. Gerald Hawkesworth was nothing if not a bad loser.
    Clifford sighed as his thoughts began to crowd in on him, and he
    berated himself for his impetuosity.  He wished now he had
    never let this charade go so far. But Vanessa had to be protected,
    no matter what the cost.  

     

    "Thank you, Malcolm, for all your help. We shall all put our heads
    together tomorrow and see what is needful."  

     

    All manner of worrying considerations entered Clifford's head as the
    full impact of what he had done finally began to sink in. Oh Lord,
    what had he been thinking?  Having staked such a high ante and
    bet more in order to placate Gerald, he would need to reconsider his
    own finances. Such large unexpected expenses would entail more
    careful management of his estate in the short term.  

     

    If not in the long term, he realized with an inward groan.  He
    might not marry Vanessa, but he would need to assist her in some way
    until her own affairs were more settled.  He had to help the
    girl get free of Gerald somehow, even if it meant setting her up in
    a small house somewhere far way from her half-brother until she
    could smooth things over with the custodians of her estate.  

     

    He sighed. He would also have to break the news to his own brother
    Henry. Not to mention mend fences with his friend Thomas, who was
    supposed to have been staying with him for a few days, but who had
    no doubt just headed home to the nearby town of Brimley in disgust.
     

     

    And what on earth would he tell his other dear friend Jonathan, at
    Oxford and shortly to be ordained! Clifford thumped his brow with
    the heel of his hand. Jonathan had not always been the most godly of
    young men, but he would still be shocked when he heard what he had
    done. Come to that, he was rather shocked himself.  

     

    But all of his friends and family were the least of Clifford's
    worries now, for the parlor once again began to fill with guests.
    News of his 'victory' had filtered out into the ballroom as the
    participants in the card game prepared to go home.  

     

    Clifford forced himself to smile as people congratulated him or
    rebuked him according to their mood.  

     

    Henry came barreling in, his earnest young face glowering with
    indignation, dragging Josephine along behind him. The poor
    honey-blonde was breathless from the breakneck pace he had set.  

     

    "Clifford, there you are! Thank God. I've heard the most appalling
    Banbury tale. That you gambled for a wife. And actually won."  

     

    Clifford felt his face heat with shame.  

     

    Henry saw the change in his sibling's expression at once.  "For
    pity's sake, Clifford, enough practical jokes," he said edgily, his
    eyes never leaving his brother's face.  

     

    "I'm sorry, Henry. It's no joke. I gambled with Gerald and the other
    men for Vanessa."  

     

    He stared as though he had never seen him before. "Lord bless us!
    Tell me it isn't true."  

     

    "Henry, I truly wish I could."  

     

    Josephine gasped, and shot him a look of outrage. "Egad, how could
    you!"  

     

    "Jo, I had to."  

     

    "Don't speak to me! I thought you better than that. Treating a woman
    like a brood mare or bank account. Some Radical you've turned out to
    be." She spun on her heel and departed with a swirl of pink skirts.
     

     

    Henry daggered his elder brother with a rapier-sharp glance and
    followed after her.  

     

    Clifford rose from the table numbly, trying to avoid being cornered
    by a bevy of men all berating him and lecturing him on his duty. And
    how he should mend his ways before his foibles led him to even worse
    debauchery.  

     

    He swallowed the comments without protest as he tried to make his
    way to the foyer to reclaim his cloak and order around his
    carriage.  For indeed, what would be the point. Everyone seemed
    determined to think the worst of him and more than happy to air his
    or her opinions as to his low character. He learned first-hand that
    night the veracity of the commonly held belief that the higher one
    was, the further one fell. Would they had dragged Gerald over the
    coals in the same manner.  

     

    The men's responses were bad enough. There were also more than a few
    piqued young ladies in the County as well, he noted as some of them
    went storming past him in the corridor with an outraged snap of
    their fans. Clifford watched with only mild twinges of regret as
    Charlotte Castlemaine, Pamela Ashton, and Claire Branson went past
    him looking grim.  

     

    They were all lovely women in their own ways, dark, fair and
    brunette, but he could not get the color of fallen maple leaves out
    of his mind.  He had never lost his heart to any woman, and
    doubted at times that it would ever happen.  

     

    He was also the last person to care what people thought of him. So
    long as he stuck to his own stalwart principles, the Devil take what
    anyone's opinion. He would not behave wrongly just to curry favor
    with others.  

     

    Gerald came out of the card room now after having settled with his
    cousin and gathered up every penny. With one hostile look at
    Clifford he slithered off into the night with his pockets bulging.  

     

    "Good riddance. May he never have a day's luck with that money,"
    Malcolm muttered under his breath.  

     

    "With the way Gerald gambles, he probably never will," Clifford
    predicted grimly.  

     

    He waited until everyone was out of earshot before whispering to his
    companion, "Thank you for helping me, and above all Vanessa. I owe
    you a great deal."  

     

    "Don't thank me yet. In fact, I think this night's business has
    opened up whole Pandora's box of troubles."  

     

    "But at least there is hope at the bottom of the casket. A faint
    glimmer, but hope nonetheless."  

     

    Malcolm shook his head and sighed. "Aye, Clifford, but it's small
    consolation compared to what's been unleashed. Gerald and you are
    like oil and water. Having him as a brother-in-law? It would be any
    reasonable man's worst nightmare."  

     

    Clifford shrugged one shoulder. "It may not come to that. I need
    time to think, come up with some sort of plan to get her out of
    Hawkesworth House and to a more safe and respectable
    situation.  If he would gamble her, he is not fit to be her
    guardian and protector."  

     

    Malcolm nodded in agreement.  

     

    "With your father's help, and our friend Alistair Grant the
    barrister's, I should like to make appropriate inquiries as to the
    best way to look after her interests without having to marry her.
    She will need a proper chaperone, and will have to be convinced of
    all our good intentions. She has been cast amongst virtual strangers
    to fend for herself since her aunt's death last month, and this turn
    of event could prove overwhelming for the poor child."  

     

    "I'll do all I can, you know that. My whole family will."  

     

    "Thank you. I only wish I knew where to start."  

     

    He ruffled his golden hair nervously and looked around the corridor
    as if hoping for a clue as to how to proceed.  It was a damned
    bad business, and liable to get a great deal worse before it ever
    got better.  

     

    Clifford wondered for the hundredth time what Vanessa would say when
    she found she had been gambled away by her own brother, and would be
    expected by the entire district to wed Clifford by the end of the
    month.  
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    Vanessa sat across from her brother in their shabby, old-fashioned
    red silk and walnut drawing room and stared at her brother in
    horror. "What are you saying? Gerald, surely you jest! How could you
    possibly have done such a thing!"  

     

    "What's wrong with the idea? Plenty of people bring out their
    daughters for the express purpose of finding them a good husband.
    I've saved us all the time, expense and boredom."  

     

    Vanessa laughed for a moment, until she saw the look on his face and
    realized he was perfectly in earnest. "You aren't joking, are you?"
    she said, shaking her head. "I'm shocked beyond words. You really
    mean to make me marry the man you lost to at cards? Even leaving
    aside your disgraceful conduct, who on earth would be such a
    barbarian as to even agree to such a thing? To sit down and gamble
    for a lady? In this day and age? The very idea!"  

     

    "It was Clifford Stone."  

     

    Her long-lashed eyes flew wide.  "Clifford Stone!" she gasped.
    "Oh no, impossible. After all you tell me he's done to you and to
    your estate, breaking fences, ruining our serving girls, poaching
    our deer and fish from the adjoining lake, insulting you, Gerald,
    you want me to marry that beast?"  

     

    Gerald passed a hand over his face to hide his disconcerted
    expression. Once again, his lies had backfired upon him. He shifted
    uneasily in the frayed red silk and gilt chair and tried to rescue
    the desperate situation by saying in a soothing tone, "I know he's a
    terrible person. All I've told you about him and more is perfectly
    true. But short of selling everything we have and moving away,
    nothing less will satisfy him.  

     

    "It won't be so bad, dear sister. I'll be right here to protect you.
    Moreover, the censure of public opinion will buffer you from his
    more rampant excesses."  

     

    She flung out her hand impatiently. "And exactly who will protect me
    in my chamber at night? In my bed?" she hissed. "You talk of this as
    if it were a business arrangement. As if marrying me to a criminal
    and debaucher means nothing! But it means everything to me. It's my
    safety and happiness we're discussing. Surely there must be another
    solution? I refuse to sell myself to anyone like a common whore, not
    even to help you."  

     

    "Now, now, Vanessa, language, please! As the head of this family,
    you will do as I say," he stated firmly.  

     

    She snorted in derision. "You may well be head of the family,
    Gerald, but it is I who possess the fortune. Money is power. 
    I'm certainly not going to hand my power or my person over to anyone
    without sober consideration. I'll simply speak to my solicitors.
    Apply to them for funds.  You will have no objection to me
    clearing the debt, I take it, and there will be an end of the
    matter."  

     

    Gerald struggled to keep his face impassive and his tone even. "But
    nothing less will satisfy him than to be paid immediately, and to
    wed you. It will take too long to settle the matter with the
    solicitors."  

     

    Vanessa presented a stiff black satin-covered back to him. "Not as
    long and painful as my life will be married to a man I fear, a man I
    could never esteem, respect or love."  

     

    "But what of the gossip? You'll be ruined."  

     

    She spun to face him again. "You gambled me! I've done nothing to be
    ashamed of! And you should have thought of that gossip before you
    made the Devil's own bargain.  

     

    "I'm sure no one at the table proposed such a monstrous arrangement.
    It was all the product of your greedy little mind. I know we are
    only half-brother and sister and weren't really raised together.
    I  can't blame you entirely for a lack of appropriate feeling
    toward me. But I can't believe you would think so little of me that
    you could have attempted to deal with my entire future in so
    high-handed and cavalier a manner."  

     

    "Please, Vanessa. I want only the best for you, and there did not
    appear to be any harm. I would be more than happy to see you wed to
    any one of my friends, or either of our cousins, Peter or Toby. Any
    of the men who played would have been a good match. Clifford was the
    worst of them," he fibbed, "and sadly, he won. But you could do
    worse too in terms of material goods. Stone Court is a magnificent
    estate, and as chatelaine there you will have more status than you
    ever dreamt of."  

     

    She stared. "But you told me he was financially desperate enough to
    want me for my money--"  

     

    "And there can be no false expectations, for it is all up front and
    above board. He is marrying you for your fortune, plain and simple.
    Better to know that now than to get all sorts of fustian notions of
    romance in your head.  Marriage is a business arrangement,
    plain and simple. You would have been in the Mart now looking for a
    good match had your dear aunt not died in her sleep, God rest her."
     

     

    Vanessa froze in front of the hearth, as tense as a cobra about to
    strike. At the mention of her aunt she sniffed, and flung herself
    down on the ragged footstool next to her.  

     

    "I know I have been raised quietly in Dorset with my books and
    stable and the estate affairs, and am not quite as fly to the time
    of day as you are, Brother. It is true, the Marriage Mart is as you
    say. But I had hoped to escape it for some time yet. I was hoping to
    enjoy some freedom, my intellectual and charitable activities, with
    you as my escort."  

     

    "Bah," Gerald said dismissively.  "I'm a horse and hounds sort
    of a chap. I'd rather have my teeth pulled than attend one of your
    bluestockings' soirees.  Clifford isn't a complete dolt. He did
    go to Eton and Oxford, after all.  He would do well enough for
    you in that department. And there will be few restrictions upon you
    as a married woman so long as you observe the proprieties."  

     

    Vanessa shook her head. "I have little enough freedom as a spinster
    in a man's world. As a wife I would have even less if my husband
    proved a tyrant. I'm sorry, Gerald. It's out of the question."  

     

    "My dear girl, please reconsider," he began to wheedle. "I know it's
    an enormous sacrifice to have to make. If there were any other way
    to save our family home, I would do it gladly. I need that money to
    help offset the mortgage on Hawkesworth House." He gave a tragic
    smile for dramatic effect. "Our father would turn in his grave if he
    found out that Clifford Stone had taken over our ancestral home, had
    tricked and duped us."  

     

    "If he cheated at cards, forced you to bet me, we can complain to
    the authorities!" Vanessa insisted, seeing a glimmer of hope in this
    grim muddle.  

     

    "No, it was nothing like that," he conceded.  

     

    Vanessa shrugged and toyed with her pearl necklace, which peeped
    above the modest neckline of her black silk gown. She folded her
    hands in her lap and said primly, "In that case, all of this is your
    fault, and has nothing to do with me. I shall go back to my aunt's,
    or to London, until this matter is resolved. I have offered you and
    Mr. Stone a way to settle this amicably. If you tell me what is
    owed, I shall call upon Mason and Rogers as soon as I'm in Town
    and--"  

     

    "No, you won't." Gerald barked. "I've given my word as a gentleman!"
    He rose from his chair to dash some brandy into a glass, which he
    downed in one gulp. He splashed in a second measure, and slammed the
    decanter down so hard she was sure it would shatter. Then he stood
    by her in front of the cold, empty grate, sipping with a
    disapproving air.  

     

    He was evidently trying to intimidate her by standing over her in
    such a manner, but this matter was far too important to back down so
    easily.  

     

    Vanessa's eyes narrowed. "But I have not given my word, Gerald! In
    the marriage ceremony, people are afforded the opportunity to
    object, as you may recall. We can end this farce right now, and it
    will be just a tempest in a teacup. A bit of juicy gossip readily
    forgotten in a day or two.  Or we can end this absurd situation
    in a week or two in front of the entire County when I declare my
    objections loud and clear at the altar for everyone to hear."  

     

    "And I tell you, you're passing up a golden opportunity."  

     

    She tossed her auburn locks in disgust. "A golden opportunity for
    what, pray tell? To tie myself irrevocably to a loutish gambler who
    commits criminal acts with impunity?"  

     

    Gerald knelt before her and replied in his most cajoling tone, "This
    marriage would actually be a way of gaining retribution for all he
    has done. Do you not see? If you two were ever to have a child, it
    would inherit both estates, and the County would once more be at
    peace."  

     

    Vanessa looked at him skeptically. "That is a very big if. For one
    thing, we might not be able to abide each other. I for one am not
    willing to take the risk. I'd rather be single for the rest of my
    life than wed someone I couldn't respect. The whole thing is
    ridiculous, and this, er, discussion is at an end."  

     

    She turned to go, but Gerald grabbed her by the wrist and squeezed.
    The pain shot up her arm, but she bit her lip to stop herself from
    crying out.  

     

    He shook her for a second like a terrier with a juicy mouse in his
    mouth. "If you don't do this, the bailiffs will come and take
    everything away, and there will be an end of the Hawkesworth family.
    We'll never be able to hold up our heads in decent society ever
    again. Everyone will cut us, forsake us! I'll be reduced to a pauper
    living on your charity. I might even have to go to debtor's prison
    if Clifford chooses to pursue the matter fully."  

     

    She furiously jerked away from his bruising grasp, tearing the
    sleeve of her black silk gown and detaching her lace cuff in the
    process. She noted with horror the purple bruises already forming on
    her arm. "Just give him back the money and it will all be over."  

     

    "I can't. I applied it toward the mortgage already, first thing this
    morning," he lied.  

     

    Vanessa shrugged.  "That's good.  So all we need is some
    time, Gerald, just until my aunt's estate is settled, for me to pay
    him back."  

     

    Gerald shook his head and said bitterly, "Let us state the plain
    truth, shall we? We both know that your Aunt Agatha never trusted
    me. The solicitors have been instructed that you never be allowed to
    give me any money. As soon as they make inquiries as to the reason
    for your request for so large a sum, they'll discover that it's
    damned low water with me, and that will be the end of my life and
    yours."  

     

    "I can speak to them, try to persuade--"  

     

    He ignored her entreaties.  "Even if I don't end up in debtors'
    prison, I'll be a homeless beggar. You will be taken into their
    custodianship and forced to live with a strict chaperone who will
    never give you the freedoms you enjoyed with your aunt. A married
    woman has status, a spinster none. Once you wed, your money will be
    all your own to do with as you choose. Clifford can't force you to
    give it all to him. I am sure your lawyers are canny enough to work
    out a favorable pre-nuptial agreement which will give you all you've
    ever dreamt of, and more. You could wed him and keep-"  

     

    "No!" she argued, stamping her foot for emphasis. "It's dishonest
    enough marrying a man I detest and fear, without cheating him for
    your sake too."  

     

    His beady eyes glittered as his mind ran away with his plans. 
    "But the solicitors won't be able to object to you giving me a
    stipend. After all, you'll be married to Clifford, a wealthy man
    with an impressive array of lands and family heirlooms purported to
    be worth a pretty penny. As his wife you will have material goods,
    status and freedom."  

     

    Vanessa laughed bitterly. "What freedom? Most women are treated as
    china dolls or puppets. Once I'm wed, I am my husband's chattel, to
    do with as he will. You know yourself Joseph Marchant beat his wife
    to death for supposedly committing adultery with their steward, and
    never spent one day in jail."  

     

    "Then you shall have to control your desires. Or, if you can't, make
    certain you don't get caught," Gerald said casually.  

     

    Vanessa stared at him open-mouthed. She waited for a smile or
    mocking wink, but there was none. With dawning horror she realized
    he was in earnest.  

     

    "Gerald, those may be your morals, but they're not mine. I've been
    brought up by my aunt to be decent and God-fearing. I am no
    light-skirt, sir."  

     

    Gerald simply shrugged. "In that case, you need not worry about the
    wrath of your husband."  

     

    "Some husbands need no excuse for cruelty."  

     

    She began to pace in front of the empty hearth, wishing their
    stringent economies didn't have to include rarely having a
    fire.  She rubbed her sore arm and wondered why she suddenly
    felt chilled to the bone.  

     

    A vague memory flashed in the back of her mind, a sudden impression
    of a woman in blue, with red spatters on it, and a green carpet...  

     

    Gerald waved his hand in front of her face. He smiled inwardly, now
    getting inspiration for his next gambit.  

     

    "While he may be a thief and a liar, and overly-fond of the company
    of ladies, Clifford has not got the reputation for being a complete
    scoundrel."  

     

    "I can't tell you how relieved I am to hear that," she said, her
    tone biting.  

     

    Gerald had all to do to restrain his smirk. "And in view of your own
    less than sterling reputation hereabouts, I would suggest that you
    act a bit more grateful, and seize this opportunity with both hands.
    After all, a woman in your position can't afford to be too
    particular, now can she?"  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 4]CHAPTER FOUR  

     

    Vanessa stiffened at the unspoken implications of what her
    half-brother had just said, and replied stiffly, "That was a long
    time ago, and--"  

     

    "Yes, I know my dear," Gerald said in his most sympathetic tone. "I
    am well aware that you were ill. A devastating bout of brain fever,
    no more.  But people here in the country have long memories. So
    little to do with their time, don't you know. They gossip worse than
    in London."  

     

    Vanessa felt the familiar choking sensation of terror, the darkness
    encroaching once more. If only she could remember... "If I am to be
    gossiped about and only serve to make our family situation worse by
    returning here, then I shall go to London--"  

     

    "You can't run from yourself."  

     

    Vanessa reeled back as though she had been slapped. "I was only a
    child," she said again, more feebly, hating herself for the whine
    she heard in her tone.  

     

    Gerald had scored his points, and smiled in satisfaction. 
    Rather than press his advantage with a heavy hand, he appealed to
    her better nature once more.  

     

    "Please, Sister, I'm begging you. This is a superb opportunity for
    both of us.  Don't let me be cast out into the road like a
    pauper. Sign this paper stating you will marry him and discharge the
    debts upon this estate, and only those debts, and the rest of your
    fortune shall be yours. Plus Clifford's money and family home
    besides. And you will have a husband, when most likely you would
    never have secured one, no matter your wealth, once the old tabbies
    of the Ton got their claws into you and raked up your past."  

     

    She shook her head, both tempted and terrified. And feeling very
    much put upon by her sibling. "I can't just sign my entire life away
    without giving the matter far more thought. It's unreasonable for
    you to ask it. But then, all of your actions have been unreasonable.
    Certainly not those of an elder brother who should be introducing me
    into society and looking after my welfare. Not threatening me and
    practically twisting my arm off when I gainsay him."  

     

    Gerald colored at the accusation, though she had not uttered the
    words harshly. "I'm sorry. I didn't know my own strength. I beg your
    pardon for hurting your arm and tearing your frock. You have to
    believe that I'm trying to help you. In my own way I am being
    protective. It will be a good match for you, and you'll be free to
    pursue your, er, hobbies and um, eccentricities, which I understand
    are very important to you."  

     

    Vanessa groaned. Even without his reminder of her childhood
    difficulties and fears, she could feel the walls closing in on
    her.  It was apparent from his words that though she had been
    there only a short time, the servants had already been gossiping
    about her studying and writing at all hours of the day and night.
    The servants at her aunt's house had thought her strange, indeed,
    even called her mad, just as they had done at Hawkesworth House
    after her mother and later her father had died.  

     

    Grief took people in all sorts of ways, she knew. She was certain
    she was not mad, but her nightmares, her sudden attacks of
    forgetfulness or panic, her strange visions of a lady in blue, had
    been witnessed by enough people in the past to have got her talked
    about here in Somerset.  

     

    While the English were known throughout Europe for their harmless if
    dotty people, the specter of the asylum always loomed large. 
    Nightmares and odd reveries were one thing, but no woman was
    supposed to be so avidly curious or well-educated as she had become,
    taking refuge from the real world in the realm of books. Praying
    that the visions she saw in her mind's eye would never come true...
     

     

    She sighed, wishing more than anything that her Aunt Agatha were
    here. Could tell her what to do. But of course, if Aunt were still
    alive, she thought with a sniff, she certainly would never be in the
    predicament she was now.  The pang of grief which welled up was
    every bit as acute as the day she had lost her.  

     

    It had been so sudden. And the loss was one that could never be made
    up for.   Her aunt had been a rare lady in every sense of
    the word, an exceptionally intelligent woman whose parents had
    fostered her inquiring mind. Vanessa knew only too well how much she
    owed her. And how much she had come to love her.  

     

    When her father had become a widower, and Vanessa had become what
    was labeled difficult, her mother's sister Agatha had raised the
    little eight-year old girl the only way she had known how, taking
    her mind off her odd fits and starts by teaching her all she had
    learned. It had been a never-ending source of pride to Agatha that
    her niece had not only surpassed her in learning, but also mastered
    all the accomplishments so fashionable for ladies of quality in
    society. She had been sure her young charge would certainly turn
    more than a few heads if she were ever to leave her self-imposed
    isolation, but Vanessa had been a homebody despite having developed
    into a great beauty, the talk of Dorset.  

     

    What were balls and soirees compared with consols and selective
    breeding?  Vanessa had rejected the fashion papers in favor of
    the Farmer's Almanac, and shown remarkable aptitude for running an
    estate.  

     

    Using all the knowledge she had gleaned from her books, she had set
    up experiments in farming which had been successful as well.
    Rotating crops, animal husbandry, these had seemed unusual ideas at
    first, but bumper yields and the best horses and cattle in the shire
    had proven Vanessa to be an astute farmer and manager.  

     

    Yet now that she had returned here, she was once more being labeled
    eccentric, which so far as she was concerned, was just a polite word
    for mad.  

     

    She thought of her old home with an acute stab of regret. It had
    been a pity that Aunt Agatha's estate was to be sold, though it
    would certainly fetch a pretty penny, prosperous as it was.  

     

    Why, oh why, could she not be allowed to live there and manage it by
    herself? What had Agatha been thinking to force her hand, making her
    come back to this terrible, gloomy old place after all of her
    wondrous freedom in Dorset?  

     

    But Society frowned upon unmarried women, and her reputation would
    have been in tatters had she sought to go against convention. There
    were also huge disadvantages to being considered a bluestocking.  

     

    Even worse, as long as she remained unmarried and unprotected, she
    would be the prey of every fortune hunter in the County, if not all
    of England and Scotland, such was the fame of her small-holding.  

     

    But the instructions in Aunt Agatha's will had been clear: Vanessa
    was to sell the property and move back home to her family estate
    with Gerald as her chaperon. Her two solicitors would oversee the
    sale and the administration of her considerable fortune. Surely they
    would not...  

     

    "Please sign the paper, and the marriage will take place by the end
    of the month," Gerald urged again.  

     

    Vanessa clung onto her last thought with eager desperation. "My
    solicitors will have to be informed at once. I can do nothing
    without their approval until I'm twenty-one. Even when I reach the
    age of majority,  they will still insist on an appropriately
    drawn up marriage settlement."  

     

    "You know they'll raise objections, and we have little time. Tell
    them you are marrying, and that you must do it soon."  

     

    She shook her head. "I can't get them to agree just like that. There
    are settlements, papers to sign, negotiations. Even if I were
    willing to say I wanted to marry Clifford tomorrow, and be party to
    the dealings between the solicitors as to my dowry, I still fail to
    see the reason for such haste. Can we not speak to Mr. Stone, tell
    him--"  

     

    "The banns are being read today, and he won't wish to wait. You
    shall be wed by the end of the month, no later. And if you need an
    excuse that will convince them to expedite matters, tell them you
    are with child."  

     

    She gasped and glared at him. "I didn't gambled myself away! I can't
    see how I can be obliged to agree to such a monstrous arrangement!
    And I shall certainly not do even further harm to my reputation with
    that ghastly lie."  

     

    "And I've told you, if we don't hurry, Clifford Stone will turn us
    out of here," he lied.  

     

    "I will speak with him-"  

     

    "He won't see reason. I'll be left with nothing. We'll both have to
    move out of here by the end of the month. Stone will either turn us
    out, or everyone in the neighborhood will have nothing more to do
    with us, since we will be branded dishonorable for reneging on the
    wager." Gerald grew  more puce with every word.  

     

    "Please reconsider before all is lost. If you don't do this, I'll
    have no choice but to throw myself in the river or hang myself.
    Without my estate, I have nothing, and therefore nothing to live
    for." He managed what he hoped would sound like a convincing sob.  

     

    Vanessa gazed at her handsome but dissolute half-brother and judged
    him to be in a desperate frame of mind. "There are many who have far
    less than you, Gerald. You have only to look at the poor people on
    badly run estates, or the beggars in London. Or the veterans who
    fought in the Americas and on the Continent and came back wounded,
    and are expected to live on a paltry pension that would barely keep
    a cat alive. The coat on your back would feed several families for a
    year."  

     

    Gerald glared at her, but hung his head humbly, hoping he looked
    sufficiently abject for his kind-hearted half-sister to take pity on
    him.  

     

    "On the other hand," she said, looking at him thoughtfully, "it
    would be difficult, though not impossible, for you to adjust to such
    a life, to lose all that has been familiar to you. Since I'm in a
    position to prevent that from happening, I shall do so."  

     

    He began to grin smugly then, but she fixed him with a hard stare.  

     

    "However, make no mistake, Gerald. This is the last time I will
    assist you in such a way. Thus far you have made nothing of all of
    your privileges and advantages. I'm ashamed of your gambling and
    your weaknesses. I refuse to pay a penny more to encourage you in
    your life of reckless abandon.  

     

    "If I agree to marry Clifford Stone, then there are certain terms
    you'll have to agree to. After all, it won't be enough to alleviate
    those debts. Even if I paid off the entire mortgage, you need to
    have some sort of steady income. You need  to find a way to
    earn a living. You encumbered this estate without any thought for
    the morrow. The house has been left to fall into ruin since Father's
    death. The farm has been sadly neglected, when it could have gone a
    long way to providing for your wants if only you had taken the
    trouble over it. If the family home is so important to you, you need
    to stay away from the gaming tables. And if you can't be bothered to
    husband your own resources, then we need to find you a good steward
    who can stop your life of endless squandering."  

     

    Gerald's bland smile hid the seething inner workings of his devious
    mind all too well.  "Whatever you say, Sister," Gerald forced
    himself to reply meekly.  

     

    All the while his brain whirred at the prospect of steady income for
    the first time in ages with which to fund his endless rounds of
    pleasure.  

     

    Even if Vanessa remained adamant about not helping him, he could
    cause trouble for his new brother-in-law in all sorts of ways if he
    did not help him. And of course, there was his lucrative little
    hobby on the side... Risky, but he did enjoy it so. And some of the
    benefits were even more pleasurable than money.  

     

    Vanessa looked at her half-brother carefully, then rose to pace in
    front of the fire restlessly once more. She was appalled at the
    situation she had found herself thrust into, and completely at sea.
     

     

    But Gerald expected some sort of an answer. She was sure she would
    get no peace from him until she gave one.  

     

    "Very well," she said at last, sitting down once more and crossing
    her arms over her chest.  "I'll do as you ask, and have the
    papers drawn up. However, you won't be setting the terms as you had
    hoped. You aren't married, and have no heir.  Cousin Peter is
    well off enough in his own right. There was never anything in
    Father's will to prevent a female from inheriting.  

     

    "Therefore you will sign this estate over to me, and live here as a
    life tenant, with the property to revert to any heir you may have,
    male or female once we're both gone. Or to my heir if you die
    childless. Failing both of those circumstances, one of our cousins
    or their children, if they ever marry, can inherit."  

     

    Now it was Gerald's turn to get up and pace. "I don't understand,
    what am I to do if I sign-"  

     

    "In return for the property, you'll be granted an allowance, which
    shall be no more than one half of the income of the estate. You must
    learn to live within your means, and learn how to manage the estate.
    You must ensure that none of the tenantry are left to suffer, as
    they apparently have."  

     

    Gerald opened his mouth to protest, but she forestalled him with her
    raised hand. "You've left me no choice, so I am leaving you none. If
    you want me to save you from penury, you'll do as I say. If you work
    hard, you'll prosper. If you choose to continue on as you have done,
    you'll have no one to blame except for yourself. And I shall do
    nothing to assist you ever again."  

     

    "But Vanessa--" he rasped, reddening with anger once more.  

     

    She sat her ground as he drew near, though all of her instincts
    screamed that she should flee. "It's your choice, Gerald. If the
    Hawkesworth estate goes into the red by so much as one penny, I
    shall turn it over to a more worthy tenant who will value it and
    accord it the respect it deserves. Our father loved this house and
    land. I wonder you can profane his memory by treating it all with
    such utter disregard."  

     

    "Not disregard. It was a run of bad luck--"  

     

    She gazed at him with undisguised scorn. "People make their own
    luck, Gerald. You'll have a spell of good luck if you shun the
    gaming tables and your drinking companions, and devote your
    considerable energies currently occupied with hunting, fishing and
    wenching to accounting, tilling and sowing instead."  

     

    "But Vanessa, a gentleman-"  

     

    She shook her head. "I don't wish to hear your definition of a
    gentleman. Not after you have determined that the debauched Clifford
    Stone of all people is a good match for me.  And certainly not
    with the way you behave."  

     

    He came closer to stand over her almost menacingly. She rose from
    her seat and skirted past him, declaring as she did so, "I'll have
    the papers drawn up and the wedding shall go ahead as soon as
    possible by special license. I don't want to have the banns read out
    week after week and have everyone in the neighborhood tittering at
    my being made such a quiz of."  

     

    "Vanessa, please--"  

     

    She turned at the door to gaze at her half-brother levelly. 
    "I'm sorry to be so blunt and harsh, and to set these terms. But if
    your burdens ever seem too onerous, please just recollect that it
    was your own folly which brought you to this pass. You may resent my
    decision, but given the fact that debtors' prison is your only other
    alternative, I expect you to be appropriately grateful."  

     

    "But Vanessa--"  

     

    "There is no more to be said upon the matter."  

     

    Vanessa turned on her heel without another word and went upstairs to
    her chamber, dark and heavy in navy blue with mahogany furniture.
    She had always found the chamber oppressive, but her father had
    insisted it was the best room in the house, and had taken her
    mother's chamber after her death as his own.  She recalled his
    kind, gentle face with a pang, the way he had reassured her during
    her many nightmares as a small girl.  

     

    But he was not here now to rescue her from this one, she thought
    with a sigh. She stared at the adjoining door wistfully, almost
    fancying she could see the knob turn, and him coming in with a
    candle and a little gift or treat.  

     

    Vanessa sat down at the dressing table heavily and gazed at her pale
    reflection in the mirror. Though she had managed to appear outwardly
    calm, she had a terrible feeling in the pit of her stomach. She felt
    cornered, like a rabbit confronted by a stoat. She was sure in her
    heart of hearts that no good could come of this marriage. Yet what
    choice did she have?  

     

    She tried to remember anything she knew about Clifford Stone apart
    from what her half-brother had told her. Recollections of him as he
    had been at twenty-one, tall, as fair-haired as Adonis, handsome,
    were her only memories. He had always been kind to her, especially
    just after her mother had died, and again when she had returned from
    Dorset for her father's funeral several years later. He had not had
    the impatience for a young child of eight that her own brother had
    possessed, and had been exceptionally gallant to a gangling fourteen
    year-old who wept like a watering pot at the least little thing. He
    had been so kind, had seemed to listen to her attempts at adult
    conversation with a willing and patient ear.  

     

    Could he have changed so much? Metamorphosed into the depraved
    degenerate Gerald and their servants now whispered about? Gambling,
    wenching, drinking, committing depredations on their estate? 
    She had heard he'd been in the Army. Had he come back scarred by
    that experience in mind if not body?  

     

    Vanessa shook her head. She had no idea what to think. The only
    logical approach to the problem would be to meet with him, attempt
    to get him to be reasonable. No man with any common sense would want
    to wed an unwilling bride, though she had to admit her fortune would
    tempt even the most intelligent and morally upright man. Tempt them
    despite the rumors of her eccentricities.  In fact, that might
    be all the more tempting: to have an enfeebled wife completely at
    his mercy.  

     

    Vanessa gave a determined lift of her chin. She might be unworldly
    and naive after her sheltered life in Dorset, but she was no fool.
    She had good solicitors who were experienced men of business. They
    were well aware of the nature of marital relations amongst the upper
    crust in England.  

     

    But with any luck, Mason and Rogers might not even have to get
    involved.  She could only try her best to reason with her
    neighbor. If she failed, well, then she would pay the piper.  

     

    If Clifford Stone would accept nothing less than all his money back
    immediately, she would have to keep her promise to her brother and
    wed the fiend.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 5]CHAPTER FIVE  

     

    Gerald sipped his brandy moodily in his study. Clifford Stone had
    the most damnable luck. Of all the people to win her!  What the
    hell was he going to do now?  

     

    Vanessa wasn't the addlepated ninny he had thought her to be after
    all. And his neighbor was certainly not going to relinquish the
    little pigeon now.  It wasn't supposed to have happened like
    this. Not at all. They had all talked it through, even rehearsed it
    several times. Yet somehow his perfect plan had backfired...  

     

    Hell and damnation. There had to be another way to seize her
    fortune.  He had to stop panicking, and simply think things
    through. The trouble was, Gerald was not very good at thinking. He
    had had what appeared to be a foolproof scheme, and it had gone very
    badly awry.  

     

    He saw red, and his hands began to tremble. Women. They were all the
    same. Foiled him at every turn. Tried to boss him around, stop him
    from having fun...  

     

    Carping hags, the whole lot of them. They were only good for one
    thing, and sometimes not even that.  

     

    He tossed back the rest of the drink and stood up, stomping towards
    the door.  He would show Vanessa. She might be the most clever
    woman in England, but no one had outwitted him yet. He needed to
    come up with a better, more cunning stratagem. He was a man of the
    world. He would just have to think things though a bit more to find
    a way out of this muddle once and for all. He had never met an
    obstacle he couldn't surmount.  

     

    Or mount, he thought with a leer, before heading up to his room to
    count his wealth, look through his papers, and weave a new web of
    deceit.  

     

     

    A tap at the door some time later interrupted Vanessa's worried
    pacing to and fro.  

     

    "If you please, Miss, your cousins have come to pay a visit."  

     

    "Thank you, Simms."  

     

    "I've put them in the gold sitting room, Miss."  

     

    "Lovely, thank you. And some tea, perhaps? I know it won't be long
    before supper, but I fancy a cup myself and it is only hospitable,
    after all."  

     

    "Yes of course, Miss." He bowed out of the room deferentially.  

     

    Only after he was gone did she allow her annoyance to show on her
    face. She didn't know why she had felt required to explain herself
    to a mere servant.  

     

    Nor did she really wish to see her cousins. But she had fobbed them
    off the last few times that they had called since she had returned
    to Somerset. She had felt them just too wearing to be with
    considering her grief.  

     

    Yet sooner or later she was going to have to face them. She might
    even find allies amongst them. Surely they could not have approved
    of Gerald's behavior at their own soiree. It was true her Aunt
    Agatha had been no relation of theirs, but Peter assiduously courted
    people's good opinions. He would respect her mourning, and do his
    best to put out the fires of the scandal, she felt sure.  

     

    She checked her appearance in the glass, and thought with a little
    lift of her heart that perhaps her youngest cousin Paul, not much
    older than herself, might be with Peter and Toby. She hoped he had
    not left for Michaelmas term yet at Cambridge.  

     

    But when she arrived downstairs she saw only two men clustered
    around the tea table. They looked anything but friendly.  

     

    "I'm astonished that you should not send for us at once, Cousin.
    Nay, call upon us in your time of dire need," Peter Stephens said
    after the usual pleasantries had been exchanged.  

     

    His features were even more thin and sharp than she remembered, and
    he oozed disapproval from every pore. Yet he looked every bit the
    dapper man about Town in his fine cutaway coat in a rich hunter
    green velvet, with buff breeches and a sienna waistcoat.  

     

    "Dire need?" she echoed in confusion.  

     

    "Why, Gerald's appalling behavior last evening at our ball, of
    course," Peter replied swiftly, whilst Toby seated her and thrust a
    chipped cup and saucer into her hand.  

     

    "We would have come sooner, dear Vanessa, had it not been for having
    so much to prepare."  

     

    "Prepare?" She looked from one to another and wished she didn't
    sound so much like a parrot.  

     

    "Of course. You cannot possibly stay here after what Gerald has
    done. Mother will be so delighted to have a fellow female in the
    house at last, and--"  

     

    "Pray give Aunt Helen my very best wishes, but you can't possibly
    mean for me to come stay with you."  

     

    "Why not? You cannot remain here without a chaperone. Think of your
    reputation. Gerald has made your situation completely untenable,"
    Peter asserted with a firm air, as if the matter were a foregone
    conclusion. "You may recover your situation at least in part by
    leaving this house and having nothing more to do with your
    half-brother until you are safely married."  

     

    "But the impropriety--"  

     

    His brows lofted skywards.  "Whatever do you mean? Who better
    to live with than your father's sister?"  

     

    Vanessa looked at his stern expression and sighed inwardly. She bit
    her lip.  He had to know that living under the same roof with
    three unmarried young men, aunt or no, could potentially be far more
    damaging than remaining with her half-brother.  She had the
    sinking feeling they were not exactly going to ally themselves with
    her, so much as fight over her as if they were a trio of hounds and
    she a juicy bone.  

     

    "Peter, Toby, I thank you for your concern, but this has all been
    one mull from start to finish. You need have no fears on my account.
    My solicitors and I shall be taking steps to recover my situation as
    rapidly as possible."  

     

    Toby, ever blunt and outspoken, emitted a braying laugh.
    "Impossible. It's bad enough everyone saying you were mad after your
    childhood tantrums and brain fever. Now you've been gambled away by
    Gerald like an African slave upon the auction block. Gambled by your
    own brother. Just how on earth do you think you can ever hold your
    head up again in decent society without the support of the more
    respectable members of your family?"  

     

    Vanessa quirked one brow. Surely Toby wasn't including himself in
    that category? Why, he had been rusticated from Cambridge three
    times in his very first year for his daring and outrageous
    pranks.  Even the substantial fines and bribes his father had
    paid to Trinity College had not been able to save him from the
    ignominy of being sent down after the fourth and final time, long
    before he ever even made it to the third term.  

     

    She looked at his florid face. It wasn't even night yet and he
    already looked the worse for drink. His burgundy cravat was askew,
    his linen hardly looked fresh, and his wine-colored coat was so
    dusty and wrinkled she was sure it had been slept in. This is how he
    paid calls on people in the district? she wondered with dismay.  

     

    She was astonished that her aunt let him. But then the poor woman
    had been browbeaten to a nonentity by her male-dominated family,
    though she recalled that Aunt Helen could be shrewd when she wished
    to be.  

     

    Both men gazed back at her fixedly, waiting for her to accede to
    their requests.  

     

    At length she replied, "I've done nothing wrong, Cousins. I was here
    safely at home with my reading and knitting for the poor whilst the
    debacle was going on. Surely if the more respectable members of my
    family were so concerned, one or the other of you should have
    prevented the whole situation from going too far in the first place.
    It was your ball, after all, Peter."  

     

    Peter flushed and opened his mouth to defend himself.  

     

    Vanessa forestalled him with one raised hand. "I don't want to
    engage in recriminations. I simply want a plan of action as to how
    to deal with this predicament without recourse to moving in with my
    aunt and your whole family, marrying Clifford Stone, or allowing
    Gerald's outrageous behavior to go unchecked."  

     

    Peter and Toby glanced at each other and remained silent.  

     

    "Hmm, I thought so. Well, thank you for your offer of a roof over my
    head, but it hasn't quite come to that yet. I'm not about to take
    umbrage and storm out of Hawkesworth House in high dudgeon. 
    Gerald and I will resolve this matter one way or the other without
    your mother having to trouble herself over my affairs."  

     

    "It's no trouble, I assure you," Peter said with alacrity.  

     

    Vanessa gazed at her cousin's narrow face coolly, forcing herself
    not to wring her hands and thus betray her nerves. "I'm only assured
    of one thing. If I were to accept your offer, it would only be a
    matter of time before my name was linked with one or the other of
    you as my intended. You have no need of my fortune, Peter, but
    wealthy people are seldom content with what they have and always
    seek to acquire more."  

     

    "But you could do far worse than--"  

     

    She ignored his attempt to plead his case with a rapier-like glance,
    and fixed her sharp gaze upon his dissolute brother.  "As for
    you, Toby, you have only a small allowance, and would be more than
    eager to marry me to secure your own future. Your rakish habits must
    be rather costly. And please don't protest that my lovely person
    would be a treasure in its own right. Not when you've just thrown my
    bad name and supposed madness in my face."  

     

    He sat up straight. "Now Vanessa, I never meant--"  

     

    She waved his apology away with an impatient flutter of her hand.
    "So unless the two of you are here to woo for my cousin Paul by
    proxy, I suggest we sit here and discuss the weather and other
    innocuous subjects."  

     

    Peter looked thunderstruck.  

     

    Vanessa had to suppress a smile.  She was sure no woman had
    ever dared speak to him thus before.  

     

    When her eldest cousin finally found his tongue, he asked, "Am I to
    take it then that you would entertain a proposal from my youngest
    brother?"  

     

    Vanessa refrained from rolling her eyes in exasperation, and
    shrugged nonchalantly. "He was always pleasant enough to me when we
    were children. I don't know how much he's changed in the last few
    years since I last saw him. I would need to have time to judge for
    myself. But rest assured, gentleman, I'm not in a hurry to marry
    anyone. I'm an heiress now, and have far more choices than to be a
    simple dependent in my aunt's home."  

     

    "If Clifford Stone presses his suit, you may not have any choice,"
    Toby pointed out.  

     

    Vanessa regarded him calmly.  "I always have a choice. I refuse
    to be browbeaten or coaxed into going contrary to my inclination.
    I'm in mourning for my aunt Agatha. She's hardly cold in the ground.
    Until such time as I've been able to do my duty to her memory to my
    own satisfaction, I shall have no beaux.  

     

    "Since I began to move in wider social circles, I have met no man
    yet who is sufficient temptation for me to change my mind upon the
    subject of matrimony. It's very kind of you, quite flattering, to be
    the object of your admiration. However, I must respectfully decline
    to receive either of you as anything other than my relatives."  

     

    "But Vanessa--"  

     

    She gave Peter a sharp look. "The weather is proving quite mild for
    this time of year, is it not?"  

     

    "You will not be able to fob off Gerald with empty pleasantries," he
    growled.  

     

    "I'm well aware of that," she said, regarding him steadily, even
    though inside she was in turmoil. "Perhaps if you were to speak to
    him as strongly as you have to me we might be able to persuade him
    that last night was a bad business. I shall pay Clifford back once
    my inheritance from my aunt is fully mine. Then we shall try to do
    something about my half-brother's dissolute lifestyle."  

     

    Peter clinked down his cup next to hers and rose from his seat with
    a bow. "Indeed, I shall go speak with him this very moment. Failing
    that, I shall attempt to get Clifford Stone to see reason."  

     

    Vanessa bristled.  "I would prefer to speak with Mr. Stone
    myself."  

     

    "Out of the question, Vanessa.  A man like that--"  

     

    "You can most certainly escort me as well, but Gerald has agreed to
    attend upon me, so that all the parties involved can reach a
    settlement that much more quickly."  

     

    Peter strode for the door with an even more determined look upon his
    face.  

     

    Vanessa let him go, gritting her teeth to keep from saying anything
    hasty she would most assuredly regret. If only he had been so
    assiduous in protecting her reputation last night. The card game
    made everything so much worse, and Clifford winning deuced awkward
    for all concerned.  

     

    "I must say, Cousin, you're looking awfully well. It's been too
    long," Toby said with a look which Vanessa would have described as a
    leer.  

     

    "Yes, indeed. But I was so busy with my studies, and the running of
    the estate near Lyme, I didn't come up very often. And of course
    thus old house just isn't the same without Pa."  

     

    "Aye, and haunted into the bargain. Not the type of place a
    sprightly young lady like yourself would wish to pass the
    time.  You must come to visit for a few days, even if you don't
    move out of here entirely."  

     

    "Thank you so much, Toby, but I have no fear of ghosts. The dead
    hold no terrors for a good Christian. I always think it is the
    living with their unruly passions that we have to fear most."  

     

    Toby had the grace to blush.  

     

    "In any event, I've never heard the house was haunted," Vanessa
    added dismissively.  

     

    "Then it must have been a very bad case of brain fever as a girl,
    for you were always imagining you were seeing things after your
    mother died."  

     

    Vanessa stiffened. "Really? I have no recollection," she said in
    clipped tones. "They were no doubt the mere fancies of a child who
    read far too many lurid tales."  

     

    "Er, yes, quite," Toby said in a tone which suggested that he didn't
    believe her assertion any more than she did. "But after all that
    happened, I can't really blame you--"  

     

    Vanessa rose abruptly, almost kicking over the tea table in her
    haste to be rid of him. "Well, it's always pleasant to see you. It
    brings to mind some of my happier times here, before poor Mama--"  

     

    She caught herself before she said more, her throat constricting
    with grief. "But of course you wouldn't recall them in quite the
    same way. The three of you were all off to university that year,
    when you weren't kicking up your heels in London after your various
    japes, leaving Paul and I behind."  

     

    Toby colored again. "It was nothing more than youthful high spirits.
    Like Peter and Gerald, it's high time I thought about taking a
    decent wife. Surely you can't hold our past peccadilloes against
    us?"  

     

    "It's none of my business, I'm sure, except insofar as you disgrace
    our families' good names, or not.  I wish you luck in your
    quest, Toby. A few hours more in churches and a few hours less in
    the stews might yield you a decent bride after all."  

     

    A strange light sparked in Toby's beady eyes.  "My, you
    certainly have been raised differently. More worldly than I ever
    could have imagined if you know so much about brothels. But then
    they always do say red-haired women are the most passionate."  

     

    Vanessa sidestepped him before he got too close. She rubbed her arms
    hard under her black silk sleeves to subdue her crawling skin. "Just
    because I know houses of ill repute exist does not make me a
    passionate woman, as you put it. I'm chaste, and intend to stay that
    way until such time as I marry. If I ever choose to wed. But with a
    good home and money, I have no reason to wish to relinquish my
    freedom, not even for love.  

     

    "So pray do not waste your time and mine with lover-like
    blandishments. You're my cousin, Toby, no more and no less. Please
    remember that and we shall get along fine."  

     

    "I'm sorry, but-"  

     

    "And now, I'm going to dress for dinner. I would invite you to stay,
    but Gerald is master here and I'm sure you and Peter have pressing
    matters back at the manor. So I bid you adieu."  

     

    She nodded to him and swept out of the depressing drawing room
    before he could attempt to kiss her hand, and hurried up the stairs.
     

     

    Once in the safety of her own chamber, she shut the door quickly and
    put her back against the panel with a sigh of relief. Her knees soon
    began to tremble. How had she dared? Her cousins were of an age with
    Gerald, and the three of them had always made common cause with one
    another against her and Paul. She had surprised herself with her
    firmness, her refusal to be cowed.  

     

    Perhaps her fury over Gerald's behavior had provoked such an
    unladylike display. Or perhaps, since she was in such dire straits
    anyway, she had got past caring what people thought.  

     

    All she knew was, if she went to Stephens Manor, she would never
    manage to disassociate herself from the three brothers, and would be
    forced to marry one of them.  

     

    At least with Clifford Stone she had the chance to get him to see
    reason. Even if she could not persuade him to relinquish his claim
    upon her, her solicitors would undoubtedly raise all sort of
    objections which could drag things on for weeks, months. Even years.
     

     

    With that promising thought, she reached for her writing desk and
    began to note down the most salient facts of the case, feeling more
    and more confident as she wrote. There had to be a way out of this
    dire muddle. There simply had to be. She didn't want a husband
    taking away all her freedom when she had just started spreading her
    wings.  

     

    And while she could not fault Clifford Stone for looks or education,
    she had a feeling that becoming the wife of a debaucher such as she
    had heard him described would be to turn her world upside-down, and
    truly drive her to despair and madness.  
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    Vanessa worked without pause for several minutes, jotting down her
    ideas as they came to her. Then she hastily dressed for dinner, and
    returned to her desk to write out a clean and coherent letter to
    Mason and Rogers.  

     

    She had no idea how long she had been working when a knock at the
    door suddenly interrupted her flow of words. She put her pen down
    and quickly shoved the papers into the desk, wondering even as she
    did so why she was acting as if she had something to hide.  

     

    At her command to enter, her half-brother poked his head around the
    door. He gave her his most winning smile. The rictus on his
    handsome, normally impassive face made him look like he was
    suffering from dyspepsia. "I had the feeling that you might still be
    upset about our conversation earlier. You know I never meant to
    cause you any pain."  

     

    She gave Gerald a withering glance. "I find that hard to believe,
    given you gambled me away without thinking of the consequences of an
    enforced marriage."  

     

    "Please, Vanessa. I know I've been weak and foolish. Rubbing my nose
    in it is not going to solve our predicament."  

     

    "Your predicament, you mean," she said, smoothing down her newly
    donned frock, black velvet with a modest square-cut neckline and
    three-quarter length lacy sleeves.  

     

    Gerald ground his teeth together audibly as he adjusted his black
    satin cravat. His green eyes hardened but he managed to put even
    more contrition into his tone and tried again.  

     

    "I am sorry. I came up here to invite you to have a glass of sherry
    with me before dinner, so we could discuss things in perhaps a less
    heated fashion. We're having oysters tonight, your favorite."  

     

    Vanessa bit back a sharp retort. She was not about to be mollified
    with a glass of two of wine and a good meal.  

     

    At the same time though, he was her half-brother. She had to allay
    his suspicions while she came up with some sensible plan to avoid
    both marriage to the odious Clifford, and her family's ruin.  

     

    She straightened her back and rose from the small upholstered bench.
    "Are our cousins still here?"  

     

    Gerald started violently at the question. "Er, no, they were
    otherwise engaged."  

     

    His sister gave him a cool look. "You mean you had words with Peter
    and he was disinclined to stay?"  

     

    "More like I didn't invite him," Gerald admitted. "I have to confess
    he has been, well, encouraging me to gamble, and holds some of my
    vowels. He has made it clear that as a result of my windfall last
    night at the tables, he expects payment post-haste."  

     

    Vanessa shook her head. "So much for fine family feeling. That is
    tantamount to kicking someone when they're down. I expected better
    of him."  

     

    "He saw the pot last night. I can't really blame him."  

     

    Vanessa fumed.  "I can. Tell me how much he is asking for. I
    shall apply to the solicitors for relief at once.  I wouldn't
    put it past him to declare he had the prior claim just to try to
    secure me for himself despite all that has happened with Clifford
    and the card game."  

     

    "Does that mean you're less angry about that now?"  

     

    She sighed. "Less shocked might be a more accurate description. But
    no, Brother, I am not furious with you any longer. There's no point
    in bemoaning my fate. You've made a mistake, but you're still my
    nearest blood kin. And blood is thicker than money so far as I'm
    concerned, though Peter and Toby would not appear to agree. 
    Let's go have a glass of sherry together, by all means. I suddenly
    feel the need for one."  

     

    She got to her feet abruptly and swept past him out of the chamber
    so quickly Gerald had to run to catch up.  

     

    He dredged up a memory of his more polished Town manners and was
    charm itself as he led her downstairs into the dining room. The
    drafty, ill-heated room with its scarred furniture did nothing to
    improve her frame of mind. It was a sad contrast to the well-ordered
    and elegant dining room she had used daily for almost a decade down
    in Dorset.  

     

    She tried not to look around at the gaps on the wall, where many of
    the family portraits had once hung. Willfully ignored the peeling
    burgundy wallpaper and marred, unpolished walnut table. 
    Attempted not to notice the nicks in their crystal goblets or the
    fact that they were eating with mismatched third-best silver and
    china.  

     

    So long as they did not talk of Clifford Stone, Vanessa was able to
    maintain her poise. Whenever Gerald tried to change the subject to
    her impending nuptials, she would shake her head and whisper,
    "Please, Gerald, not in front of the servants."  

     

    Gerald relented, tugging at his cravat as though it were choking
    him. He gave her what he hoped was a sheepish look, and turned back
    to the matter at hand. Perhaps it would not be so bad. Marrying
    Vanessa to his neighbor had seemed a terrible misfortune last
    evening, when his plans with his associates had gone awry thanks to
    Clifford's meddling and Malcolm Branson's insistence upon fair play.
     

     

    Yet now he not only had the money from the card game, but the chance
    of infinitely more if he just paused to consider this new set of
    developments in a more rational manner. After all, the Stone estate
    was prodigiously fine.  

     

    But Gerald was not noted for his patience.  Was it possible
    just to make the most of what had fallen into his lap? He certainly
    didn't like Vanessa's plans for him one jot. To sign Hawkesworth
    House over to her? To live upon an allowance like some poor
    relation? That was not for him.  

     

    However, those were her conditions for the marriage. There had to be
    some sort of loophole. That was it.  Between that and his other
    schemes, he could have his cake and--  

     

    "Gerald! I said, I want to see Mr. Stone in the morning. Will you
    accompany me in the carriage or not?"  

     

    Perspiration beaded his brow and fiddled anxiously in his pocket, as
    nervy as a hare confronted by a pack of hounds. "Whatever for? I
    have told you, he is adamant that the wedding take place as soon as
    possible."  

     

    She set down her fork and knife carefully. "I believe that given the
    extent of my objections, and the force of public opinion as to the
    questionable nature of our so-called engagement, he might be willing
    to listen to reason. Or at the very least arrange sensible terms for
    re-payment so the bank will not foreclose on the estate."  

     

    Gerald began to grow desperate at her meddling. He squeezed the vial
    in his pocket so hard it almost cracked. He forced his tone to
    remain even. "Very well, Sister. Whatever you think. We shall go
    tomorrow after breakfast. I shall be only too pleased to try to
    smooth things over as best I can.  Now, if you are quite done
    with your meal, can we withdraw to the parlor for coffee?"  

     

    Vanessa had hoped for dessert, but in view of her brother's being so
    obliging regarding paying Clifford a visit, she rose from her chair
    and took his proffered arm.  

     

    She was slightly surprised when Gerald insisted on pouring for her.
    He waved her objections away by declaring, "I am accustomed to being
    alone, without the delights of female companionship.  

     

    "Besides, I should like you to pick out a book for a few minutes of
    edifying reading. Now that you are back here and are to be living so
    close to me, I would appreciate any help you can give in improving
    my education. I'm afraid I was always an indifferent scholar, for
    all I went to Cambridge for several terms. You are so knowledgeable
    thanks to wonderful Aunt Agatha, it would be foolish of me to not
    avail myself of all you have to offer."  

     

    Vanessa felt a small twinge of pride in her accomplishments and her
    brother's seeming appreciation of them and desire to learn. She went
    to the small side table to look over the pile of books on horse
    breeding which she had left there.  

     

    Stifling a yawn and rubbing her aching temples, she blinked hard to
    focus her eyes on the writing on the spines, wondering why she felt
    like a clock that had begun to wind down.  

     

    While her back was turned, Gerald whisked the vial out of his pocket
    and sprinkled what looked to be the right amount in her cup, before
    pouring the hot coffee onto the white powder and stirring briskly.
    He then added several teaspoons of sugar, and a liberal amount of
    milk. He placed the cup by Vanessa's side, and nervously prepared
    another cup for himself. He could not help staring at her as she
    took her first sip, and made a moue of distaste.  

     

    Vanessa sat down wearily. "A tad more sugar, Gerald, if you please.
    And we really do need to speak with Mr. Grigson about a less bitter
    blend of coffee in future."  

     

    "Of course, Vanessa, whatever you wish. Now that you are back here
    in Somerset, I look forward to you taking the servants in hand."  

     

    She looked steadily at her brother over the rim of her cup as she
    took another sip of coffee, disliking the taste but hoping it would
    give her a lift to get through the rest of the evening. "I will
    agree to help, if you will also permit yourself to be taken in hand.
    Gambling, balls, hunting, fine dining, are out of the question from
    this point onwards. You simply cannot afford the pursuits of a
    gentleman of leisure until you have a more stable and reliable
    income. You need to take the reins of this estate yourself, and see
    that everything here has a real cost. I expect you to know the price
    of everything you buy down to the last penny, so that you may be
    sure the housekeeper and steward are not cheating you.  

     

    "And it must be apparent even to a bluff country gent like yourself
    that you cannot continue to spend and spend on luxuries when you can
    barely manage to secure the necessities. I know you of old. You
    would rather buy a new waistcoat than have the button sewn on. I
    will help set up the estate, to ensure that it will provide you with
    a decent income, never fear. But if we are talking of family pride,
    I wonder you can stomach the notion of requiring rescue from your
    baby sister, rather than at least trying to shift for yourself."  

     

    Gerald bit back a scathing retort, and forced himself to sip his own
    coffee. All he really longed for was to be out of her company
    downing a few stiff drinks with his friends. A bout of roistering
    would do them all a world of good. He had been much more circumspect
    since Vanessa had arrived three weeks previously, but the throbbing
    excitement in his blood as he thought of all the possibilities that
    awaited him down the road was almost more than he could bear.  

     

    "After all," Vanessa continued, "you will never secure a decent,
    respectable woman for a wife if you continue to be so heedless of
    you reputation and estate. You know you will have to work hard and
    try to marry well if you wish to improve your expectations. Yet that
    no one with any status in society will let you anywhere near their
    daughter if they know you to be nothing more than a fortune-hunter."
     

     

    "I can go to London, find a pretty girl just coming out and--"  

     

    She shook her head. "You can try. However, a London season costs
    more than I can grant you. In any event, you tried it before, and
    got yourself talked about most dreadfully. Even if the people in
    London had short memories, which I am sure they do not, I am afraid
    this latest debacle of yours will precede you unless we can persuade
    Clifford Stone to give up his claim, and allow the matter to drop.
    As it is, I think tongues will be wagging all over the County and
    beyond about your infamous little card game for quite some time."  

     

    "And I tell you, if you marry him and settle down, make the best of
    this situation, no one will talk at all, except about what a
    marvelous couple you are, and how you have tamed the wild Rakehell
    Clifford Stone."  

     

    She shot her brother a withering look over the rim of her coffee
    cup.  "A man I hardly know, who is so lost to decency that he
    would gamble for a wife? Rakehell. Oh charming. Yes, indeed, he
    sounds just the right sort of chap for me," she said in a tone
    dripping with sarcasm.  

     

    "Gerald, please do not take me for a fool. I know I usually have my
    nose in a book or ledger, and I was about to have my season when
    aunt became ill, so I am not as well informed as many young ladies
    of the Ton. I know I have no reason to defend him after his
    appalling conduct last night, but there seems a great deal more to
    this affair than you are telling me."  

     

    "What on earth do you mean?" Gerald asked, his face like granite.  

     

    "I am not very worldly, I know, and have been gone from Millcote for
    many years. But public censure is seldom a hidden thing.  Being
    as overt as it usually is, I find it surprising that you appear to
    be the only person at odds with Clifford in this district."  

     

    Gerald fiddled with his pocket nervously again, which she took as an
    admission of guilt.  

     

    "Oh, it's true. Servants do talk, after all. And you have already
    reminded me of how much the finer class of people here loves to
    gossip. Yet I can state with absolute certainty that I have never
    heard Mr. Stone spoken ill of in any circles I have traveled in,
    neither in the past nor now. Rakehell is supposed to be a nickname,
    no more, due to he and his friends' Radical politics, not their
    exploits with women.  

     

    "You tell me he is a debaucher, but no one else has imparted this
    information to me by way of warning. No one has come to the door
    expressing alarm or condolences, and not even my cousins have said a
    word against the match except insofar as they desire my wealth for
    their own.  

     

    "I only wish I could say your reputation was as good as Mr. Stone's.
    Your one and only season in London when you turned eighteen is still
    whispered over to this day by some of the more devout members of the
    gentry."  

     

    Gerald put down his cup impatiently. While he was eager to ensure
    that his dosage of the powder had been sufficient, he was damned if
    he was going to sit there while she preached to him. Besides, it
    would look better if he was out of the house and in full view of all
    the company at one of the local taverns when Vanessa met her end.
    And a feigned illness might not go amiss either. Blame it on the
    oysters, and all would be well.  

     

    Was it his wishful thinking, or was she already starting to look a
    bit green?  

     

    "Vanessa, I appreciate all you are doing for me. Nevertheless,
    please keep in mind that I am the head of this household. I will not
    tolerate being lectured by a mere girl several years my junior. So,
    if you will forgive me, I shall go over to James' house for more
    congenial company." He rose from his chair stiffly, looking the
    picture of wounded indignation.  

     

    "You mean the local tavern," she countered, quirking one eyebrow.  

     

    "I said James Cavendish's house. You have no right to doubt my word.
    But if he does happen to suggest we go down to the local tavern, who
    am I to gainsay my host?"  

     

    She shook her head and waved him out with her fan, her head truly
    throbbing in earnest now. "Go you on then. So much for enjoying my
    company and an improving book."  

     

    "You should retire early, Sister. You will have a long day tomorrow.
    Planning for a wedding can be so time-consuming."  

     

    She opened her mouth to protest, but he was already gone, leaving
    her rigid with anger.  

     

    As Simms the butler helped him into his greatcoat, he instructed,
    "You might as well get off to bed early, all of you. My sister is
    about to retire, and there is no point in you waiting up for me. I
    shall stay at the Cavendishes' house this night, and shall see you
    on the morrow.  

     

    "Lock everything up behind me securely. I do not wish my sister to
    be left in this house unprotected, and must take steps to find her
    an appropriate chaperone."  

     

    "Of course, sir," Simms replied.  

     

    For the life of him he could not imagine what the young master
    thought was worth stealing in the ramshackle old place. There was
    nothing of value left from his parents' time, and Miss Vanessa had
    never been one for ostentatious jewels or trinkets.  

     

    But at least he appeared to be solicitous of his sibling, which was
    no more than the lovely young lady deserved.  

     

    As soon as Gerald left the house, taking the family's only small
    conveyance with him, Simms summoned the footman, Hartley. Together
    they began securing the heavy wooden shutters on the ground floor
    windows.  

     

    Vanessa felt herself growing more and more aching and weary, but
    attributed it to nothing more than a long, distressing day and a
    surfeit of oysters.  

     

    She made her way slowly up to her room, and began to undress for
    bed. As she was brushing out her hair, a wave of violent nausea
    swept through her. She barely made it to the basin before she lost
    the contents of her stomach, and collapsed onto her knees onto the
    floor.  
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    When at last the retching had subsided, Vanessa took a sip of water
    and rinsed out her mouth, then drank a cool glass, before doubling
    over and being ill again.  

     

    She now realized that this was more than simple fatigue or a
    headache. She rang the bell for the little hunch-backed maid who had
    been waiting upon her since her arrival at Hawkesworth House. But
    with the servants all abed, and the bell mechanism ancient and in
    poor repair, no one responded to her summons.  

     

    After waiting some time, during which she felt herself growing more
    and more cold and clammy, she bestirred herself to attempt the
    stairs. Another fit of nausea paralyzed her for several minutes.  

     

    By the time she summoned the strength to go down to seek help, Simms
    and the footman had made the entire house and stable block secure,
    and shut up the servants' quarters.  

     

    Thus, when Vanessa eventually descended the stairs on trembling
    limbs and began knocking feebly on the belowstairs door, no one was
    there to hear her, and all the bolts had been driven home.  

     

    She sat shakily on the stairs for a moment, before half-staggering,
    half-crawling over to the front door. It too was barred shut.  

     

    Vanessa knew she needed help. She could feel herself weakening, her
    vision darkening around the edges as though she were looking down a
    long tunnel.  

     

    She grasped her cloak from off of the clothes tree. Clutching it to
    her scantily clad bosom, she made her way to the nearest room, the
    large front parlor.  

     

    Her heart sank when she saw the shutters firmly fastened. A strong
    instinct for survival propelled her forward. Mustering what little
    strength she had left, she heaved on the bolt with all her might,
    and managed to shift the heavy iron bar a couple of inches. A few
    more tugs slid it open fully.  

     

    Vanessa then attempted to pull one of the huge panels ajar. She
    struggled hard for some minutes, pausing every so often as another
    wave of nausea doubled her over. At last she uncovered half of the
    window.  

     

    She groaned inwardly, for the next obstacle she faced was the huge
    casement window itself. The weight would be hard enough to manage.
    If the sash were broken, she would not be able to keep it up in
    order to climb through it. She risked the prospect of being trapped,
    or damaging one of her limbs.  

     

    She had not thought far enough ahead to work out how she was going
    to get to the surgeon's house. It was over two miles away on the
    outskirts of Millcote so far as she had discovered. She knew the
    road which went past their front gate was well traveled. If she
    could just manage to get out the window and down the short drive,
    she would be able to find help. She simply had to.  

     

    Vanessa heaved upwards on the window handle, and felt it give a
    half-inch or so. At least it was not completely jammed. But by the
    abrupt manner in which it fell back down, she knew the sash had
    given way.  

     

    Looking around the room desperately, she espied some books sitting
    on a small side table. Taking the thickest of them, she scrambled
    back to the window. Tugging with all the strength her slender frame
    possessed, she opened the window far enough to wedge the book into
    the space between the ledge and the bottom window frame, and then
    sat on a small stool nearby to rest.  

     

    Waves of biliousness continued to wash over her. She began to
    shudder with cold and the strain of her efforts. By now she knew
    that her struggles to get out of the house were a matter of life and
    death. She blamed the oysters, and knew enough people had died of
    food poisoning to know how serious her plight was. She might have
    vomited,  but she couldn't be sure it was enough to purge the
    illness from her body. Death could well be nigh if she didn't hurry.
     

     

    She steeled herself and moved with a greater sense of urgency.
    Heading over to the table to fetch the rest of her books, she
    repeated her efforts, propping the window wider and wider until she
    was sure she had enough room to slide through the opening
    head-first.  

     

    She bundled up her cloak and threw it out the window, and then put
    her own arms, shoulders and finally head through the small opening.
    She guessed the drop to be about six feet, but knew she had no
    choice. At least there were some straggling bushes below which would
    partially break her fall.  

     

    Propelling herself forward inch by inch on her hands, which were
    propped either side of her on the outer ledge, Vanessa writhed and
    wriggled like a serpent to get her ample bosom through the small
    gap. Next came her firm buttocks, and finally her long legs.  

     

    The pressure of all of her weight on her arms began to take its
    toll. To the sound of the shredding of her chemise, she slid
    trembling out into the cool night air. The ferns and mosses broke
    her fall somewhat, but she knew she would be badly bruised the next
    day.  

     

    "If I live that long," she muttered, as she groped around for her
    cloak in the pitch dark, and wrapped it around herself.  

     

    Standing up, Vanessa felt as spindly-legged as a newborn colt. She
    nearly turned her ankle on a stone as she tentatively stepped
    forward in her thin house slippers. Their soles were slippery and
    the small heel kept catching on roots and branches as she made her
    way out of the shrubbery and onto the drive. She kicked them off
    hastily, picked them up for her walk along the road, and pressed on
    in her stockinged feet.  

     

    She could see a carriage light in the distance going past her house,
    and tried to walk faster. Though her head throbbed, her stomach
    heaved, and her legs jellied at every step, she pressed on, knowing
    only a doctor could save her now. A bad oyster? Or perhaps the pork?
    Mayhap something more insidious? But, no, surely not...  

     

    She shook her head. She put it all down to absurd fancy. She'd been
    tempted to read too many Gothic novels, and her nightmares ever
    since she had returned to the estate were causing her unease, that
    was all.  It was only natural. Being back in her old room had
    simply sparked some rather unpleasant recollections.  

     

    Gerald had said it was brain fever. She could recall little of her
    illness, but he would have been old enough to have witnessed what by
    all accounts had been her peculiar imaginings, which had inevitably
    given rise to speculation that she was weak-minded, hysterical, if
    not downright mad.  

     

    Her father had been at his wit's end, a grieving widower trying to
    cope with an equally bereft young daughter.  Eventually her
    aunt had rescued her, given her a new life of the mind, one based on
    intellectual pursuit, not fairy tales of demons and goblins.  

     

    All the same, as Vanessa trudged on, she could not escape the
    prickling of unease. What dark forces were at work here in the
    gloomy old house?  It had been bad enough her brother gambling
    her, without her cousins coming over to tea afterwards to squabble
    over her like dogs over a nice juicy bone.  

     

    She could go to her cousins' for help, she decided,  trying to
    calculate the distance there on foot. There was certainly no succor
    here, she said, putting as much distance between herself and the
    gloomy old pile as she could.  

     

    But to throw herself on the mercy of the Stephens family might well
    put her in an even worse predicament than just taking a chance on
    the open road.  

     

    She knew her own constitution. She had rarely been ill after her
    bout of brain fever at the age of eight, and had grown tall, strong,
    self-possessed, not in the least like the hysterical little girl who
    had first entered her aunt's home in Dorset. She certainly had never
    experienced anything like the wracking gastric pains doubling her
    over at nearly every step.  

     

    No, she needed a doctor. Quickly.  

     

    Another carriage went past the gate, heading west to the house near
    Millcote Forest where the doctor resided. Vanessa called out with
    all her might, "Help me! Help me, please!"  

     

    But the carriage lights flickered off into the distance, leaving her
    alone once more on the tree-lined avenue.  

     

    Vanessa tried to force herself to remain calm. There was no need to
    give way to despair. Not yet.  She had seen two carriages thus
    far. It stood to reason that another would be coming past shortly.
    She guessed it was about eight in the evening. Any number of people
    could be abroad this night, on their way to supper or an assembly or
    party, she reasoned. There would be another carriage. There simply
    had to be.  
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    Vanessa made her way up the avenue of Hawkesworth House, clinging to
    the trunks of the tall oaks which lined the drive.  Though she
    longed to rest, to sit just for a moment, she knew that to give in
    to that impulse could well be the death of her.  

     

    Her breath was coming in short, labored gasps. The roaring in her
    ears was only due in part to the chill wind sweeping through the
    countryside.  In naught but her chemise, petticoats and cloak,
    with an autumn storm about to descend upon them, if her illness
    didn't do away with her, the elements surely would.  

     

    She considered her choices again as she forced one foot in front of
    the other.  She was far too ill to return up the drive, and
    would never be able to climb back in the window, even if she wanted
    to. No, she had to get to the physician's, or perish.  

     

    She raised her head, suddenly alert, as she caught upon the wind the
    sound of a carriage approaching to her left.  Summoning the
    last of her strength, she made a wild rush forward, propelling
    herself out of the gates and onto the road. Waving her arms
    frantically, she beseeched, "Help me! Help me, please!"  

     

    With her auburn hair tumbling about in all directions, and her cloak
    billowing out away from her thinly clad form swathed in white linen,
    she must have appeared a horrifying specter to the coachman. He
    brought the animals up so sharply that one horse reared and neighed,
    his hooves threatening to crash down upon Vanessa's skull.  

     

    She distantly felt her body being thrown to the ground as a large
    form knocked her out of harm's way. He began to roll with her in his
    arms so as to bear the brunt of the impact with his own sturdy
    frame.  

     

    "Vanessa? Vanessa! My God, what were you thinking! What's happened
    to you?" Clifford gasped as he saw her glassy eyes and the state of
    what was left of her clothing.  

     

    "So ill. So ill. Had tea. Dinner. Oysters, pork. Locked in the house
    for the night, on my own. Had to get away, find help," she managed
    to grit through teeth clenched by shivering and pain.  

     

    Clifford was aghast at what she had told him, but knew this was not
    the time to go after Gerald for neglect or even cruelty to his own
    sister.  

     

    "Barnes, turn the coach around. We need to get to Dr. Gold's house
    immediately."  

     

    His servant hastily complied.  

     

    Vanessa felt herself being lifted from the ground, and from thence
    into the carriage with the help of his companions.  

     

    Both of the other men exclaimed over her bedraggled state, and shut
    the carriage shades to ward off the draft. A heavy thrumming on the
    roof of the coach, and Clifford's soaked shoulders as he got into
    the carriage himself attested to the fact that the storm had at last
    descended upon them. The full fury of the rain and wind shook the
    coach as they rattled back toward the village of Millcote as fast as
    Barnes could drive the horses through the teeming tempest.  

     

    Clifford laid out Vanessa on the carriage bench facing, while his
    two companions sat with their backs to the team and pulled out the
    foot warmers from under their own seats to place beneath hers.  

     

    Clifford threw his own cloak over her, tucking her in like a small
    child. Henry immediately offered his own outer garment to place over
    her as well. Malcolm tugged open the small compartment which was
    concealed in his seat, and managed to find a traveling rug to give
    her as a pillow.  

     

    Vanessa lay stunned by the twist of fate that had caused Clifford
    Stone of all people to scoop her up from the road.  Perhaps she
    was dreaming? For her companions looked like no less than heroes to
    her.   All three men were stunningly handsome in their
    dark evening clothes.  

     

    Yet Clifford was the enemy, an inveterate gambler and vile seducer.
     

     

    "I won't marry you. I know what Gerald said. I'll find a way to keep
    him out of debtors' prison.  I won't let you ruin my family
    because of your greed and ambition."  

     

    "My dear Miss Hawkesworth, I think you misunderstand," Clifford said
    uneasily.  

     

    "Did you or did you not gamble for me and win?"  

     

    "Yes, but--"  

     

    He broke off his explanation as she began to heave dryly.  

     

    The pounding in her head nearly blocked out all rational thought.
    Vanessa lay back against the seat with a piteous groan. She hated
    feeling so weak and powerless, especially in front of the handsome
    but ruthless Clifford Stone.  But she knew she had no
    choice.  Fate had placed her in his hands now, for good or ill.
     

     

    She struggled to remain conscious, fearing only the worst at his
    hands. But the darkness descended inexorably.  

     

    Clifford pressed his snowy linen handkerchief to her bloodless lips
    as she gagged, then lay still. All three men looked at each other,
    appalled by this shocking turn of events. Was she genuinely ailing,
    or had something worse befallen her?  

     

    Had Gerald actually beaten her? Clifford wondered furiously as he
    looked at the bruises on her arms, chest and shoulders.  

     

    Or was Vanessa really as mad as everyone said? She certainly seemed
    like she had taken leave of her senses. Her face as pale as the thin
    lawn chemise and petticoat she was clad in.  She looked the
    epitome of a madwoman straight out of one of Mrs. Radcliffe's
    novels. What could have provoked her to wander the roads in such a
    state of dishabille?  

     

    Whatever the answers to those questions, Clifford knew that she had
    come to them by chance, and had to be protected as befitting a woman
    of her station in life, mad or no.  If he had had any doubts
    about marrying Vanessa, they were put to rest as she groped blindly
    for his arm and begged him with her last ounce of strength, "Please,
    help me. Don't leave me."  

     

    He felt a pang of pity-the poor girl had to be terrified if she was
    begging him for help when a moment before she had been so
    accusatory.  

     

    He smoothed back her tumbled auburn hair soothingly. "We'll be at
    Dr. Gold's shortly. I promise not to abandon you.  Nor will
    Malcolm and or my brother Henry. I give you my word as a gentleman."
     

     

    She went limp with relief, her hand flopping to her side.  

     

    Clifford kept his hand on her wrist to gauge her pulse. Turning to
    his brother, he asked in a low voice, "Once we get to the doctor's
    house, can you please go fetch Josephine and her sister Emma? 
    Dr. Gold is a single man, as are we all. However, your fiancee
    assisting mine, chaperoned by her sister, ought to render all of our
    actions above reproach. Moreover, Josephine and Emma are not idle
    gossips. The less said about the events of this evening, the
    better."  

     

    Henry nodded. "But if she dies--"  

     

    "Don't say that!" Clifford barked, and then added in a more moderate
    tone, "She is not going to die, do you hear me? She is not going to
    die."  

     

    Malcolm put a steadying hand on his shoulder. "Dr. Gold will do his
    best. We'll be there in a minute. Just try to remain calm. Henry and
    I will do whatever we can to help, you know that. I'll go fetch my
    sister Claire as well. She is the soul of discretion."  

     

    "I know she is. Thank you for the offer. But first we have to make
    sure Vanessa pulls through. Then I shall press all of you into
    service nursing her back to health. But I will confess right now,
    I'm not hopeful about her condition."  

     

    He could feel her pulse growing more and more slow and
    thready.  He clung onto her hand as if he were trying to pull
    her back from the brink of death.  

     

    "Nor am I optimistic," Malcolm admitted, gazing at her elegant
    profile, a masterpiece in alabaster.  "However, she is young
    and strong. I'm not sure what's wrong with her, but it looks very
    like food poisoning, or appendicitis."  

     

    "Or poisoning," Clifford said in a low tone.  "Her skin is
    flushed, and I smell bitter almonds, both signs of cyanide
    poisoning."  

     

    "Good God, Clifford, who could have--"  

     

    "Who had a reason to wish her dead? Gerald, of course.  Her
    fortune would tempt any man."  

     

    "Unless--" Malcolm clamped his mouth shut and shook his head.  

     

    "Unless what?" Clifford prompted.  

     

    "Unless she tried to take her own life, and then changed her mind?"
    Malcolm suggested.  

     

    Clifford blinked.  "A wealthy woman like Vanessa? Do you really
    believe she would take the card game that seriously?  Or did
    Gerald browbeat her so barbarously that she would feel compelled to
    take such a desperate measure?"  

     

    His friend shrugged. "You recall her as a young girl. There were
    rumors then that she was mad.  Who knows what she's been
    through, what she's become, since you last saw her? Even if not mad,
    she could be unhappy in love, or desperate to escape from the
    marriage Gerald arranged for her with you."  

     

    Clifford slammed one fist against the velvet-upholstered side of the
    coach. "Damn the man!  How can he be such a despicable
    fool?  She said she was locked in, could not get help, and had
    to escape from the house.  That most certainly sounds like an
    intentional attempt upon her life. At the very least it's utter
    neglect."  

     

    Henry nodded, his expression grave.  

     

    "But with all of the other peculiar things occurring in the
    neighborhood recently, I cannot think this is a coincidence,"
    Clifford continued. "Things were very peaceful in the district when
    Gerald was away in London recently, and when he was down helping
    Vanessa settle her affairs in Dorset after her aunt passed
    away.  I know you will think I'm saying this because I've never
    liked him, but I my instincts tell me he's not to be trusted. Once
    we're married, I shall make sure that Gerald shall never be left
    alone with Vanessa."  

     

    Malcolm and Henry both stared at Clifford in surprise.  

     

    Henry said in a tentative manner, "Of course, my dear brother, we
    hope she'll recover from whatever has laid her low. But do you
    really intend to go through with this marriage?  No one will
    think ill of you if you do not. After all, the circumstances of
    your, er, betrothal are highly irregular."  

     

    It was evident from the way Henry had been staring at her that he
    was convinced she was truly mad.  

     

    Clifford said in a firm tone, "The only reason I played last night
    was to save her from the vile clutches of the other men around the
    table. None of them are fit to wipe her boots. Not even her own
    cousins the Stephenses, and certainly not the Cavendishes. You must
    have agreed with me, Malcolm. You helped me arrange for a convincing
    victory."  

     

    "I did. Though I have to say it was against my better judgment, and
    I doubt my father will forgive me for my involvement in such a
    display."  

     

    "Are you feeling guilt over us cheating to help save her?" Clifford
    asked softly.  

     

    Malcolm shook his head and answered truthfully, "No, not at all. You
    know I've cheated in the past for a good cause. I just can't believe
    you would actually consider marrying her. She's lovely, but think of
    the rumors, as well as the scandal."  

     

    "None of which is her fault! Even if she were mad, who could blame
    her with such an odd fish for a half-brother.  Such a tragic
    family.  I know it is not an ideal prospect, but any doubts I
    had about the marriage were quelled as soon as I saw her in such
    dire distress," Clifford said.  

     

    "I could not live with myself if I let any harm befall her when Fate
    has sent her to me in such a manner. Were it not for us doubling
    back to retrieve your birthday gift to Josephine, who knows how long
    she might have languished in the road without assistance. Or who
    might have found her? Perhaps people far less scrupulous than
    ourselves."  

     

    Henry and Malcolm both nodded.  

     

    "Aye, those highwaymen hereabouts, for example. She would have been
    lucky if they had just left her to die peacefully. Yet I fear that
    alone and vulnerable she might have met an even more terrifying
    end," Henry said with a sigh.  

     

    Malcolm sat knitting his brows and said devoutly, "God forbid. But
    let's not allow our imaginations to run away with us, either about
    what has happened, or about what might have done had we not come
    along in so timely a manner.  

     

    "The fact is that Vanessa has been violently ill. Oysters are
    notorious for being impure, especially if consumed raw.  There
    is also no point in thinking what might have been, when we have the
    practicalities of her predicament to deal with. It is fruitless and
    foolhardy to pick a fight with Gerald or make wild accusations of
    neglect at this point. I would advise you both to keep your tempers
    in check.  Righteous indignation is all very well and fine, but
    there could be some perfectly harmless explanation for all this."  

     

    Clifford gave one short, abrupt nod. "You're right. He maybe rough
    and ready, and an inveterate gambler and poacher, but that doesn't
    mean he is responsible for every crime in the district. Or for
    neglect. He might not even have been home when she had supper and
    got taken ill."  

     

    "Rest assured if there is anything even remotely suspect, my father
    will get to the bottom of it," he promised.  "But for now,
    let's bring her to Dr. Gold, make her as comfortable as possible,
    and get her some chaperones. Then we can get to the heart of this
    matter."  

     

    "Thank you, Malcolm. I do appreciate it."  

     

    "And I shall do whatever I can to help, Brother. You have only to
    ask."  
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    Clifford clapped Henry on the shoulder gratefully at his generous
    offer to help with Vanessa, not in the least reluctant to
    demonstrate their warm fraternal affection. It was one of the things
    Malcolm admired most about Clifford, his decent, upright character
    and complete lack of concern with what most people outside of their
    Rakehell set thought of him.  

     

    The three men lapsed into silence until the carriage pulled up the
    drive to Dr. Gold's house.  

     

    Clifford leapt out immediately, leaving Malcolm, the more muscular
    of the remaining two men, to lower her out of the vehicle into
    Clifford's arms.  He wasted no time in charging up to the front
    door and ringing on the bell pull.  

     

    The doctor, a tall, gaunt man in his late forties, answered his own
    door. "I'm just on my way out to a confinement," he said hurriedly.
     

     

    But upon viewing Clifford with his burden, he waved him into a room
    to the right of the door. "Put her on the bed, dear boy. My
    goodness, what on earth has happened here?"  

     

    "I'm hoping you'll be able to tell us, John."  

     

    Clifford laid her down on the leather-covered table and proceeded to
    recount the chance meeting with Vanessa on the road, and all she had
    said.  He reiterated his suspicions of poison, much to the
    doctor's horror.  

     

    "My dear Clifford, I think perhaps your low opinion of Gerald
    Hawkesworth has led you to this monstrous conclusion," John Gold
    said with a shake of his head.  "A much more simple explanation
    would be a bad oyster. Or undercooked pork loin. In any case,
    whatever it is, she has hopefully purged herself with all of her
    vomiting. I shall give her some medicine, and make her repeat the
    process once more. Then, apart from flushing out her system with a
    good deal of water and milk, and making her rest, I'm afraid there's
    not much we can do for the poor girl."  

     

    "Anything you suggest, we shall do. I've sent Henry for Josephine
    and Emma Jerome to help with the nursing. Leave us instructions, and
    we'll see that they are carried out. You can go off to your
    confinement."  

     

    "Not until I'm sure she's out of danger. I must admit, she looks
    just about done in, poor child." He shook his head pityingly.  

     

    "She's young and strong. I can recall her out-running and out-riding
    most of the chaps in the district, Gerald and Henry included. I feel
    confident she will recover, in time."  

     

    Dr. Gold looked at Clifford sharply. "Forgive my asking, but do you
    have more than just a Good Samaritan's interest in Vanessa?"  

     

    Clifford nodded. "We're engaged to be married."  

     

    "Good Lord! When did this happen, and why have I not heard of it?
    Not been invited to your house for the celebrations?" he asked,
    evidently hurt by the seeming snub.  

     

    "Because, John, it only happened last evening.  You shall hear
    all about it soon enough. The bald truth of the matter is that I won
    Vanessa's hand in a game of vignt-un at Peter Stephens' soiree last
    night."  

     

    Once again the gentle doctor was rendered speechless by Clifford's
    revelations.  His gray brows knit and he shook his head
    incredulously and moved over to the sideboard to pour them all a
    stiff brandy.  

     

    Malcolm supplied the details of the previous evening's events,
    omitting only the fact that he had cheated and dealt his friend two
    winning hands on purpose in order to save her from the Cavendishes
    and her cousin Peter, who was cold, calculating, ambitious to a
    fault.  

     

    "I'm glad you saved her from her cousin Toby, a tippler and loose
    fish if ever there was one. He's the scourge of brothels, gaming
    hells and gentlemen's clubs from all I hear. But you actually intend
    to go through with the nuptials?" he asked, staring at Clifford as
    though he had never seen him before.  

     

    "I do. Surely her present state is ample demonstration of the fact
    that she is not safe at Hawkesworth House and needs someone to look
    after her."  

     

    The doctor tisked at his friend's strong words, and continued to
    busy himself with a purgative and some herbs for a few moments. He
    began to make her more comfortable by removing all of the enveloping
    cloaks wrapped around her, and settling her under a thick blanket.  

     

    "I'm not saying you're wrong about the cyanide," he said as he
    fussed over the poor girl like an anxious mother hen. "I'm only
    saying that we have no sufficient proof. It could be something as
    simple as a rancid oyster or trichinosis."  

     

    "And I tell you, Gerald will stop at nothing to get her money. 
    She won't be safe until she's married to me and resident at Stone
    Court."  

     

    Dr. Gold shrugged. "You are a grown man of twenty-six, and possessed
    of more than your fair share of intelligence and common sense. You
    ought to know your own mind, though I fear your decision is a rather
    impetuous one made as a result of the two startling events of the
    past twenty-four hours.  

     

    "It's very admirable of you to want to come to her rescue, but I
    feel it incumbent upon me to remind you of precisely what marriage
    entails. It's not something to be entered into lightly.  I
    would have you experience wedded bliss, rather than Hell on earth."
     

     

    Clifford stared at the older man, startled.  

     

    Dr. Gold gave him a weary smile. "Forgive me for being so blunt. I
    count you as a true friend and wish to pass on the benefit of my
    wisdom, gleaned through bitter experience.  My own marriage was
    a desperate failure, tied as I was to a woman I could neither
    respect nor admire when my heart longed for another. By the time my
    wife died a miserable woman old before her time, my first love was
    also dead and gone."  

     

    "I'm sorry, John."  

     

    "Or if my example is not enough to make you pay heed to my warning,
    just remember Joseph Marchant's poor wife, married against her will
    when she loved another. She could not help herself, gave way to her
    passion in a moment of weakness, and ended up in a cold pauper's
    grave for her tiny indiscretion.  Can you promise me that
    you're not simply pursuing the girl for her fortune?"  

     

    Malcolm handed Clifford a basin of warm water to bathe Vanessa's
    face. The tall blond man sought to maintain his composure as he
    considered the doctor's warning.  

     

    "I won't lie and say the money does not sway me, for it would indeed
    tempt a saint. As you well know, I am no saint.  For my own
    part, I've never been in love. Nor have I had any physical
    relationship or even so much as a dalliance with any woman for quite
    some time. Not since the Pearson widow set her cap at me with her
    flirtation and very nearly succeeded in ruining us both."  

     

    "I remember, old friend. You had a lucky escape there," Malcolm said
    with a wry twist of his refined mouth.  

     

    "Indeed. I was sure I was ruined, until everyone found out she'd
    been having an intrigue with Edmund Cavendish all along. In the end
    I was merely seen as a trusting fool. Edmund was deemed the victim
    of a much older woman's wiles, though he has proven himself a lewd
    profligate in the interim.  

     

    "The widow and I did not have an affaire, though everyone believes
    we did. She was inviting enough, but too scheming for my tastes. I'm
    glad I discovered her true nature before I took any irrevocable
    steps and then found myself saddled with her forever, along with a
    child of uncertain parentage. Not that I would have blamed the
    child, of course."  

     

    "No, of course not," both the doctor and Malcolm put in indignantly.
     

     

    Clifford nodded.  "I do not know if Vanessa is
    heart-whole.  I give you my word, I will speak to her
    reasonably when she is feeling better.  If she tells me she's
    in love with another, I shall do my utmost to help secure her
    happiness.  

     

    "On the other hand, if she has no suitor in mind, I shall wed her at
    once rather than permit her to remain in Gerald's clutches. If he is
    willing to gamble her hand, what else is he willing to do with her
    for his own benefit?"  

     

    "But think, Clifford. Marriage. To a virtual stranger," Malcolm
    urged now.  

     

    Clifford sighed and put his hand on his heart. "I give you my word,
    both of you, that I shall do my best to make her happy. I have
    always admired and esteemed her. I can't think she has changed so
    much in the past few years that she would disgust me, or have become
    a woman I could not respect.  Quite the contrary. I find her
    even more comely and appealing than she was as a younger woman," he
    confessed, lifting one auburn curl from the table pensively. 
    "Many good marriages have been founded on far more shaky ground."  

     

    "That's true," Dr. Gold said, his eyes shadowed with the painful
    recollections of his difficult past. "But a far more solid ground
    that a card game could perhaps be found?"  

     

    Clifford gave a tight smile. "Indeed. But we're running out of time
    if we wish to protect her. If I could see a way out of this, I would
    try to delay. But I fear any attempt to postpone the nuptials will
    only place her in more danger."  

     

    Malcolm moved over to the window and gazed out uneasily.  "She
    could stay with us, or the Jeromes."  

     

    "And we would all say what, exactly? That we really don't think it's
    safe for her at either her aunt's or her own home? What would people
    think of that?" Clifford asked impatiently.  

     

    Malcolm gave a reluctant shrug. "I don't know. I just don't like the
    thought of any woman being bundled into wedlock involuntarily. 
    It's bad enough when it happens to man," he added, with a
    sympathetic look at the doctor.  

     

    "How true," John concurred in a vehement tone.  

     

    "Yes, but it's all a matter of expectations. And, dare I say it,
    civilized behavior.  Vanessa can come into my house, and
    eventually into my bed, of her own free will, in her own time.  

     

    "I am not a rutting stag, nor a high-handed man intent upon
    asserting conjugal rights upon an unwilling young woman. In any
    event, I'm not quite ready to set up my nursery yet. Giving each
    other time to become attracted to each other, for respect and love
    to grow, is all I have in mind at this stage.  Ours will not be
    a grand passion, but I hope it shall be a marriage of friends and
    equals."  

     

    Even as he said the words, he gazed at her lovely face and told
    himself what a liar he was. He had always been fascinated by her
    beauty. She had been so breathtaking as a girl. She was spectacular
    as a woman.  

     

    Dr. Gold nodded at length, satisfied with Clifford's candid reply.
    "Very well, I can see you are acting in the girl's best interests.
    You are welcome to help nurse her back to health. If you give me
    your word as a gentleman that you will let her go if she demands it,
    then I will allow you and Henry and the Jerome girls to come and go
    as you please in order to help Vanessa get well again. I also swear
    on my honor that I shall say nothing to anyone about this whole
    dreadful business."  

     

    Clifford stated, "I give you my word. If she wishes to be free of
    me, I shall let her go."  
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    Dr. Gold looked satisfied at Clifford's reassurance that he would
    not insist upon marriage with Vanessa if she found the idea truly
    objectionable even given the fact that she had been gambled away by
    her own half-brother and had thus been exposed to all manner of
    gossip.  

     

    "Very well then. I can see she's in good hands, in every respect.
    Keep bathing her temples and throat, and I shall just go get some
    hot water to make a tisane."  

     

    "I can go," Malcolm offered, and disappeared out of the room and
    down the hall.  

     

    Dr. Gold began to examine Vanessa thoroughly.  

     

    "Well," Clifford asked impatiently after a time. "It is what I think
    it is? Cyanide?"  

     

    "Goodness me, what manner of man would try to poison his own
    sister?" Dr. Gold tisked as he listened to her heart and lungs.  

     

    "A man so lost to all reason that he would gamble his sister to pay
    all his debts. He must have realized that what he received for her
    last night was nothing compared to what she was actually worth. No
    doubt he plans to take advantage of the confusion over her Aunt
    Agatha's will to press a claim of his own, though since the
    connection was on her mother's side, it has naught to do with
    Gerald."  

     

    "Except if he asserted himself as Vanessa's heir."  

     

    "Aye, that thought had occurred to me too."  

     

    Dr. Gold shook his head. "No, it's monstrous. He's rough around the
    edges all right, for all the advantages he has had. But to commit
    murder?"  

     

    "I know it sounds insane, but he just have a very bad feeling about
    all of this."  

     

    "Are you sure it is nothing to do with the lady herself? She is
    after all reputed to be most, er, unusual," Dr. Gold said as gently
    as possible.  

     

    Clifford threw his hands wide in despair. "Murder or suicide. Either
    way this is a beastly affair."  

     

    "Unless of course you take the far more reasonable and sensible
    view," John said in a mild tone. "That it is a simple case of bad
    oysters, and have done with it. If anyone else consumed the food,
    and there was more than one spoiled in the batch, you will have
    found your culprit, without tumbling into the realms of Gothic
    melodrama."  

     

    Clifford sighed and gave a small smile. "I know I must sound as mad
    as the two of them are reputed to be, but the reason it's called
    coincidence is that two events coincide. She comes here, and is now
    looking for all the world like she's at death's door. So either she
    was so appalled at the idea of being gambled away to a stranger, and
    took matters into her own hands in a desperate or irrational way, or
    Gerald, whom we all know was desperate last night, has committed a
    most barbaric act."  

     

    "I still think it's the oysters, myself. Any almond smell could be
    something as simple as hand cream or one of her other toiletries.
    Really, Clifford, do please pull yourself together, or I will think
    you are becoming as irrational as she."  

     

    "That's another thing. Everyone around here says she was mad as a
    child. But I recall her being as sane and intelligent as Henry or I,
    just very shy and timid. Also ill at ease, as if she were always
    afraid of doing wrong, or being scolded. Gerald has always had a bit
    of a wild streak, not she."  

     

    "Yet if there were any strenuous objections to the young man, I am
    sure her aunt would have made other provision for Vanessa, rather
    than have her come back here to live with her half-brother.  

     

    "Please, Clifford, I know you detest him. He most certainly makes no
    bones about disliking you. But do not let a word of your
    suppositions leave this house. This whole affair of the card game is
    scandalous enough as it is without adding suicide or murder to the
    lurid tale."  

     

    Clifford nodded, and said contritely,  "I'm sorry. I
    overreacted. I suppose it was the shock of finding her thus. And do
    please check her head for injury. My team nearly trammeled her when
    she ran out into the road."  

     

    The doctor looked up from the mortar and pestle he was using to
    prepare a dose of medicine.  

     

    "Not exactly the act of a rational woman."  

     

    "Perhaps not, but she was most certainly ill and losing her
    coherence by the time I got her into the carriage. Please, you told
    me not to let my imagination run away with me regarding Gerald. Let
    us both agree to not do that so far as Vanessa is concerned either."
     

     

    "Agreed. Many maladies of the body can affect the mind. And who
    could blame her for being distraught over the death of her aunt?
    Maybe she did dose herself with something purely by accident. It
    could have been a badly labeled bottle, or a larger quantity of some
    sort of medicament than is her wont.  But I still say it was
    the insidious oysters."  

     

    Clifford paced up and down uneasily, wanting to discuss it further,
    but also not wishing to alienate Dr. Gold by seeming too intent on
    laying blame upon Gerald. After all, he had no idea when her brother
    had last been home, or what had taken place between the siblings.
    Perhaps he had not told her the news about the card game yet? Mayhap
    he was trying to find another solution to his financial
    difficulties?  

     

    He sighed. He only wished that were the case. He knew his neighbor
    of old. Gerald was nothing if not selfish. And he was certainly
    always one to take the easy way out. He would use Vanessa as a pawn,
    a tool, without an ounce of compunction, he felt sure.  

     

    Malcolm returned with the hot water, and there was no more
    conversation upon that or any other subject as they sought to make
    Vanessa as comfortable as possible.  

     

    When the clock on the wall struck ten, the doctor pulled out his fob
    watch, corrected it, and declared, "She is doing as well as can be
    expected with a violent case of food poisoning.  I'm sorry to
    leave you, but I really must go see how Esther Hancock is faring.
    It's her first baby, and she will no doubt be quite concerned. It's
    taken her so long to beget a child, her husband has been quite
    beside himself. I fear he will cast her off if it's not a son and
    heir."  

     

    "Ridiculous," Clifford blurted out. "A woman can be just as good an
    heir as a man. If not better," he added with a long look at Vanessa.
     

     

    "I do agree with your Radical sentiments, Clifford, but many men
    would not. Even a large proportion of women would argue in favor of
    maintaining the status quo and having all matters of property reside
    with the male line."  

     

    "I for one should not care if the child were male or female so long
    as it were healthy. Worrying the poor woman with threats of being
    divorced over something she cannot control will only give her sick
    fancies. I shall speak to her husband Stephen in no uncertain terms
    should he do anything rash.  

     

    "Esther's family have been amongst our oldest friends for many
    years, though their wealth has declined much recently with the war
    against the French. But that does not mean to say she is without
    supporters. You tell her everything will be fine, and if she needs
    anything at all, to send her maid Tilly to our house."  

     

    Dr. Gold gathered up his bag and greatcoat once more. "I shall tell
    her, Clifford. Thank you."  

     

    He strode out of the room, leaving the two friends alone with their
    charge. Vanessa seemed to be sleeping, albeit restlessly, tossing
    and turning every so often. She had indeed heard snippets of what
    the two men had been discussing before Malcolm had returned, though
    her pain made the words wash over her for the most part.  

     

    As the hours passed, Clifford soothed her with reassuring words and
    a cold compress on her brow, and she would once again subside into a
    peaceful state. The deep, reassuring tones reminded her of her
    father, though they did not command the same awed respect and
    tenderness. The touch too was different, causing the most unusual
    flutterings in her chest and the pit of her belly, which were
    delightful compared to the previous roilings of her stomach.  

     

    Clifford placed his head against her chest every so often to listen
    to her heart and lungs as the doctor had taught him, but apart from
    the sound of her slow but steady heartbeat, with an occasional
    racing or two, he could hear nothing which caused him alarm.  

     

    Vanessa lay there entranced as she was enveloped by his arms and
    felt his head nestle upon the top of her breast so intimately. She
    caught a glimpse of her companion's gleaming blond hair, the color
    of flax, and inhaled deeply his rich masculine scent. It was good
    leather and wool, with a hint of citrus. Certainly not the reek of
    alcohol and tobacco which filled the room whenever her brother was
    near.  

     

    Nor of her father, she recalled, though it had not always been so.
    When her mother had been alive, he had smelled rich and clean, with
    a rich aroma of bay rum and boot polish.  

     

    She wondered distantly why smells seemed so important to her now. It
    seemed an odd thing to recall. But then ever since she had returned
    to Somerset, she had begun to recall things that seemed strange to
    even think about. She only wished she had someone in whom she could
    confide, but...  

     

    Clifford watched her pass over into a much more deep, relaxed sleep.
    For a moment he had been alarmed, feeling the whole change in her
    body from head to toe as she had surged up against his ear, arching
    her back. Then she had relaxed back down onto the table, and he
    stood up straight to look at her.  

     

    Her patrician beauty was marred only by a slight frown between her
    elegantly arched brows.  Apart from that she was gorgeous. Many
    women went through an awkward phase in their early adolescence, with
    spots on their faces, prominent teeth, gangling limbs.  Vanessa
    had always been lovely and serene.  

     

    He had not thought it possible for her to grow more gorgeous than
    she had been that last time he had seen her, though she had been
    clad in black, topped with a hideous bonnet which would have scared
    a crow. Mayhap it had been the contrast between the awful mourning
    garb and her natural pulchritude which had made her appear so
    breathtaking. Which had caused her to leave such an indelible
    impression on his mind, though he was certain he had not consciously
    thought of her for years, not until she had returned to Millcote
    earlier in the month.  

     

    Now as he gazed down at her he saw that she had surpassed herself,
    looking even more refined, though once again her life had been
    marred by grievous loss. She had retained her youthful slenderness,
    but had rounded nicely in all the right feminine places. Were she
    not reputed to be a bluestocking, or at worst mad, he could well
    imagine her giving every other woman in the Marriage Mart a run for
    their money. Her fortune in itself would be enough to recommend her.
    But with her looks she could easily capture a lofty member of the
    upper class without any difficulty whatsoever.  

     

    He thought of his dearest friend Thomas, the Duke of Ellesmere, with
    a pang. He had tried to send a note to him that morning, asking him
    to come visit so he could explain. And so he could even enlist his
    aid in assisting Vanessa. He had been disappointed to find he had
    gone up to Oxford to see their friend Jonathan. There had been some
    talk of them going together to visit their old college, but that was
    before the Duke had taken umbrage at the card game and left Stone
    Court.  

     

    Now Clifford was glad he had not asked for Thomas's help. The
    thought of the two of them meeting, taking a fancy to one another,
    was more than he could bear. Thomas was a Radical; her fortune would
    be of no interest to him, but her intelligence certainly would be.  

     

    And her madness? Clifford asked himself, feeling his heart go into
    his mouth at the thought. No, surely not. Though what anyone else
    would have said had they seen her cast herself onto the road in her
    tattered undergarments did not bear thinking about.  

     

    He knew Malcolm and Henry could be relied upon to exercise the
    utmost discretion, but he really needed to have a word with his
    coach driver about not recounting the night's events to a living
    soul.  If Vanessa was going to have to try to settle down here,
    the last thing she needed was more fuel for the fire of scandal. The
    card game was bad enough, her own past foibles worse.  

     

    Not that he could blame her, he thought with an indulgent smile,
    brushing a stray lock of hair back from her ivory brow.  She
    had lost her mother, and been cosseted almost to distraction by her
    father. She had had the high spirits of any eight-year-old, despite
    her tragic loss. Who could blame her for having wished to escape the
    gloomy house, which had lost all its light and joy?  

     

    There had been escape, running away from home. Then there had been
    rumors of tantrums, recalcitrance, and downright rebellion, though
    he had always found her extremely shy the few times she had ever
    taken refuge on his property.  He had found her in the stables,
    the woods, the disused tree house he and Henry had built together as
    young lads.  

     

    But he had heard the gossip from the servants often enough. 
    The more they had punished her, the more she had fought back, until
    they had labeled her a demon child. He had only ever seen her when
    he was home for the school holidays from Eton and then Oxford, but
    she had always struck him as intelligent, if strong-willed in the
    face of what she deemed injustice. But mad? Not that he had ever
    seen.  

     

    "She is lovely, isn't she?" Malcolm whispered near his elbow.  

     

    He stiffened at the words, and felt a strange heat radiating
    outwards from the pit of his belly.  He motioned him to step
    outside so as not to wake her. He wondered at the choking sensation
    in this throat, and sudden resentment of Malcolm's presence in the
    sick room. If he didn't know better, he would say it was jealousy.  

     

    "Is she as you remember her?  

     

    "More lovely than ever," came his unguarded reply.  

     

    Malcolm looked surprised.  

     

    Clifford had not been able to keep his sincere admiration out of his
    tone. The truth was she was awe-inspiring.  Perhaps it was the
    thought of having won her at cards, was said to be affianced to her,
    that made his thoughts tend towards romance. Or maybe it was his
    chivalrous streak, which had always caused him to defend any woman,
    regardless of her station in life or her circumstances.  

     

    But never had he felt his heart hammer in his chest, experienced
    such a welter of tender and passionate emotions before. He was
    almost desperate for one word from her, a glimpse of her violet eyes
    opening and looking at him with recognition. Even with favor.  

     

    In this his tumultuous desired were thwarted, for as the hours
    ticked passed and there was no sign of the doctor, there was also no
    sign of Vanessa improving. Her breathing was steady but more
    shallow, and several attempts to wake her failed.  

     

    "It's been much too long," he grumbled at one point as Malcolm took
    his turn bathing her temples, while Clifford paced in front of the
    hearth in his shirtsleeves. He riffled the fingers of both hands
    through his hair in frustration.  "I don't like this at all."  

     

    "Do you want me to go fetch John Gold back again?"  

     

    Clifford looked truly torn for a moment. In the end he shook his
    head.  "No, I can't do it.  I can't be sure what will help
    Vanessa at this stage, but I know for a fact that Esther needs John
    there. I just can't do it to the poor woman in the middle of her
    labor."  

     

    The sound of a carriage pulling up sent Malcolm hurrying to the
    door.  
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    "Who is it?" Clifford asked, running over to the window.  

     

    "Sorry, it's only Henry," Malcolm replied.  

     

    "Damnation."  

     

    Henry came bounding into the sick room in his usual coltish manner,
    then paused and looked sheepish. "Sorry. Too loud.  And if you
    don't want me here--"  

     

    "No, it's not that. We thought you might be John back again."  

     

    "No such luck. But I do have two rather useful young ladies with
    me." He went out to help Malcolm with their outerwear and returned
    with the Jerome sisters a few moments afterwards.  

     

    Josephine and her sister Emma, two strikingly lovely blondes, were
    both dressed sensibly in dark day gowns of brown and green
    respectively.  

     

    Clifford shook hands with them both.  "Many happy returns of
    the day, Jo, and thank you for coming."  

     

    "Yes, Miss Jerome, happy birthday. Did Henry remember to give you
    all your gifts from each of us?"  

     

    She shrugged off his pleasantries. "Yes, thank you, Mr. Branson.
    They were all wonderful. But never mind that now. This is not too
    happy a day for Vanessa, I can see. My goodness, she looks so pale.
    I'm sorry we couldn't get away sooner. I would have left straight
    away, but with so many guests present, I couldn't slip out
    unnoticed. And I didn't want my sudden departure to an emergency to
    cause needless gossip and speculation.  How is she now?"  

     

    "Thank you for your discretion. I knew I could rely on you. 
    She was drifting in and out of consciousness, and seemed in pain,"
    Clifford informed her as he stepped aside to allow her to take over
    the task of bathing Vanessa's temples.  

     

    "Now she's in such a deep slumber we can't seem to wake her. There
    doesn't seem to be anything wrong with her heart, so I'm hopeful
    that if she come to, she will recover in time.  But she
    certainly has given me quite a scare."  

     

    "Sit and rest yourself then," Emma offered. "We'll all take turns
    now."  

     

    Clifford did as the younger of the two girls suggested, and slumped
    into a chair. He couldn't recall the last time he had felt so
    drained.  It must have been during the war...  

     

    He blinked, trying to stay awake, and forced himself to complete his
    report to the two kind sisters.  "Dr. Gold is at Esther
    Hancock's lying in. Malcolm and I were thinking of sending for him,
    but I hate to tear him away."  

     

    "I can imagine how dreadful this has been for you all," Emma said
    sympathetically, moving over to pat him on the shoulder before
    stepping to the small table which housed the decanters. She poured
    him a tot of port, and pressed it into his nerveless fingers.  

     

    "I don't blame you for being shocked.  Henry told us
    everything. The poor girl, how she must have suffered." She moved
    over to the side of the sickbed and pushed Vanessa's bright auburn
    hair away from her pale face.  

     

    "Thank you all for coming.  I shall be most grateful for your
    help." Clifford cleared his throat and said quietly, "Has Henry has
    told you our suspicions?"  

     

    The two women nodded.  

     

    "What I've discovered would seem to lend some credence to them,
    though it's going to be difficult to prove Gerald intended to harm
    her," Henry said.  

     

    "I went over to the Jeromes' to pay my respects to Josephine for her
    birthday, and to fetch them here to help. But I did stop off at
    Hawkesworth House. Eventually, after a great deal of banging and
    shouting, I roused the servants. They told me that Miss Vanessa was
    sleeping in her room. That Gerald had told them to lock the entire
    house up securely, since neither he nor his sister would be wanting
    them any further that night."  

     

    "Really?" Malcolm asked with interest.  

     

    Henry nodded. He was about to continue when his friend stopped him
    with an arresting gesture. "If you don't mind, let me sit at the
    desk and get some paper, and a pen and ink out.  You never know
    when this testimony might come in handy."  

     

    Henry looked at his wide eyed for a moment, then joined him at the
    desk, perched uneasily on the edge of a chair. Malcolm scratched
    with the pen for a short time, then instructed, "Pray continue."  

     

    Henry cleared his throat and picked up his narrative.  "Gerald
    was supposed to be at the Cavendishes', but neither he nor any of
    the brothers were there when I went to inquire. The Cavendish
    servants are out looking for them in each local tavern now. 
    Vanessa's servants had no idea she was ill. None of them appear to
    be unwell, though they ate the pork. Not the oysters, however."  

     

    "I see. Can you give me the names of the people you spoke with?"  

     

    "The butler and one of the footmen at first, then a couple of other
    helpers afterwards. I would recognize them all again if you wish to
    be more specific."  

     

    "We'll need to be if we discover any criminal aspects to this
    matter, but for now the general outline will suffice."  

     

    "In any case, the two other footmen are discreetly paying calls to
    the houses in the district Gerald frequents. They are telling the
    servants that he has some important business to attend to at home,
    and that he should return at once. They know to tell him to come
    here.  I didn't wish to get anyone else involved, but there is
    of course the Stephens family as her next of kin if need be."  

     

    Clifford shook his head. "Not now. Peter is ambitious enough to try
    to use this to his advantage in some way.  I don't trust him
    with her welfare any more than I would Gerald at this point. Toby is
    a toper, and Paul is away, and too young to offer much protection.
    Her aunt is not a very wise woman, for all she would be acceptable
    as a chaperone.  You did well to stay away from there."  

     

    "Unless of course Gerald has gone there?" Emma suggested.  

     

    Clifford considered that for a brief moment.  "Possible, but
    not likely. They aren't all that close, for all they are cousins,
    and I'm pretty sure Gerald isn't going to be welcome there after the
    debacle last night with the card game."  

     

    Then Clifford turned to Malcolm. "What do you think of what Henry
    has told us thus far? Does it not seem suspicious to you?"  

     

    Malcolm admitted grudgingly, "Whilst there is nothing so unusual in
    securing a house overnight, we all know that there's little to steal
    at Hawkesworth House."  

     

    "Aye, I would not be suspicious myself, except for the fact that
    Gerald gave particular instructions to that effect," Henry revealed.
    "Normally he does not worry so much about locking up, since as the
    servants pointed out themselves, there's virtually nothing in the
    house of any value. Gerald has sold everything he could in the past
    few years. Vanessa apparently doesn't have any trinkets worth
    mentioning."  

     

    "Though rumors of her wealth might tempt someone," Josephine
    suggested.  

     

    "True," Clifford conceded. "But let's go along with my theory, shall
    we?"  

     

    "Very well," Malcolm agreed, though his handsome face looked pained.
    "If you insist on taking the worst possible view of the situation, I
    shall just continue to take notes."  

     

    "Thank you." Clifford gathered together his thoughts for a time in
    silence. At length he said, "It is true she could simply have had a
    bad oyster. But given she was locked in, and the servants dismissed
    early and also locked in their quarters for the night, I would
    speculate that Gerald knew she was ill, or would become ill. It
    would appear that he staked everything upon her not being found
    until morning. I would even go so far as to say that he has gone
    into company to give himself an alibi for the night. And to avoid
    having to be confronted with her illness and possible demise."  

     

    "How monstrous!" Josephine exclaimed.  

     

    "Monstrous indeed," Clifford said grimly.  "But we will never
    be able to prove attempted murder without concrete evidence, right,
    Malcolm?"  

     

    He nodded.  

     

    "Even if we did get it, I doubt that Vanessa will go so far as to
    accuse her half-brother.  Family loyalty runs deep with her. As
    indeed it would do with any of us if we found another member of our
    family being accused of something so heinous with little or no
    proof."  

     

    "A bottle of poison is proof," Malcolm said firmly.  

     

    "He could argue it wasn't his. That it had been planted."  

     

    "True," Henry sighed.  

     

    "Besides, unless John changes his mind about the bad oyster theory
    and admits the possibility of poison, it's pointless to even try to
    point the finger at Gerald.  As I've said, he's rash, part of
    the horse and hounds set hereabouts. But just because we choose to
    live in a more decent and civilized manner does not make him a
    murderer. "  

     

    "So what can we do?" Emma asked, worry clouding her bright blue
    eyes.  "Gerald is going to turn up sooner or later asking after
    her. As will her cousins."  

     

    "Did Peter pay a call to her today?"  

     

    "I don't know. The servants didn't mention anyone else at supper,
    but that's not to say that he didn't. I never thought to ask
    anything else like that. I'm sorry,"  Henry said.  

     

    "Never mind," Malcolm said. He stretched over to give him a
    reassuring pat on the arm. "It will be easy enough to ask the
    servants in the morning."  

     

    "Good, you do that," Clifford said with a approving nod.  "I
    don't like to see enemies behind every tree, but with her fortune at
    stake, every man in a ten-mile radius is going to be buzzing around
    her like flies around a honey pot."  

     

    "Except that she's in mourning."  

     

    "Aye, but when has that ever stopped a persistent suitor intent upon
    his prize?"  

     

    "It will stop Vanessa, though," Malcolm said. "Not to mention the
    fact that you have prior claim due to the card game last night."  

     

    "A claim I would not normally dream of asserting in the normal way
    of things," he said with a sigh.  

     

    "No, of course not," several of them protested at once.  

     

    "But given the circumstances and my fears for her, I'm afraid I'm
    going to have to play the role of besotted swain. She needs to be
    protected.  If we have severe doubts that she will be looked
    after appropriately by her own relatives, I'm the only other logical
    choice for the role of protector."  

     

    "It would seem so," Malcolm admitted grudgingly.  

     

    Clifford glanced at him, wondering why he looked so uneasy. Perhaps
    he felt guilty over his part in the proceedings after all.  

     

    "Fate has brought her to me, both as a result of the card game, and
    her illness now," he said, looking straight at his old friend. 
    It was a look which almost dared Malcolm to challenge him.  

     

    He didn't.  

     

    Clifford pressed on after it was clear he would not gainsay him. "It
    is a role I do not plan to take lightly.  I would appreciate
    all of you helping to keep an eye on her, if and when she recovers
    from this malady.  We must take steps to ensure that she's
    never left alone with Gerald again.  

     

    "If he ever dares come to here or to my house, the servants must
    wait upon them continually. I would feel even better if one of us
    was always in attendance upon her, without being too obvious about
    it, of course."  

     

    "We will do anything we can to help nurse and chaperone her,"
    Josephine promised.  

     

    "Yes, indeed," Emma agreed.  

     

    "If he is desperate enough to want to slip her something, there will
    be little we can do to stop him," Henry pointed out.  

     

    Clifford shrugged. "Once we are wed, her property will be mine, or
    our heirs', so far as he knows. He will have nothing to gain by
    killing her then."  

     

    "As if that will ever stop a madman!" Henry exclaimed impatiently,
    shoving out of his chair to pace back and forth in front of his
    brother's chair.  

     

    "I'm telling you, Gerald is nothing but trouble for both of you. He
    hates you with a passion bordering on mania. You know all the bad
    things that have happened around our estate have been due to him."  

     

    Malcolm looked at the brothers uneasily. "I'm sorry, Henry. You've
    said this before, but my father has never found sufficient proof to
    charge anyone. Gerald and the Cavendishes have all been able to
    vouch for each other time and time again. The Stephenses have been
    able to do the same. If you're fearful of Gerald, you might just as
    well be concerned about Peter and Toby."  

     

    "What about her other cousin?" Herny suggested. "Let's not forget
    him."  

     

    Malcolm shook his head.  "I doubt Paul has been involved in
    anything nefarious. Since he's away at university, he's a most
    unlikely suspect now. But that's not to say he might not have
    committed any crimes in the past."  

     

    "Can you find out if he was really at Oxford today?"  

     

    His friend gave him a long look. "All right, if it will help your
    brother, then I shall ask my father to send someone up there."  

     

    Clifford relaxed further in his chair. "Thank you.  I know we
    might all be going on a wild goose chase here, but anything has to
    be better than all this sitting around feeling helpless."  

     

    "That's all right, we understand. If you really want to institute an
    investigation though, we might as well lay it all out on the table,
    so to speak. The two things can of course be completely unrelated.
    Vanessa may or may not have been poisoned. But the wave of crimes in
    the district, expecially against you, is undisputable."  

     

    Emma moved to sit at the desk beside Malcolm. "Would you like me to
    write for a time? I have the feeling that this could take a while."
     

     

    He looked pleased at the offer, his grey eyes lighting up like
    beacons, and accepted gratefully. He moved over to take the seat
    Henry had vacated, while Henry brought over a chair to sit closer to
    his fiancee.  

     

    "So, where do we begin?" Josephine asked.  

     

    "Barring access to all my father's official notes, how about we
    start with a list of suspects and our impressions. Just say what you
    think. Instincts can often prove correct as well, so say what you
    really think, no matter how far-fetched it might sound."  

     

    "Timothy Bridges is a hot head, but vandalism doesn't seem his
    style," Emma offered shyly. "Mainly drink and er, attention to
    women."  

     

    "There are those attacks on the local women," Clifford reminded
    them. "Either they genuinely didn't see who it was, or they're too
    scared to admit it. With their reputations at stake, and humble
    positions, they must be petrified, poor things."  

     

    The two women shivered delicately.  

     

    "One thing, though," Clifford said in a thoughtful tone.  "I
    don't think the culprit could get back and forth from his home
    without being seen by someone. The roads are well-traveled
    hereabouts, and it's an awfully long way through the fields in the
    dead of night."  

     

    "Precisely why it has to be one of our nearest neighbors, present
    company excepted, of course, Malcolm."  

     

    Malcolm gave a little nod to Henry by way of thanks.  

     

    "Unless of course he is paying someone to do it," Emma suggested.  

     

    They all considered that for a time.  

     

    "It would have to be an awful lot of money to persuade anyone to
    cause that much trouble for the Stone family," Josephine said,
    shaking her head.  

     

    "And someone would have got careless, spending their ill-gotten
    gains too freely, or acting suspiciously. Father investigated that
    supposition as well, but he's come up with nothing even after all
    these months."  

     

    "Hmm. All the more reason to think it is one of our nearest
    neighbors. If not the nearest," Henry insisted.  

     

    Clifford sighed. "I know you think Vanessa's illness confirms all
    your suspicions, Brother, but as Malcolm says, we have no proof.
    Mere speculation is not enough to convict anyone. And fences down,
    beasts missing, fields flooding, is certainly not the same as
    murder."  

     

    Henry gave his brother a long look. "Then I say we get proof."  

     

    "If Gerald is guilty, he's going to be extremely cautious now.
    Fearful that someone will suspect him. Besides, the estate is far
    too large to patrol in its entirety night and day," Clifford said.
    "The culprit can slip in and out at will if he's careful enough.
    Tthere's very little we can do to stop him."  

     

    Henry's frustration became ever more evident from the set of his jaw
    and tone. "Then lay a trap for him. Catch him in the act!"  

     

    "Even if I could bait the trap in some manner, you're asking me to
    disgrace my wife's half-brother?"  

     

    "You and Vanessa are not married yet. Perhaps if you catch him in
    the next day or two, you needn't go through with this wedding."  

     

    Clifford rubbed his eyes and sighed.  "Would it were that
    simple.  But Gerald is nothing if not clever.  He will
    behave far more circumspectly if, as you firmly seem to believe, his
    plan to poison his sister has gone awry.  

     

    "I'm sorry, Henry. I can see how strongly you feel about this, and
    our losses in recent months. I know you're only trying to help. All
    of you are, and I'm very grateful.  

     

    "However, we're not going to get proof all at once unless he is so
    lost to reason that he does something unspeakably rash. Since
    Malcolm and I are still not entirely convinced that he's guilty in
    all of this, we will have to bide our time to get proof. Never
    forget that Peter Stephens would also stand to gain from harming us
    and securing Vanessa for his own."  

     

    "How?" Emma asked innocently.  

     

    Malcolm blushed.  "I'm afaid to say that it is a common enough
    practice to invite a girl out for a seemingly innocent carriage ride
    and have her end up with her virtue compromised either by word or
    deed. If Peter or his two brothers are intent upon Vanessa's
    fortune, they could take advantage of her naive and trusting nature
    and ruin her easily."  

     

    "Oh my. How dreadful."  

     

    Clifford nodded. "Which is why I can't take the risk and delay in
    marrying her. She can't be allowed to go back to Hawkesworth House,
    or to her aunt at Stephens Manor. The only way to prevent either of
    those two occurrences is by taking her home from here as my wife."  

     

    Josephine shook her head. "You'll have to get her to agree first. I
    fear that will be impossible. I have no doubt Gerald has done and
    will do everything he can to poison her mind against you, since he
    resents you so."  

     

    "Most certainly." Emma nodded. "He does it to everyone he
    meets.  To hear him tell it, you would think you had populated
    all of the local orphanages single-handedly."  

     

    Henry laughed. "Well, not quite with-"  

     

    Clifford shot his brother a quelling look.  "This is no joking
    matter. Gerald has done everything he can to damage me, and injure
    Vanessa.  I know she will be confused and angry about the card
    game, as any respectable woman would.  I'll simply have to
    convince her of my decency and sincerity. Vanessa will marry me as
    soon as she is well, and there is an end to it."  
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    Clifford and his companions, keeping watch over the semi-conscious
    Vanessa, stayed up all night discussing the best way to deal with
    the poor girl's predicament. They came up with numerous suggestions,
    but in the end they all reluctantly agreed that Clifford was right.
    By taking her to wife, he would be ensuring her safety from her
    untrustworthy kin in the most effective and unobjectionable manner
    possible in the eyes of Society.  

     

    Clifford charged Henry and Malcolm to make all the necessary
    arrangements with the local vicar, Mr. Grayson, while he and the
    Jerome sisters would nurse Vanessa. Henry also agreed to go back to
    Hawkesworth House to ask a few subtle questions in order to
    ascertain what the chain of events had been which had led up to
    Vanessa becoming so ill.  

     

    John Gold returned at seven in the morning and ordered breakfast for
    them all. The kind older man looked Vanessa over, but there was no
    change.  

     

    Clifford had to admit he was exceptionally impressed with his
    friend. They had known each other socially for quite a few years,
    and he knew him to be a most excellent doctor. He had never seen him
    before in a professional capacity himself, but was certain that if
    anyone could help Vanessa, it was this intelligent man with
    prematurely gray hair and eyes which looked as though they had seen
    far too much.  

     

    As they sat around the table consuming eggs, bacon, toast, and
    kippers, they caught up on each other's news.  

     

    "What's the news of Esther Hancock?" Clifford asked.  

     

    The doctor shook his head. "Not good, I'm afraid. She had a very
    hard time of it, and the baby is a rather small girl. I will be
    surprised if the poor little thing survives the week."  

     

    "And Esther?"  

     

    "She's sorely upset, and very weak."  

     

    "I shall send over our cook to help her build up her strength."  

     

    "That's very good of you. I'm sure she will appreciate it."  

     

    "I would have Cook come here to stay, but I know how excellent your
    own Mrs. Travers is helping your patients.  I'm certain that
    Vanessa will be in good hands."  

     

    The doctor smiled reassuringly. "She is even now making all sorts of
    jellies and broths for the young lady. Her throat will be very sore
    when she finally comes to."  

     

    "When do you think that will be, Doctor?" Emma asked.  

     

    "Soon, I hope. She seems to have been resting quietly for some time
    now.  It has been a very great shock to her system, of course.
    If she is going to pull through, we ought to see some signs of her
    rallying soon."  

     

    "Josephine will call us if there is any change. We might as well
    keep up our own strength with this excellent breakfast," Emma said.
     

     

    They all ate dutifully, though Clifford tasted little of what he put
    into his mouth. He attempted to follow the doctor's light
    conversation with his unexpected guests, but his thoughts
    continually strayed back to the snug little parlor where the
    auburn-haired beauty lay.  

     

    As soon as he had cleared his plate, he rose and returned to the
    sick room.  

     

    "There is some hot food in the dining room, Josephine. Off you go.
    I'll sit with her now."  

     

    She patted her future brother-in-law on the shoulder, and left the
    room.  

     

    A few minutes later, Vanessa began to roll over on her side, and
    cradled her head upon her arm.  Clifford was relieved to see
    she appeared to be sleeping more naturally.  He was even more
    delighted to see her long dark lashes flutter open and take in the
    strange surroundings of the handsomely appointed doctor's study. She
    stared at the pale blue flock wallpaper unseeingly for a moment, and
    gradually began to focus on her companion.  

     

    Her ears were still ringing, and her throat felt as though it had
    been set on fire. She blinked again a couple of times to focus her
    eyes better and ensure she was not dreaming.  

     

    Where on earth was she, and who was the stunningly handsome man in
    evening dress by her side?  

     

    She swallowed hard a couple of times, and managed to whisper, "I'm
    afraid you have me at a disadvantage, sir.  Are you the new
    doctor in Millcote?"  

     

    "No, I'm Clifford Stone. Do you remember me? I'm afraid you've been
    ill."  

     

    Her eyes widened in horror and she clutched the sheet to her
    scantily clad bosom.  "How on earth did I get here?  The
    last thing I knew I was at Hawkesworth House.  Where is my
    brother? Why have you brought me here?" she gasped, her tone
    accusing.  

     

    "We have not been able to locate him.  I sent my brother Henry
    to your home, but the servants knew nothing as to where he went
    after he left for the Cavendishes'. They haven't heard anything from
    him since last evening when he left and gave the servants orders to
    lock up securely. And no one is at the Cavendishes' house."  

     

    "I can't imagine him wanting to speak to you or your brother after
    all you have done to our estate," Vanessa said haughtily, though a
    fit of coughing made her regret immediately her impassioned words.  

     

    Clifford frowned in confusion at her accusing words, but he was not
    about to argue with her at this stage. "My dear Miss Hawkesworth,
    you are in no state to be discussing matters such as these. 
    Please drink some of this water and calm yourself."  

     

    She raised up off the pillow with his help, which she accepted only
    grudgingly, and drank a few sips. He could see the effort it cost
    her. She lay back upon the pillows exhausted, and looked at Clifford
    mistrustfully.  

     

    He decided to take the bull by the horns.  "Miss Hawkesworth.
    Vanessa. I know you feel you have every reason to be aggrieved with
    me. You wake up to find yourself in strange surroundings, and are
    naturally confused. I am sure that our engagement as a result of
    your brother gaming for your hand and my winning it  does not
    sit well with a young lady of your discretion and good breeding.  

     

    "Please believe me when I say that I only played cards in the first
    place to protect your honor and reputation. Several of the young
    rakes at the ball were interested only in the good sport, and of
    course your sizable fortune. They would have had no qualms about
    seizing their prize as if you were no more than a spoil of war."  

     

    She shot him a resentful look from under her long lashes but said
    nothing.  

     

    "I have no intention of causing you any harm or distress. Of
    imposing my will upon you in any way. I would have you remember that
    we were friends in the past, when your mother, and later when your
    father died. I hope I have never done anything to you personally to
    cause you to think ill of me.  

     

    "I can guess from your accusations a moment ago that your brother
    has probably told you all sorts of things about me. The truth of the
    matter is that he has never liked me. He is a Tory, I am a Radical.
    We are too fundamentally opposed on every question of politics,
    religion, or lifestyle to ever reach any sort of accommodation,
    though I am willing to try for your sake.  Anything he says is
    bound to be biased. I would simply ask you to judge my character for
    yourself before you dismiss me out of hand as your future husband."
     

     

    She glared at him, angry with herself for finding him so attractive,
    and as a result finding herself charmed by his seemingly reasonable
    words. "I suppose you're going to tell me that you won me fairly in
    the card game. That I have no choice, and must wed you if I wish to
    avoid the ruination of my brother," she said in stinging tones.  

     

    "That's not quite true," Clifford contradicted mildly. "I would like
    you to give your consent freely to doing me the honor of becoming my
    wife."  

     

    She shook her head. "But I'm a stranger to you, sir. Why-"  

     

    "We are not strangers, Vanessa. We were friends once. I am sure you
    can recall the time you took me to see the puppies--"  

     

    "But we have not seen each other for years," she said quickly, not
    wishing to revisit that particularly warm recollection from her
    adolescence.  It was one of the few good memories she did have
    of growing up.  Though of course she had few memories of that
    time at all... She glared. "Friendship is one thing, marriage quite
    another."  

     

    "I can understand your concerns. I do share them to some extent. But
    you as a lone woman need to be protected.  Gerald has left you
    open to gossip and scandal."  

     

    "Why should you care? Surely it is my family's concern only."  

     

    Clifford sat back with a sigh, and raised his hands in a gesture of
    surrender. "I'm not going to argue with you, Miss Hawkesworth, not
    when you are so ill. Let me just say a few brief words and leave the
    matter until you are feeling better."  

     

    "I would prefer to have it all out in the open, if you don't mind. I
    ask you again, Mr. Stone. Why are you interfering in my life?"  

     

    "Not interfering. Aiding, I hope. The situation has arisen through
    no fault of your own. The damage caused by Gerald's card game has
    been done.  We need to discuss our options. I have worked under
    the assumption that you are free to marry me. As your fiance, I am
    in the best position to protect you without any further scandal
    being caused.  

     

    "If your objection to me is due to you having fallen in love with
    another, well of course I would never hold you to the arrangement
    your brother made without your knowledge or consent.  It is
    only money, after all, not our entire lives. I'm wealthy enough in
    my own right not to find your fortune an overwhelming temptation."  

     

    She cast him a withering glance.  "Every person I have met
    since my aunt passed away has found it my main attraction."  

     

    "Then they're fools, and don't deserve you," he said sincerely. "I
    seem to recall your main attractions were your beauty, intelligence,
    ready wit, and ability upon a horse.  I never saw anyone, man
    or woman, ride as well as you did in your youth."  

     

    "That may well be a wonderful talent for a young girl, but hardly a
    fitting attribute you would seek in a wife. Nor would most men wish
    to wed a bas bleu."  

     

    "You think not? Well, I suppose it all depends upon what one is
    seeking for in a wife. If a man were looking for a simpering,
    empty-headed bedmate, or a bank account, there are any number of
    women in this neighborhood I could settle down with. Yet I have thus
    far remained unmarried."  

     

    "Why buy the cow when the milk is free, I believe is the vulgar
    phrase."  

     

    Clifford's brows knit in consternation. "I am no rake or purchaser
    of women. We all of us have certain standards. Expectations about
    the partner we would care to share the whole of our lives with. If I
    ever stand up in front of a vicar to recite my vows, I expect to
    fulfill them to the letter. Love, honor and cherish, 'til death."  

     

    "Very noble of you, I'm sure."  

     

    He ignored her waspish interruption.  "They might be just words
    for some, but I do try to be a good Christian.  And while I
    know the expectations of a young girl such as yourself might be very
    different from mine, I hope they're not completely dissimilar.  

     

    "For my own part, I want someone I can admire and respect. Where
    there is respect and trust, there is love. So I shall ask you again,
    Miss Hawkesworth, are you in love with anyone else?"  

     

    She felt stunned by the question.  Did he really care if she
    was?  Would that put a halt to this madness?  

     

    She was tempted to lie, but something in his eyes told her he would
    see through the fib in an instant.  "No, sir, I am heart-whole.
    I led a full life with my aunt. I won't pretend I did not get to
    meet various young men at the County balls in the past year or so
    since I was permitted to go out more into the world. But I've never
    behaved indiscreetly. Nor met anyone to whom I would pledge myself
    unreservedly. I too desire the same in my future partner,
    admiration, respect, love."  

     

    Clifford nodded, satisfied.  "I believe you were cheated out of
    your London Season by your aunt's untimely demise?"  

     

    She sniffed hard. "It is no great hardship to have endured, believe
    me. I would rather have my aunt alive, and no fortune for everyone
    to squabble over. Nor am I interested in playing the marriage game.
    Not when there is so much to do in the world to improve it."  

     

    He smiled down at her. "You say that now, but there will come a time
    when you will long for congenial companionship.  I'm not saying
    I'm the best man in the world for you, but I've always respected and
    admired you, Miss Hawkesworth."  

     

    She gave an unladylike snort. "I think I should rest now."  

     

    He nodded. "I'm sorry to have tired you." As he began to move for
    the door, she found herself oddly reluctant to relinquish his
    company.  

     

    "I'm sorry to have kept you up all night nursing me."  

     

    "It's my pleasure."  

     

    "Hardly." She wrinkled her elegant nose.  "No one likes to tend
    sick people."  

     

    "Dr. Gold does. And my very dear friend Doctor Blake Sanderson,
    currently in the Peninsula. It was no trouble at all."  

     

    "Very gallant of you, I'm sure. It was kind of your brother and
    friends to wish to help. But I think you should go home now, all of
    you. Dr. Gold's staff can see to my needs well enough, and you may
    go about your business without any sense of obligation on your
    part."  

     

    "I'm staying."  

     

    She glared at him.  

     

    "Vanessa, enough of this wrangling for the moment."  

     

    "Quite.  I have a raging thirst and am very tired. My ribs
    ache, and I need to use, well, the chamberpot." She blushed and
    looked away from his open blue gaze.  

     

    He stood up quickly. "I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have stayed so long.
    You need your rest. I'll just go fetch Dr. Gold to come have a look
    at you. Then Josephine and Emma Jerome and the maid can help you
    with more personal matters."  

     

    She looked at him candidly again. Clifford could not help but admire
    her amethyst eyes and long lashes.  

     

    "I appreciate all of your help. I'm quite frankly surprised at you
    taking so much trouble."  

     

    Clifford shrugged his shoulders carelessly.  "I found you on
    the road purely by accident. Though Fate has brought you to me, I'm
    not going to leave our happiness to Chance.  

     

    "I make no secret of wishing to have you for my wife, nor of my
    desire to protect you and your reputation. I'm more than happy to
    nurse you myself through your illness, but it would cause tongues to
    wag if we were left alone in this house without appropriate
    chaperones.  

     

    "Josephine is engaged to my brother Henry. She and her sister Emma
    are the souls of discretion and propriety.  I feel confident
    that no one in the district will be able to speak ill of any of the
    three of you with Dr. Gold and his staff also in attendance."  

     

    "Thank you for being so careful of my good name," she said quietly.
    "Most other men would have compromised me in an instant, the better
    to get my fortune."  

     

    "Then you should be grateful I'm not like other men. As I have said
    before, I have no intention of our marriage being a battleground."  

     

    "I don't wish that either. But nor do I have any intention of
    marrying you."  

     

    "Oh?" Clifford asked. It was all he could manage without revealing
    the strange emotions which welled inside him at the prospect of her
    refusal.  

     

    "Yes, I had planned on coming to see you today, in the hopes of
    getting you to behave reasonably. Can I ask you now to please
    reconsider the Devil's bargain you made with Gerald?"  

     

    Clifford took a deep breath, and contemplated her pale, wan face
    with his penetrating blue gaze. She was lovelier than ever in his
    eyes in spite of her suffering.  "In truth, Miss Hawkesworth,
    having seen you, and spoken to you thus, nothing could persuade me
    to give you up now."  

     

    With that he stepped out of the room, leaving a stunned Vanessa
    staring after him in shock.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 13]CHAPTER THIRTEEN   

     

    Josephine and Emma entered the chamber shortly thereafter, and put
    an end to Vanessa's swirling thoughts as to why Clifford was so
    adamant that they were to be married.  She ached all over, but
    knew she had to get up and out of her crumpled linens to regain her
    peace of mind. <br> <br> The housekeeper came in a short
    time later with a white lawn nightgown and a heavy dressing gown in
    a rich brocade, and offered her a bath. 

     

    "Yes, please, that would be most refreshing. 

     

    "We have a special bathing chamber off the kitchen, so I will
    instruct the servants to fill the tub, and settle you in the room
    we've prepared for you upstairs."  

     

    They wrapped her in her own cloak and Clifford's to protect her
    modesty. She swung her legs off the bed and took a few tentative
    steps before her knees began to buckle.  

     

    "Clifford!" Josephine called.  

     

    He entered the room at once, and lifted the patient up into his arms
    as though she were as light as a feather.  

     

    "Lead the way, please, Mistress Evans."  

     

    "This way, sir," she indicated, heading toward the back of the house
    to the bathing chamber, complete with commode and a large wood and
    porcelain tub.  

     

    Vanessa was blushing to the roots of her hair at the way she was
    pressed so closely to Clifford's chest, but there was little she
    could do, being so weak. She did not want to make a fool of herself
    by fussing when he was only trying to help.  

     

    And if she was being completely honest, she would have to admit that
    she was rather enjoying the sensation of being held so closely that
    she could peer into his sapphire eyes.  She recalled the
    girlish crush she had had upon him so many years before, but it was
    as nothing compared to the breathless sensation he evoked every time
    he looked at her. It was like a slow smoldering flame had been
    ignited in her bosom, and even lower down in the pit of her belly.  

     

    She thought she detected a bemused expression in his bright eyes as
    he stared down at her, and was pleased.  At least he was not
    looking at her in disgust, as well he might considering how badly
    she must smell and look after having been so ill.  

     

    She knew she was not ugly, but nor was she a raving beauty like the
    two blonde Jerome sisters, often held up to her as models of
    deportment and femininity when she had been growing up. They had
    certainly grown even lovelier with the passage of time. She tried to
    suppress a sudden, uncharacteristic twinge of envy.  They were
    no doubt spoken of with the utmost adulation, rather than sniggered
    at for being eccentric and bookish.  

     

    For the first time, Vanessa wished she were delicate, blonde and
    feminine as she compared herself to the two striking young women.
    Yet Clifford did not seem in the least interested in them, but
    rather hung on her every word.  

     

    Clifford placed her on a low stool by the fireplace in the bathing
    chamber, and kissing her hand, withdrew before she even had a chance
    to thank him.  

     

    She looked at the other women to see if they had remarked upon his
    attentions to her, but found all three of them busily getting her
    bath ready.  

     

    After availing herself of the commode, she allowed herself to be led
    to the steaming tub, and soaked peacefully in the hot water for some
    time, until she felt as if her illness had finally seeped out of her
    pores.  

     

    Upon rising from the tub, Vanessa felt her legs jellying again, so
    allowed the women to dress her quickly before placing her back on
    the stool. They examined her feet and arms for bruises, and applied
    some delicately scented unguent.  They wrapped her feet in soft
    bandages, all the while exclaiming over her evident flight down to
    the road in nothing but her stockings.  

     

    "It turned so cold last night that it is a wonder you didn't catch
    your death," Emma commented as she combed out Vanessa's auburn
    tresses and spread them over her shoulders, the better to allow them
    to dry in front of the fire.  

     

    "Please, I can do it myself," she protested, embarrassed at the
    young girl's ministrations.  

     

    Then she pulled herself up short. The Jerome sisters were the same
    age as herself, yet Josephine was due to be married, and Emma seemed
    a most capable woman. She viewed herself as older because she had
    had so many responsibilities at her aunt's estate. Perhaps it would
    do her a world of good to enjoy herself, to allow the attentions of
    a few handsome men.  But all the male sex she had met had been
    mere boys compared to Clifford, callow tongue-tied youths.  

     

    Then she berated herself for the frivolous thoughts. Her aunt Agatha
    was dead, and she was ill. What was she thinking?  

     

    And there was certainly no enjoyment to be had at her house, or
    anywhere else for that matter, until this whole debacle was
    resolved.  

     

    Gerald had spoken ill of their nearest neighbor every chance he had
    had. However, thus far everything she had learned about Clifford had
    not caused her the slightest bit of unease. She had overheard
    snippets of his conversation with Dr. Gold when she had lapsed in
    and out of consciousness, and saw that he cared about family,
    friends, and his obligations. He seemed to be a man of his word.  

     

    But who could tell what really lay in a person's heart? People could
    have one face for the world at large, and a far more sinister one in
    the privacy of their own home.  

     

    It was all so confusing. Her brain screamed at her to beware of yet
    another fortune hunter. Yet her instincts told her that Clifford
    Stone was a man to be trusted and respected, at least from what she
    could see from the way he behaved with the others in the house.  

     

    She must have been staring pensively at the fire for some time, for
    when she next looked up, it was at three pairs of worried eyes. "I'm
    sorry. What did you say?"  

     

    Emma cleared her throat. "I said, if you're sure your hair is dry so
    you don't develop a stiff neck, we'll let Clifford take you
    upstairs."  

     

    "No, really there's no need. I can walk."  

     

    But a few trembling steps belied her brave words, and Clifford in
    the room was at her side at an instant. He lifted her once more, and
    was up the stairs with her in a trice. Soon she found herself in a
    warm, pleasant, sun-drenched chamber at the front of the house.  

     

    The women left the pair alone. Vanessa would have protested at the
    impropriety had not Josephine returned a short time later with a
    tray of beef broth.  Clifford patiently settled her back
    against some pillows, and offered to feed her himself.  

     

    "Thank you, no, I learned where my mouth was a long time ago, and
    even how to use a spoon," she said stiffly.  

     

    "Very well, but please let me tuck this napkin under you chin."  

     

    The intimate contact sent a thrill through her, and she looked away
    hastily, causing his fingers to catch in her silken tresses.  

     

    "I am sorry. How clumsy of me."  

     

    "No, it's my fault. I'm the one who moved abruptly."  

     

    He settled the tray on her lap and she ate a few spoons of the tasty
    broth, before leaning back against the pillow heavily.  

     

    "I'm so sorry. I can't seem to manage after all."  

     

    "Don't trouble yourself. I shall gladly help . And please stop
    apologizing. It's not your fault you're ill."  

     

    "That's just it. I'm never ill. Being so weak and feeble like this
    is really too embarrassing."  

     

    "It was a terrible storm last night," Josephine said soothingly,
    with a sharp glance at Clifford.  

     

    "Yes, we would never have ventured out of our house had it not been
    for this young miss. Her birthday, you know."  

     

    "Congratulations. Many happy returns."  

     

    "I'm just so glad Clifford found you before it was too late. Now, I
    shall sit here and tell you all about my presents, and who danced
    with whom, while Clifford makes you eat a few more drops of that
    broth."  

     

    Vanessa acquiesced meekly, and opened her mouth upon command as
    Clifford fed her slowly and steadily.  

     

    Thus a half-hour passed, with Josephine describing the gowns and
    jewels, and providing many interesting snippets of information about
    her new neighbors, in an entertaining but not at all catty way.  

     

    As she listened, Vanessa's admiration for the young woman grew.
    Surely she would not want to marry into the family of a rake if all
    Gerald had said about Clifford were true.  

     

    But why would her brother lie?  

     

    Vanessa's throbbing head could not make sense of it all.  At
    least she was safe at the doctor's house for the time being. 
    Clifford could not press any unwanted attentions upon her. In any
    case, she was not so sure they were entirely unwanted any longer,
    she admitted to herself candidly. He was most solicitous of her
    without being suffocating. It was a novelty for her to be the center
    of attention, to feel so cared about and treasured.  He was
    most deferential to all the women he came into contact with at the
    house, from the housekeeper to the cook, and also Malcolm Branson's
    sister Claire, who arrived just as her eyelids were beginning to
    droop. Surely he could not be that good of an actor...  

     

    'I'll watch over her. Go on, all of you, and get some sleep. You've
    been up all night."  

     

    After making the introductions and patting Claire on the shoulder in
    an avuncular fashion, Clifford promised to see them both later.  

     

    Vanessa tried to chat with the pretty young woman with dark brown
    hair, but fell into a sound sleep in the middle of a sentence,
    utterly exhausted by the events of the previous day and night.  
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    Josephine and Emma entered the chamber shortly thereafter, and put
    an end to Vanessa's swirling thoughts as to why Clifford was so
    adamant that they were to be married.  She ached all over, but
    knew she had to get up and out of her crumpled linens to regain her
    peace of mind.  

     

    The housekeeper came in a short time later with a white lawn
    nightgown and a heavy dressing gown in a rich brocade, and offered
    her a bath.  

     

    "Yes, please, that would be most refreshing."  

     

    "We have a special bathing chamber off the kitchen, so I will
    instruct the servants to fill the tub, and settle you in the room
    we've prepared for you upstairs."  

     

    They wrapped her in her own cloak and Clifford's to protect her
    modesty. She swung her legs off the bed and took a few tentative
    steps before her knees began to buckle.  

     

    "Clifford!" Josephine called.  

     

    He entered the room at once, and lifted the patient up into his arms
    as though she were as light as a feather.  

     

    "Lead the way, please, Mistress Evans."  

     

    "This way, sir," she indicated, heading toward the back of the house
    to the bathing chamber, complete with commode and a large wood and
    porcelain tub.  

     

    Vanessa was blushing to the roots of her hair at the way she was
    pressed so closely to Clifford's chest, but there was little she
    could do, being so weak. She did not want to make a fool of herself
    by fussing when he was only trying to help.  

     

    And if she was being completely honest, she would have to admit that
    she was rather enjoying the sensation of being held so closely that
    she could peer into his sapphire eyes.  She recalled the
    girlish crush she had had upon him so many years before, but it was
    as nothing compared to the breathless sensation he evoked every time
    he looked at her. It was like a slow smoldering flame had been
    ignited in her bosom, and even lower down in the pit of her belly.  

     

    She thought she detected a bemused expression in his bright eyes as
    he stared down at her, and was pleased.  At least he was not
    looking at her in disgust, as well he might considering how badly
    she must smell and look after having been so ill.  

     

    She knew she was not ugly, but nor was she a raving beauty like the
    two blonde Jerome sisters, often held up to her as models of
    deportment and femininity when she had been growing up. They had
    certainly grown even lovelier with the passage of time. She tried to
    suppress a sudden, uncharacteristic twinge of envy.  They were
    no doubt spoken of with the utmost adulation, rather than sniggered
    at for being eccentric and bookish.  

     

    For the first time, Vanessa wished she were delicate, blonde and
    feminine as she compared herself to the two striking young women.
    Yet Clifford did not seem in the least interested in them, but
    rather hung on her every word.  

     

    Clifford placed her on a low stool by the fireplace in the bathing
    chamber, and kissing her hand, withdrew before she even had a chance
    to thank him.  

     

    She looked at the other women to see if they had remarked upon his
    attentions to her, but found all three of them busily getting her
    bath ready.  

     

    After availing herself of the commode, she allowed herself to be led
    to the steaming tub, and soaked peacefully in the hot water for some
    time, until she felt as if her illness had finally seeped out of her
    pores.  

     

    Upon rising from the tub, Vanessa felt her legs jellying again, so
    allowed the women to dress her quickly before placing her back on
    the stool. They examined her feet and arms for bruises, and applied
    some delicately scented unguent.  They wrapped her feet in soft
    bandages, all the while exclaiming over her evident flight down to
    the road in nothing but her stockings.  

     

    "It turned so cold last night that it is a wonder you didn't catch
    your death," Emma commented as she combed out Vanessa's auburn
    tresses and spread them over her shoulders, the better to allow them
    to dry in front of the fire.  

     

    "Please, I can do it myself," she protested, embarrassed at the
    young girl's ministrations.  

     

    Then she pulled herself up short. The Jerome sisters were the same
    age as herself, yet Josephine was due to be married, and Emma seemed
    a most capable woman. She viewed herself as older because she had
    had so many responsibilities at her aunt's estate. Perhaps it would
    do her a world of good to enjoy herself, to allow the attentions of
    a few handsome men.  But all the male sex she had met had been
    mere boys compared to Clifford, callow tongue-tied youths.  

     

    Then she berated herself for the frivolous thoughts. Her aunt Agatha
    was dead, and she was ill. What was she thinking?  

     

    And there was certainly no enjoyment to be had at her house, or
    anywhere else for that matter, until this whole debacle was
    resolved.  

     

    Gerald had spoken ill of their nearest neighbor every chance he had
    had. However, thus far everything she had learned about Clifford had
    not caused her the slightest bit of unease. She had overheard
    snippets of his conversation with Dr. Gold when she had lapsed in
    and out of consciousness, and saw that he cared about family,
    friends, and his obligations. He seemed to be a man of his word.  

     

    But who could tell what really lay in a person's heart? People could
    have one face for the world at large, and a far more sinister one in
    the privacy of their own home.  

     

    It was all so confusing. Her brain screamed at her to beware of yet
    another fortune hunter. Yet her instincts told her that Clifford
    Stone was a man to be trusted and respected, at least from what she
    could see from the way he behaved with the others in the house.  

     

    She must have been staring pensively at the fire for some time, for
    when she next looked up, it was at three pairs of worried eyes. "I'm
    sorry. What did you say?"  

     

    Emma cleared her throat. "I said, if you're sure your hair is dry so
    you don't develop a stiff neck, we'll let Clifford take you
    upstairs."  

     

    "No, really there's no need. I can walk."  

     

    But a few trembling steps belied her brave words, and Clifford in
    the room was at her side at an instant. He lifted her once more, and
    was up the stairs with her in a trice. Soon she found herself in a
    warm, pleasant, sun-drenched chamber at the front of the house.  

     

    The women left the pair alone. Vanessa would have protested at the
    impropriety had not Josephine returned a short time later with a
    tray of beef broth.  Clifford patiently settled her back
    against some pillows, and offered to feed her himself.  

     

    "Thank you, no, I learned where my mouth was a long time ago, and
    even how to use a spoon," she said stiffly.  

     

    "Very well, but please let me tuck this napkin under you chin."  

     

    The intimate contact sent a thrill through her, and she looked away
    hastily, causing his fingers to catch in her silken tresses.  

     

    "I am sorry. How clumsy of me."  

     

    "No, it's my fault. I'm the one who moved abruptly."  

     

    He settled the tray on her lap and she ate a few spoons of the tasty
    broth, before leaning back against the pillow heavily.  

     

    "I'm so sorry. I can't seem to manage after all."  

     

    "Don't trouble yourself. I shall gladly help . And please stop
    apologizing. It's not your fault you're ill."  

     

    "That's just it. I'm never ill. Being so weak and feeble like this
    is really too embarrassing."  

     

    "It was a terrible storm last night," Josephine said soothingly,
    with a sharp glance at Clifford.  

     

    "Yes, we would never have ventured out of our house had it not been
    for this young miss. Her birthday, you know."  

     

    "Congratulations. Many happy returns."  

     

    "I'm just so glad Clifford found you before it was too late. Now, I
    shall sit here and tell you all about my presents, and who danced
    with whom, while Clifford makes you eat a few more drops of that
    broth."  

     

    Vanessa acquiesced meekly, and opened her mouth upon command as
    Clifford fed her slowly and steadily.  

     

    Thus a half-hour passed, with Josephine describing the gowns and
    jewels, and providing many interesting snippets of information about
    her new neighbors, in an entertaining but not at all catty way.  

     

    As she listened, Vanessa's admiration for the young woman grew.
    Surely she would not want to marry into the family of a rake if all
    Gerald had said about Clifford were true.  

     

    But why would her brother lie?  

     

    Vanessa's throbbing head could not make sense of it all.  At
    least she was safe at the doctor's house for the time being. 
    Clifford could not press any unwanted attentions upon her. In any
    case, she was not so sure they were entirely unwanted any longer,
    she admitted to herself candidly. He was most solicitous of her
    without being suffocating. It was a novelty for her to be the center
    of attention, to feel so cared about and treasured.  He was
    most deferential to all the women he came into contact with at the
    house, from the housekeeper to the cook, and also Malcolm Branson's
    sister Claire, who arrived just as her eyelids were beginning to
    droop. Surely he could not be that good of an actor...  

     

    'I'll watch over her. Go on, all of you, and get some sleep. You've
    been up all night."  

     

    After making the introductions and patting Claire on the shoulder in
    an avuncular fashion, Clifford promised to see them both later.  

     

    Vanessa tried to chat with the pretty young woman with dark brown
    hair, but fell into a sound sleep in the middle of a sentence,
    utterly exhausted by the events of the previous day and night.  
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    Vanessa awakened after three, feeling quite refreshed, even if her
    throat was still achingly raw.  

     

    "Would you like me to read to you?" Claire offered. She was a
    fresh-faced young woman of about twenty, and Vanessa took an instant
    liking to her.  

     

    "If you don't mind, why don't you tell me a bit more about Millcote
    village, now that I'm going to be living here again?"  

     

    Claire told her about who was living in which house, and confessed
    she did not have any beaux. "We don't have a huge fortune, though
    we're better off than many. In any case, Father is in no hurry to
    marry me off. I'm an only girl. With Mama gone and Malcolm showing
    no inclination to wed, he needs me as the chatelaine of his
    household."  

     

    "I am sure any number of handsome young men will put forward their
    suit when the time comes."  

     

    Claire sighed.  "Beggars can't be choosers. Though we have a
    good fortune now, we were not always so lucky. And may not continue
    so lucky. It is my duty to make a good match for the sake of the
    whole family. I cannot follow my inclination, much as I would wish
    to."  

     

    "A young lady like you, so attractive and respectable?" Vanessa said
    in surprise. "Surely you would have your pick of the men. The main
    thing is not to do anything hastily.  

     

    "In any event, I suspect from what you've just said that there is a
    man whom you admire. Surely he cannot be so unsuitable that your
    family would object. You seem a girl in possession of a great deal
    of common sense."  

     

    She blushed, but admitted, "I will confess I set my cap at Clifford
    when I was first coming out. But he has always been so much like a
    brother to me, that he never took advantage of my moon-calf
    ways.  He says he believes in love, not arranged marriages. His
    own parents fell in love, you know, which caused quite a scandal in
    their day."  

     

    "Scandal?" Vanessa echoed, her brows knitting.  

     

    "They were so devoted to one another, they even danced almost all
    the dances at the balls together, that is when they could be
    persuaded to attend. Could you imagine?"  

     

    Vanessa restrained a smile.  

     

    "Pity they only had the two sons, but Henry gave his mother no end
    of trouble being born, and so they had to be very careful
    thereafter.  Many years later she conceived again, and both she
    and the baby died.  His father died of grief not long after,
    and Clifford inherited everything at the age of only nineteen."  

     

    "How very sad.  I last saw him just about then.  He was so
    kind to me when my mother died, I can only hope he had someone to
    console him the way he consoled me."  

     

    "He's not very good at expressing his feelings. Though many women
    have tried to ensnare him, he has been far too circumspect.  I
    know he's so handsome that many women would swoon, but he really is
    a most modest and respectable man, not a rake at all."  

     

    Suddenly she started up out of her chair.  "Oh dear, listen to
    me going on and on, about your own fiance no less. I'm so sorry. I
    had no right to speak so unguardedly."  

     

    "You haven't said anything to offend me, or anything which casts
    either you or him in a bad light."  

     

    "Still, I mustn't wear you out with my chatter," Claire said, going
    over to the window to look out, to hide her hot blush of
    mortification.  

     

    "I've found it most enlightening, except on one point. You said you
    admired Clifford. That means you do not now.  Thus, I am
    guessing that there is another man who holds your affections, and
    you are trying to avoid telling me of him."  

     

    "It is just so silly. It is our vicar, Mr. Grayson," she confided in
    a whisper. "He comes from a good family, and is very devout. But I
    would be made a mockery of for aiming so low as to marry only a
    country parson."  

     

    "It should not matter. He must be a morally upright and educated
    man, otherwise he would not have caught your notice."  

     

    "He is."  

     

    Vanessa shrugged.  "In that case, I see no obstacle."  

     

    She sighed. "It's easy for you to say, with such a large fortune at
    your disposal. There is one other obstacle. I like him, but I'm not
    sure that he returns my feelings."  

     

    "The only way to find out is to spend time with him."  

     

    Claire looked almost horrified at the suggestion. "I fear gossip. He
    has to be above reproach."  

     

    "I see your difficulty. But I tell you again what my aunt always
    told me. Better no husband than a bad one."  

     

    As the clock struck four, Claire rose. "I'm wearing you out with my
    nonsense. Please do not..."  

     

    "I shall not say a word to anyone, I promise. But do speak to your
    father, or brother at least, to ask his advice."  

     

    "Thank you, I shall. I'm so glad you've come. I have the feeling
    we're going to be great friends."  

     

    Vanessa smiled.  "As do I. With all of you, I hope."  

     

    "I shall go fetch you more soup. Shall I tell Clifford he may come
    to see you now?"  

     

    "Do I look all right?" Vanessa couldn't help but ask, running her
    fingers through her now-dry hair.  

     

    "Here, I'll brush it for you if you like."  

     

    She did so with deft long strokes, and fluffed it out upon the
    pillow.  

     

    "There, pretty as a picture. I'll just go get that food now."  

     

    Clifford came up with a book of poems, and they passed a pleasant
    few minutes discussing their taste in literature, finding much in
    common with one another.  

     

    She noted that he had changed clothes, and was now clad in a dark
    navy coat with snowy linen and a sky blue waistcoat and matching
    cravat, looking every inch the gentleman.  

     

    She caught herself staring at him as though she had never seen a man
    before. She noticed that he was doing a great deal of his own
    thorough appraisals as well.  

     

    At last Emma arrived with some soup, breaking some of the tension
    which had built up between them as they struggled to speak of
    neutral subjects.  

     

    "Shall I feed you again?" he offered.  

     

    "Really, Emma can do it."  

     

    "We did so well together last time. Why not allow me again?"  

     

    So Clifford fed Vanessa, while Emma read aloud, asking her what her
    favorite poems were.  

     

    "Let us have something from Shakespeare."  

     

    "Yes, 116, if Vanessa has no preference."  

     

    "Very well.  

     

    "Let me not to the marriage of true
      minds 

      Admit impediments. Love is not love 

      Which alters when it alteration finds, 

      Or bends with the remover to remove. 

      O no, it is an ever-fixèd mark 

      That looks on tempests and is never shaken; 

      It is the star to every wand'ring bark, 

      Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken. 

      Love's not time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks 

      Within his bending sickle's compass come. 

      Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks, 

      But bears it out ev'n to the edge of doom. 

      If this be error and upon me proved, 

      I never writ, nor no man ever loved." 

    

     

    "That was beautifully read," Vanessa praised.  

     

    "Thank you. Now your turn, Clifford. Read something for us."  

     

    "'Peace after a Storm' by Cowper would be pleasant, don't you
    think?" he suggested.  

     

    Emma began to leafed through the pages to find the correct place,
    but Clifford had already begun to recite the poem from memory in his
    deep melodic voice.  

     

    "When darkness long has veil'd my mind,  

    And smiling day once more appears;  

    Then, my Redeemer, then I find  

    The folly of my doubts and fears.  

     

    Straight I upbraid my wand'ring heart,  

    And blush that I should ever be  

    Thus prone to act so base a part,  

    Or harbour one hard thought of thee!  

     

    Oh ! let me then at length be taught  

    What I am still so slow to learn;  

    That God is love, and changes not,  

    Nor knows the shadow of a turn.  

     

    Sweet truth, and easy to repeat!  

    But when my faith is sharply try'd,  

    I find myself a learner yet,  

    Unskilful, weak, and apt to slide.  

     

    But, O my Lord, one look from thee  

    Subdues the disobedient will;  

    Drives doubt and discontent away,  

    And thy rebellious worm is still.  

     

    Thou art as ready to forgive,  

    As I am ready to repine;  

    Thou, therefore, all the praise receive;  

    Be shame and self-abhorrence mine." 

     

    Vanessa was surprised at the choice for several reasons. Firstly,
    she had not thought Clifford so devout, not in view of all Gerald
    had said of him.  

     

    Another was that from the way he was looking at her, he was
    evidently intending to impart a special message for her alone,
    trying to put her at her ease.  It was certainly very kind of
    him considering all the depraved things she had accused him of.  

     

    Perhaps he was correct. If she trusted in the Lord, things would
    work out well. But she could not always be so calm, not when by
    taking action and relying upon her common sense, she could control
    her fate.  

     

    After a moment's silence, during which they sat companionably while
    Emma tidied away the tray, Emma asked Vanessa what life had been
    like living in Dorset.  

     

    "I only ever went once down to Lyme Regis but it really was most
    adorable and quaint.  Did you live far from there?  

     

    "A short distance away by carriage. On a fine day, if you were
    feeling energetic, you could walk it along the undercliff."  

     

    "And are you a great one for long walks, Vanessa?"  

     

    She blushed at Clifford's use of her given name, but did not correct
    him. In fact, she rather enjoyed hearing his deep baritone rumbling
    something so intimate, sending shivers up and down her spine.  

     

    "I enjoy fresh air and exercise, and got a great deal of that
    tending to the estate."  

     

    She mentioned several of the successful breeding programs she had
    engaged in at her aunt's holding. He asked her opinion of Belgian
    Blue cattle for meat production. Emma left them alone so she could
    bring the tray downstairs. She could not imagine a more unromantic
    and unobjectionable topic of conversation.  

     

    After Vanessa had outlined what she perceived as the pros and cons,
    in a somewhat more lively manner than either of them had intended,
    Clifford insisted she needed to get her rest, and began to rise from
    his seat.  

     

    Vanessa suddenly found herself disappointed, for she had enjoyed
    their chat about animal husbandry. Much to her surprise, she was now
    reluctant to part with the company which had been thrust upon her so
    unexpectedly.  

     

    She longed to get to know more about the man to whom she was
    considered engaged by everyone she had met.  
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    Vanessa suddenly ventured to put her hand on his arm to prevent his
    departure. "Please, Mr. Stone, can you answer a question before you
    go?"  

     

    "I shall try."  

     

    "I want to know why you are so firm in your opinion that we should
    be wed."  

     

    He looked surprised.  "I gave my word as a gentleman," he said
    promptly. It was not the most accurate answer, but the most honest
    one that came into his head.  

     

    "But why--"  

     

    Clifford was not in the mood to argue with her. Not when she was
    still so pale.  He debated telling her the truth, but quashed
    that impulse instantly. She would never believe his accusations
    against Gerald. Not until she got to know her half-brother and
    himself better, and heard other opinions of respectable people as to
    the true character of both of them.  

     

    So he uttered the first thing he could think of which would put an
    end to their wrangling.  "If you care about your family honor,
    you will marry me."  

     

    She felt her cheeks flush.  "I would do anything to protect my
    family's good name.  But I have other choices than to marry
    you. I'm a wealthy woman. I can reimburse all of the money which
    Gerald took from the game, if only you will give me some time to
    settle matters with my solicitors. Or be willing to discuss other
    options."  

     

    Clifford stared at her, and found himself fascinated by her
    unconventional beauty and manner. She was spirited and charming, and
    above all, intelligent and brave.  What could he do to win such
    a woman, to get her to fall in love with him?  

     

    Fall in love with him?  The thought sobered him at once, he who
    had never believed he would ever be able to find a love as special
    as that which his parents had shared.  

     

    As a young man he had dreamed of such a love. The past seven years
    or so had hardened him into a cynic, as a never-ending parade of
    women had tried to marry him for his body, his wealth, but never his
    mind and personality.  

     

    Perhaps that was the key? He should be honest with her, tell her
    what he really thought, and let her decide for herself if he was a
    man she could love? She certainly did not seem to be throwing
    herself at him. Perhaps that was why he found her so alluring?
    Because she was the only woman he had ever met who had not tried to
    seduce him in one way or another.  

     

    He realized he was staring at Vanessa, and would have to frame a
    sensible reply. "And I have told you, I'm not interested in your
    money personally. It would however be a fine fortune to leave to our
    children, both boys and girls, equally divided amongst how ever many
    we will be blessed enough to have."  

     

    At her astonished look, he warmed to his theme, hoping to convince
    her of the wisdom of his argument. "I have never believed in giving
    everything to the eldest, who has won all just by a trick of birth.
    It is heartless abandoning the others to shift for themselves, and
    encourages the younger children to be envious of the one who gets
    the whole of an estate by a mere matter of chance rather than merit.
     

     

    "Nor do I approve of entailing estates away from girls, or dowries,
    which are little more than attempts to bargain the hapless girl
    child away for the right price.  Henry and I were loved by our
    parents, treated equally. I want that for our children as well.  

     

    "I want a wife who is intelligent, not vain and empty-headed.
    Someone who thinks of others more than her gowns and toilette. 
    I think you are that woman, Vanessa. You possess all those qualities
    and more.  And since you are so unconventional, and your
    brother has compromised your reputation, I fear many more
    conservative and traditional men will not consider you a suitable
    partner in life."  

     

    She sighed, acknowledging inwardly the truth of his words.  

     

    He rubbed his hands together, and deciding the room was cooling off
    now that the pale autumnal sun was going down, he went over to the
    hearth to build up the fire.  

     

    "I know you think you have reason to be suspicious of me. 
    Gerald has never spoken well of me in his life, I'm sure. All I'm
    asking is that you not fight me on this. Just accept the fact that I
    like and admire you and am only trying to help.  

     

    "We have time to get to know each other, until the end of the month.
    If you decide prior to that time that you really cannot abide me, we
    will make other arrangements for you. But I shall not permit you to
    reside with Gerald any longer.  

     

    "I am sorry to be so blunt, but you asked for the truth. I feel most
    strongly that he has not protected your interests as a good brother
    should. You should not be left in the hands of someone who has
    behaved so irresponsibly with regard to your welfare and
    reputation."  

     

    "I am sure my lawyers can make arrangements for me. You need not
    trouble yourself. Or I can go to my Aunt Stephens--"  

     

    Clifford shook his head, and explained his position to her as if to
    a small child.  "Surely you cannot be so naïve.  I do
    need to trouble myself, as you put it. Trouble is not the word I
    would use, but never mind that for now.  

     

    "Firstly, I wish to take a personal interest in what happens to you
    because I am concerned for your well being generally. Moreover, I do
    not wish people to say I cast you off, or that you jilted me, both
    of which would also damage your reputation."  

     

    Vanessa sighed. "You're right, of course. Thank you for being so
    solicitous of my good name."  

     

    "It's the least I can do, given none of this has been of your own
    making."  

     

    "Still, I'm grateful, even if I don't seem to be." She gave him a
    timid smile.  "It's all been so sudden. Has been so confusing."
     

     

    "If there's anything I can do to help lift the confusion, you have
    only to say. I shall try my best to help."  

     

    "It's just--" She clamped her hand over her mouth and blushed.  

     

    "Go on," he prompted gently.  

     

    "It's just that you are so different from what Gerald has told me.
    And everything is so new and strange. I've barely got my feet back
    under me after my aunt's death. Now I'm being forced to move out of
    the only real home I've ever known, back to Hawkesworth House, which
    I barely remember, and only with dread."  

     

    His honey-blond brows lifted.  "Dread? An interesting
    word.  Rather a strong emotion, wouldn't you say?  And an
    unusual one. A place where she grew up ought not to fill a child
    with dread."  

     

    She massaged her temples and looked at him in puzzlement. Meeting
    his gaze, she said shyly, "I'm not sure why I used the word. Perhaps
    I should have used the word misgivings."  

     

    "Dread is as good a word as any, if it was the first that came to
    mind," he said, leaning forward in his chair to examine her more
    closely. She had certainly become awfully pale again.  

     

    She pressed one trembling hand to her forehead.  "Please don't
    look at me as though I'm mad. I'm accustomed to stares from the
    servants and neighbors back in Dorset, but I don't wish to see that
    doubtful expression in your eyes."  

     

    He took her hand in his own.  "I never said you were mad. The
    expression you see is simply one of worry. You are as sane as I, my
    dear. Confused, perhaps, at the moment, but otherwise certainly very
    bright and intelligent.  

     

    "Weak men fear that. I am not weak, however, of either willpower or
    mental capacity. So I do not fear you. I hope a time will come soon
    when you will no longer fear me."  

     

    She pushed herself down deeper under the covers.  "Please, I
    need to rest and think."  

     

    He stroked her auburn hair on the pillow, marveling at its
    softness.  "Yes, of course. I shall call Emma now, and let you
    sleep."  

     

    He rose and left the room. Much to Vanessa's regret, he did not
    return with Emma.  

     

    Vanessa made small talk with the girl for a moment longer, and then
    put her head down dutifully. She closed her eyes, but sleep was a
    long time in coming. Even when it finally did arrive, it brought no
    refreshment.  

     

    Luridly-colored visions of the maze and lawn at Hawkesworth House,
    and a woman in a blue gown with blood all over her, haunted her
    sleep. Dark shadows, approaching footsteps, a dead cat, a
    decapitated puppy, a plate full of writhing worms, a dead lamb, a
    maimed horse, spun through her head in a terrifying swirl, until at
    last she could bear it no longer and flung herself off the bed
    screaming.  

     

    "Clifford! Clifford, help me!" Emma shouted in alarm.  

     

    He took the stairs two at a time, and put himself between Emma and
    the flailing arms of Vanessa as she thrashed about, still caught in
    the throes of her nightmare.  

     

    "Vanessa! It's me, Clifford. You're safe! You're safe. Please, let
    me help you. That's it, that's it, you're safe."  

     

    Her fisted hands gradually relaxed, and her arms stopped waving
    about. She allowed him to pull her to his chest, where he ran a
    soothing hand down her auburn hair to her shoulders. He sat her on
    the bed and covered the upper half of her body with the warm
    dressing gown she had worn that morning.  

     

    "You're all right now," he soothed the wild-eyed girl.  
    "I'm here. I won't leave you. Emma and the others won't leave you
    alone either. You're at Dr. Gold's house. Do you remember? Nothing
    will hurt you here. Nothing. Do you understand?"  

     

    Vanessa nodded, and loosened her crushing grip upon his shoulders.
    "I'm so sorry. I have no idea what came over me," she apologized,
    still shuddering like a leaf in a gale.  

     

    "A nightmare, if I had to guess.  What did you see?"  

     

    Vanessa struggled to recall the images. As she did so, he lay her
    back down on the pillows which Emma had fluffed up.  At length
    she replied, "A dead puppy, a plate of worms. But that makes no
    sense."  

     

    He rubbed his hand in small circles on her back soothingly.
    "Nightmares rarely do.  Don't fret yourself. You'll be fine.
    You're not mad, do you hear me? I know it's what you fear. 
    With all the gossip about you, you're terrified, and naturally so.
    But I tell you, you're not mad."  

     

    "Will I never escape from Hawkesworth House?" she whispered so
    quietly that only Clifford caught her desperate words.  

     

    He tucked her into the bed tenderly, rearranging the disheveled
    covers she had tossed about.  "You escaped once, my dear. You
    will again. I give you my word. You can come to Stone Court as my
    bride, and will never have to step foot in that place again."  

     

    She grabbed the lapels of his jacket and shook him violently. 
    "Don't you understand! I can't escape! I carry it around with me! In
    me!"  
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    Clifford grasped her wrists, and forced the distressed Vanessa to
    release the worsted wool of his lapels and allow him to lay her back
    down again.  "You're not mad.  You're stronger than that,
    my dear, and so am I. It will be fine. I give you my word."  

     

    Emma stood staring and wringing her hands at the alarming scene. She
    was relieved when Dr. Gold came in to give Vanessa a cordial to
    soothe her.  

     

    The two of them helped administer it to the distraught woman while
    Clifford held her hand quietly against his chest, stroking it
    tenderly.  

     

    Vanessa drank all of it down, and fell back against the pillows once
    more, still trembling and by now utterly exhausted.  

     

    Emma tucked her in again, and all three of them sat with her until
    she fell into a deep slumber.  Then the doctor signaled for
    them to come outside with him.  

     

    "Given that violent display, I think we should have both a woman and
    man sit watch with her at the same time.  I shall go fetch
    Josephine and Henry up here, and then you and I are going to have a
    chat, Clifford."  

     

    Clifford nodded curtly, and watched the two of them descend the
    stairs. He waited until his brother and future sister-in-law came up
    to the room, and then made his way to the doctor's study.  He
    shut the door behind him, and sat in the empty chair by the blazing
    fire.  

     

    Dr. Gold avoided his earnest blue gaze and rubbed his hands together
    nervously. It was most unlike him. Clifford steeled himself for bad
    news, but he still felt a crushing sense of fear.  

     

    The doctor cleared his throat and said tentatively, "Clifford, I'm
    relatively new to the area, compared with yourself. I don't recall
    the Hawkesworth family apart from Gerald, with whom I have tried to
    have as little to do with as possible. But given what I've just
    heard, and witnessed last night, I have to ask you, is it possible
    that what they are saying is true? That the Hawkesworth family were,
    are, all mad?"  

     

    Clifford heaved a huge sigh, and leaned forward in the chair to put
    his head in his hands.  "I don't like to speak ill of the dead,
    and I certainly don't want to think badly of Vanessa. But there have
    been some past, er, well, shall we just say, peculiar circumstances
    in the family."  

     

    "In what way peculiar?"  

     

    "Both of Mr. Hawkesworth's wives died in odd circumstances, as he
    did himself.  Gerald as we all know is a most unpredictable
    chap, and now you have seen Vanessa acting strangely.  Her aunt
    had some eccentric notions about the place of women in society, but
    I would not say that made her mad."  

     

    "Vanessa has evidently been under a great deal of strain recently.
    It is easily explained. Her aunt's death, her grief, her relocation
    to a place which is strange to her--"  

     

    "Dread."  

     

    "I beg your pardon?"  

     

    Clifford sighed. "She said her home was a place she dreaded. I
    thought it an odd word at the time, but given what she just told me
    she saw in her nightmares, perhaps an apt one."  

     

    Clifford repeated what Vanessa had told him of her dreams. Both men
    lapsed into a thoughtful silence.  

     

    "So far as I recall, Gerald's mother killed herself after a long
    illness.  Now she comes out of a locked house that she escaped
    from with symptoms of arsenic poisoning. Perhaps the whole family
    isn't mad. Maybe only one of them is?"  

     

    Dr. Gold's brows knit. "How did the father, and Vanessa's mother
    die?"  

     

    "Vanessa's mother died in a hunting accident, so far as I can
    remember being told. Her father had a riding accident several years
    later," Clifford revealed.  

     

    "So many accidents, unnatural deaths, it is a wonder that no one
    said anything at the time."  

     

    "I'm told their solicitors are most discreet, and handled the
    affairs swiftly and quietly."  

     

    The doctor shook his head, and looked more grim than Clifford had
    ever seen him. "Not swiftly and quietly enough in the case of
    Gerald's London season. I have heard it said that he did the girl he
    became enamored of so much damage she was forced to retire to the
    country and was never heard of again."  

     

    Clifford ran his hands through his lush blond hair.  "I have
    heard the same rumors, though apparently Edmund Cavendish was also
    involved in the scandal in some way, so that Gerald was believed to
    not have been entirely at fault. Something about jealous rivalry, a
    duel? I cannot recollect, but we might do well to find out more."  

     

    "The eldest three Cavendish boys are wild, there is no doubt about
    it. It would not surprise me in the least about Edmund."  

     

    "Gerald's reputation as a lusty country squire has only grown over
    the years. He shows no signs of settling down at all. What on earth
    were Vanessa's solicitors thinking to allow her to come back to that
    house?"  

     

    Dr. Gold shrugged. "She is no longer a defenseless child. And her
    aunt Stephens is nearby."  

     

    "She may not be a child, but she is a woman, and as such should be
    protected appropriately. Though she is clever and brave, she's
    certainly no match for Gerald. I cannot think it's a coincidence
    that she shows symptoms of poisoning.  

     

    "But she has a great deal of family loyalty, and will never denounce
    Gerald. It would make her own position here completely untenable,
    and disgrace the Stephens into the bargain. Her aunt is a silly
    woman, apt to all sorts of crochets. But she has enough cunning to
    know it would be a good match for one of her lads to marry their
    cousin."  

     

    "Not that they are any great prizes," John Gold said with a shake of
    his gray head.  "Well, the eldest two anyway. Peter is
    ambitious, grasping. Has ice water in his veins. Toby is a
    roué, apt to chase anything in skirts."  

     

    Clifford nodded. "Aye. Sad but true. Neither of them lifted a finger
    to stop Gerald last night. I was in the room the whole time, and saw
    everything. They were more than happy to wager for her, and very
    stunned that they did not succeed. If her solicitors expected
    protection and guidance for Vanessa from her paternal aunt and
    cousins, they will be sadly disappointed. Only Paul is worth a damn,
    and he is so unworldly, and so far away, he is almost entirely of no
    use."  

     

    "It's a damnable shame," the doctor said with a sigh.  

     

    "So there we have it," Clifford declared, thumping one fist on his
    knee as though he were a judge banging his gavel.  "Gerald
    gambled her. The Stephenses want her money.  She has not seen
    them for nearly five years, and has no idea just how reprehensible
    they are. Add to that the fact that Gerald has done his utmost to
    turn her against me, and this is a fine muddle we're all in."  

     

    "Well, Clifford, given the fact that she nearly died in that house,
    I have to agree with you that it does look like Gerald, rather than
    a bad oyster, may well be responsible for her present state." The
    doctor rose to pour them some sherry.  

     

    "Henry or Malcolm might have more information pertaining to this
    matter, but for the moment, let us assume that to be the case."  

     

    "All right." He handed Clifford a glass, and resumed his seat.  

     

    "Therefore I want to keep her here as long as I can until she is
    well. Then we need to think about her safety, and her reputation.
    And I will do whatever I can to help. Look for clues, evidence, if
    need be."  

     

    "You can all stay as long as you wish, or need to."  

     

    "Thank you, John, You don't know what it means to me to know that
    I'm not alone in all this.  The trouble is, we're running out
    of time, aren't we. I'm still willing to go through with the
    marriage, but short of dragging her up the aisle kicking and
    screaming, I'm not sure what I can do to get her to agree."  

     

    "Perhaps tell her our suspicions?" Dr. Gold suggested.  

     

    Clifford shook his head. "She will only deny it, and argue on behalf
    of her family."  

     

    "There must be some proof. As I said, I'll do what we can."  

     

    "We suspect him of other crimes in the past, don't we."  

     

    "Aye?"  

     

    "Then I have to say here and now that Gerald would not have got away
    with killing people by being careless."  

     

    "That may be true, but he does not have a father protecting him any
    longer either."  

     

    At Clifford's surprised look, the doctor nodded.  "Think about
    it. It's the only thing that makes sense given all you've told me,"
    he argued perceptively.  

     

    "The mother died unnaturally, his stepmother as well. Gerald is the
    type of person who is prone to excess. He would have also had no
    qualms about torturing his little sister, if we are to take
    Vanessa's words about dreading the house, and her horrendous
    nightmares into account."  

     

    "One could suspect the father of the two murders of his wives, could
    they not?" Clifford said, willing to play Devil's advocate as John
    had done with him.  

     

    "Yes," the doctor agreed, "were it not for the fact that he himself
    died unnaturally. Gerald's continued use of violence, as for
    instance in London, and the bizarre attacks on local women and
    livestock, would also support this theory."  

     

    Clifford looked as worried as he felt.  He rose from his chair
    to poke the fire, deeling chilled to the bone.  

     

    Dr. Gold continued, "We're dealing with a fiend, one who was
    protected by his father and his solicitors, but who has been
    desperate for money for some time, and now has another victim within
    his grasp.  

     

    "We cannot let her go the way of the rest of the family. She must be
    protected, and we must find some proof of Gerald's misdeeds before
    it's too late."  

     

    Clifford began to pace in front of the hearth as he tried to absorb
    all the doctor had said.  At length he replied, "I shall tell
    Malcolm all you've suggested, but one fact remains.  We have no
    proof, only speculation. Even if we tried to convince her, had some
    sort of concrete evidence, Vanessa will never believe us."  

     

    The doctor uncrossed his legs and leaned forward earnestly. 
    "That's the least of our worries at this point. I know someone has
    been attacking your estate with greater and greater regularity. You
    need to be extra-vigilant, Clifford. Post guards to stand watch
    along the entire perimeter of the estate. If it is Gerald, we will
    catch him in the act sooner or later."  

     

    "But whoever has been carrying out those depredations has attacked
    other estates and their livestock before. If the culprit sees my
    property is well protected, he will simply go on to another farm.
    Not to mention the fact that I'm certain whoever it is must have
    other hell-raisers to assist him."  

     

     John gave a wise smile. "The more people who know about a
    secret, the less likely that it will remain one.  Mayhap we 'll
    be able to get one of them to talk?"  

     

    Clifford shrugged, and then struck his forehead. "You don't suppose
    those highwaymen on the Bath to London road--"  

     

    The doctor reached over to grasp his pipe and tobacco pouch. 
    He busied his hands while he contemplated Clifford's new theory. "It
    is a stretch, I admit, but anything is possible," he said after a
    time.  "We're dealing with a dangerous criminal."  

     

    "But Gerald isn't the only wild young man in these parts. We've
    already discussed the Stephenses. What about the Cavendish trio, and
    Timothy Bridges?"  

     

    Dr. Gold made a hopeless gesture.  "We need to talk to the
    Bransons about this. It is all too much for me to take in."  

     

    "I know. Malcolm was making notes before. He didn't know what was in
    his father's official files, however."  

     

    "Then we need to consult with him. And try to think of who else
    maybe able to help us. Catalog all the names, dates places. All of
    the crimes committed in the past few years, great or small."  

     

    "Many of the more recent ones have been monstrous." Clifford shook
    his head. "I can't quite take it all in. It was only supposed to be
    a harmless ball last night. Then I win Vanessa in a card game of all
    things, and suddenly find myself in the middle of a maelstrom of
    murder and mayhem."  

     

    John reached over to pat him on the shoulder with warm affection.
    "Just stay calm, lad.  It will be all right.  You're not
    alone, and between you, Henry and myself, we can accomplish a great
    deal. With the Bransons' aid too, we will get to the bottom of this,
    I'm sure.  We can't hope to solve every single crime in the
    region tonight. So for now let's go back to the salient point here.
    Gerald is in Queer Street and gambled his sister's hand. Vanessa was
    suddenly taken ill."  

     

    "Poor Vanessa has been dragged back here to Somerset and made a quiz
    of through no fault of her own."  

     

    "Unless--" The doctor looked aghast. "How did you say the old lady
    died?"  

     

    "Of an apoplectic fit."  

     

    "Another sudden death in the family?" he asked in a strange tone.  

     

    Clifford wracked his brains for a moment and then stared at Dr. Gold
    in horror.  "Gerald was in Dorset at the time.  It was his
    sister's eighteen birthday, and he went to pay his respects." He
    struck his fist into his open palm. "Damnation."  

     

    Joh said urgently, "Are you sure, Clifford? Really sure?"  

     

    "As sure as I can be," he replied, his voice trembling.  "I
    remember, because the neighborhood was so quiet when he was gone.
    There were no highway robberies either during that time.  He
    went to visit there, she died, he helped oversee the closing of the
    estate, and then moved Vanessa to Hawkesworth House. It's
    incredible."  

     

    Dr. Gold nodded.  "It being so incredible would appear to be
    one of the reasons why no one has ever suspected him before. But he
    has become more and more unpredictable and unstable. He has grown
    increasingly desperate. He saw a chance to get money and took it.
    It's only a matter of time before he tries to move against Vanessa
    again, or you, if you try to protect her."  

     

    Clifford ran his hands through his hair in frustration. 
    "You're right, his father must have been protecting him all along.
    And he would only act so rashly and murderously when he was backed
    into a corner."  

     

    "He'll have no one to protect him now."  

     

    Clifford sat down and took another drink."I'm not so sure. His
    cousins, perhaps? His aunt?"  

     

    Dr. Gold looked uneasy.  "Let's not let our suspicions run away
    with us completely."  

     

    "I'm telling you, John, I have a very bad feeling about all this. My
    instincts have always stood me in good stead. Got me out of quite a
    few scrapes in the Army, I can tell you."  

     

    "What do you suggest then, apart from exercising the utmost
    vigilance where Vanessa is concerned?"  

     

    "We have to get some sort of proof as to what Gerald has done.
    Persuade the servants to report him. Get anyone who might have been
    working at the house at the time of Vanessa's parents' deaths to
    come forward with what they know."  

     

    John sighed and nervously tried to light his pipe.  "All of
    this takes time."  

     

    "I'm prepared to marry her immediately, if that's what you're
    worried about," Clifford declared.  

     

    "I'm worried as much for you as for her, Clifford, and not least
    because of Gerald.  Marriage is such a drastic step."  

     

    "But John, you have as much as agreed with me that she's in danger."
     

     

    "But you're concerned for her social reputation as well, whereas I
    would say the devil take it, and get her safely out of harm's way as
    quickly as possible."  

     

    Clifford stared at his friend in consternation.  "What, you
    mean drag her off? Elope?"  

     

    "It is drastic, I admit, but-"  

     

    One part of Clifford was sorely tempted to do exactly as the Doctor
    suggested. Yet the more practical side of his nature warned him that
    there were too many arguments against such an impetuous course of
    action. She was not well enough to travel, and would probably never
    forgive him for what would seem little better than kidnapping to her
    when she was still so unsure of him.  

     

    "You don't have to go far. Bath--"  

     

    Clifford paced for a few more moments, and then sat down heavily.
    "No, I can't do it. I just can't. Much as it would be a solution to
    many of our problems, she would never forgive me.  

     

    "Besides, Vanessa won't be safe anywhere if Gerald is as monstrous
    as we believe. He can follow her, even to the Continent, if he so
    chooses. What is to stop him from doing anything untoward to her
    whenever he likes the minute our guard is down?"  

     

    Both men stared at the crackling fire in silence for a time.  

     

    Finally Clifford said, "There might be one way to ensure her safety,
    at least until we get enough proof to lock him up or blackmail him
    into never misbehaving again.  We assign Gerald a generous
    allowance, which will continue only so long as she is alive and in
    good health."  

     

    The doctor sighed. "It will work only for so long, before he
    squanders it all and then gets desperate again."  

     

    "Or gets caught committing depredations on someone's estate, or
    robbing a coach. In which case I will not be the one who pointed the
    finger at my wife's husband."  

     

    "Damn, this is the Devil's own bargain," the doctor muttered.  

     

    "I like it no more than you do, John," Clifford rasped, his voice
    ragged with barely suppressed emotion.  He took a steadying
    breath to relieve the choking sensation in the back of his throat.  

     

    "But we have few choices. I will not have Vanessa harmed, or ruined.
    Even if Gerald is caught red-handed, it cannot reflect badly upon
    her, since she will safely be my wife, and was living in Dorset when
    all of the trouble here and in London began."  

     

    "Clifford, it is most admirable of you to want to protect her, but
    what if we are wrong? What if she too is mad?"  

     

    His candid blue gaze remained steady. "I'm prepared to take that
    risk.  Mad or not, she will become my wife by the end of the
    month. Then we shall began to engineer Gerald's downfall."  

     

    "Just so long as he doesn't engineer yours first."  
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    After Clifford's discussion with Dr. Gold about what was to be done
    with the mad Gerald Hawkesworth, he ascended the stairs to check on
    Vanessa.  

     

    His brother Henry rose from the chair he had been keeping vigil in,
    and motioned him outside.  

     

    "I didn't get a chance to speak with you before alone. I just wanted
    to tell you that I managed to glean some pertinent information from
    the servants when I went back to Hawkesworth House before."  

     

    "Go on, Henry, out with it," Clifford said impatiently.  

     

    "Two things. One of the Cavendish servants arrived with a message to
    Vanessa saying Gerald had started up to London, but got taken ill on
    the way."  

     

    Clifford scowled. "It could just be a feint, a ruse to throw off
    suspicion."  

     

    "Aye, except for the fact that the servants told me that Gerald and
    Vanessa had guests for tea that afternoon. Peter and Toby Stephens."
     

     

    "Damnation."  

     

    "Aye. They all quarreled, so far as I could tell from what the
    servants did and didn't say."  

     

    "Why, because they were angry with Gerald over the card game?"
    Clifford asked doubtfully.  

     

    Henry shook his head. "More like because they came to press their
    own suits for marriage with Vanessa, and then with Gerald. They both
    want her for their own."  

     

    "Damnation," Clifford gritted out again. "It is no less than I
    suspected. But the visit and subsequent rows will now weaken my
    theory that Gerald was responsible for trying to poison his sister."
     

     

    "No other visitors came to the house. I think the servants are very
    honest, loyal to the family despite not liking Gerald at all. It's
    their home, and so long as they are not women, they have a quiet
    enough life with Gerald out gallivanting most days and nights."  

     

    Clifford paced up and down in the corridor for a time. "So now we
    have three possible suspects for poisoning."  

     

    "If that's what it was."  

     

    "Bother."  

     

    "Quite. It also begs the question of whether or not the ambitious
    Peter and rapscallion Toby might be involved in the depredations
    upon our estate?"  

     

    "Or all three acting in league with each other?" Clifford posited.  

     

    Henry conceded, "It is possible. However, that assumes a great deal
    of trust amongst all three. But I doubt Toby could keep a secret for
    so long.  His tongue is looser than a sailor's teeth. And his
    drinking is getting much worse."  

     

    Clifford chewed the inside of his cheek thoughtfully. At length he
    said,  "We need to look at our own records, and those of
    Geoffrey Branson. Find out when our troubles first started.
    Certainly not in Father's day. Nor, I suspect, when Gerald's father
    was alive."  

     

    "But just in case, I shall also discover when Peter's father died."
     

     

    "Hmm, you do that," Clifford agreed. "Listen, I can't thank you
    enough for--"  

     

    "Save it, Clifford. Thank Geoffrey and Malcolm. If anyone can get to
    the bottom of this, they can. It just depends on how much you want
    me to confide in them."  

     

    "All of it," Clifford instructed. "Malcolm is doing his best to
    gather evidence of his own. Perhaps there has been something his
    father or his deputies have missed.  I have no qualms about
    airing my suspicions if it protects Vanessa. I will be more than
    willing to eat crow about Gerald if he is innocent.  So long as
    she is safe, nothing else matters."  

     

    Henry nodded. "Very well. I shall go see John, tell him to include
    Vanessa's cousins on the list of people not allowed to see Vanessa
    alone. Then I shall visit Malcolm."  

     

    "Thank you, Henry. I'm just going to go in to sit with her now."  

     

    The brothers gave each other pats on the back, and separated, Henry
    down the stairs, Clifford back into the sickroom.  

     

    He found Vanessa just rousing from her slumber.  

     

    "Any nightmares this time?" he asked gently.  

     

    Her cheeks flushed brightly, but she shook her head and sat up
    against the headboard. "I can't think what came over me before. How
    embarrassing."  

     

    He stroked her hair back from her forehead.  "No need to feel
    embarrassed. Everyone has nightmares. Even me."  

     

    "And what would terrify you?" she asked curiously.  

     

    Clifford thought for a moment. "Losing the people I care about," he
    said promptly, recollecting what he had endured whilst serving in
    the British army in the Iberian Peninsula.  

     

    "Losing Stone Court, which has been in the family for generations,
    though I have to say, it is just a house, and as such, nothing
    compared with the loss of a loved one."  

     

    Her fine brows shot up in surprise.  "Not the answer I would
    expect from a ruthless man."  

     

    Clifford gazed at her fixedly, then held out his hand.  "I'll
    make a bargain with you, Vanessa.   I won't listen to
    anything people tell me about you, if you won't listen to the gossip
    you hear about me."  

     

    She took his hand and squeezed it warmly.  "I'm sorry," she
    sighed. "You just don't know what it's like to be so uncertain of
    everything and everyone.  Becoming an heiress has changed my
    life utterly. I feel like a child stumbling around blindly in a dark
    house, terrified out of my wits."  

     

    His blue eyes sharpened but he kept his tone mild.  "An
    interesting comparison. Any reason why you said that?"  

     

    She began to shiver again, but said, "No, no reason at all."  

     

    He gave her a long measuring look, but decided not to press her for
    any more confidences at this time.  "Well, if you're done being
    ashamed of your dreams, why don't we talk about some business? I'm
    hoping you'll be well enough to leave here soon. We need to make
    some future plans.  

     

    "I'd like you to come home with me to Stone Court directly from
    here. We can be married in the garden at the back of the house.
    There's a terrace, and the almanac tells me we have a spate of fine
    weather on its way."  

     

    She stared at him.  "You really mean to go ahead with this
    farcical scheme to try to force me to marry you?" she demanded
    sharply.  

     

    Clifford blinked. "Force you? Don't be ridiculous.  I've done
    everything I can to protect you and your reputation-"  

     

    "But you're still insisting that we marry."  

     

    Clifford lost his patience then. "I have no wish to argue with you.
    But just keep in mind that you could do a damn sight worse than
    me.  Any one of a number of fortune hunters and debauchers
    could have won your hand. Have you met the three eldest Cavendish
    cousins recently? They are notorious amongst the women hereabouts.
    Gerald was not particular about who put up a stake of five thousand
    pounds, only that they had the money."  

     

    Vanessa glared at him.  

     

    Clifford continued to press his suit even though he felt it hopeless
    with the way she was looking at him. "I know he's lied about me,
    done his best to ruin my good name. I give you my word, Vanessa, I
    played only to avoid you being given to a man you would despise or
    be fearful of.  Malcolm ensured all was done fairly by acting
    as dealer. He is a good, decent man, and your fortune would
    certainly have been a boon to his family. Yet even he did not wish
    to gamble for you, not for your inheritance, but also not even to
    protect you."  

     

    "Protect me? But--"  

     

    He pressed on to cover over his mistake.  "Protect your
    reputation.  I don't expect to be thanked for my chivalry. I
    behaved in the manner I thought was natural and just. I don't wish
    for gratitude. I am merely stating my reasons for acting as I did.
    We were friends, and can be friends again if you'll just take me as
    you find me. Many marriages have been founded upon a lot less common
    ground."  

     

    She looked at him doubtfully.  

     

    He heaved a ragged sigh, and ran one finger around the inside of his
    stock to ease its chafing.  "I may be many things, but
    hypocrite and liar are not amongst them. I give you my word,
    Vanessa, if you decide at the end of the week that you cannot abide
    me, we'll make other arrangements for your well being and protection
    of your good name. But for now, just give me a chance to prove to
    you that my intentions are honorable."  

     

    She wished she could detect any sign of dissimulation on his
    handsome features, but found none. All she could see was passionate
    conviction and a  seeming earnestness she had never encountered
    before.  

     

    "Very well, I agree," she said tentatively, pleating the sheet under
    her hand nervously.  "If I can find no fault with you, I shall
    marry you. But I expect absolute candor."  

     

    "Done. If there's anything you need to know, I shall tell you."  

     

    Of course, his own definition of 'need' would have to apply, but he
    told himself that he was only trying to protect her. Blurting out
    his suspicions of her half-brother being a highwayman and murderer
    were not amongst those things she had to know at this time.  

     

    "In that case, tell me about you and Henry growing up."  

     

    Clifford smiled broadly. "Gladly. That's easy. So many happy
    memories."  

     

    Vanessa stared, sure she had never seen a more handsome man as he
    recounted their boyish escapades, hunting, fishing, and falling in
    love with the serving girls.  

     

    "And no doubt ruining one or two of them," she could not help
    observing acerbically.  

     

    Clifford's eyes narrowed. "I admit my closest school friends and I
    were known as the Rakehells, but that was mainly due to our Radical
    politics, not our pursuit of women.  We would argue with our
    teachers, and were real hell raisers whenever we perceived
    injustice.  But we were not despoilers of females.  

     

    "Henry and I were taught to respect all women. No serving maid has
    ever been dismissed from our house for that reason.  Ask anyone
    in the village. We have several wedded couples working with us, but
    their marriages always took place well before, rather than after,
    any babes were born."  

     

    "What a relief."  

     

    He ignored the barbed comment.  "My closest friends are the
    same. We are after all judged by the company we keep.  Debates,
    drink on special occasions, though never to excess, and bit of card
    playing, but no worse than that. In fact, Thomas Eltham, the Duke of
    Ellesmere, does not gamble or hunt at all, he's so strict and
    morally upright."  

     

    "Can it also be said that our serving women are untainted?" she
    challenged pettishly.  

     

    He gave her a sharp look, aware of the unspoken accusation, and
    shrugged.  "So far as I know, you haven't had any for some
    time. Only men."  

     

    But Gerald had said Clifford was responsible for despoiling their
    serving wenches...  

     

    "What, no women at all?" she asked in surprise. She was sure Gerald
    had said...  

     

    He held his gaze steady.  "You would know better than myself,
    having been there for three weeks.  So far as I am aware, there
    are no women working there apart from the little crippled maid.  

     

    "Admittedly, I have not been a guest at Hawkesworth House very often
    in recent years. But since all the servants in the district know
    each other, we would all hear about the latest people being hired.
    There have been no women at Hawkesworth House for years except
    Gerald's old nanny, and her granddaughter, the hunchbacked scullery
    maid with the clubfoot. Your father made a special provision for her
    in his will that she and your nanny would always have the dower
    house and a pension. I know because Gerald tried to oust them from
    there a few years ago in order to sell the dower house, but your
    solicitors stopped him."  

     

    "I see. Well, thank you for telling me. I shall speak with him and
    them about the matter," she said coolly, though inwardly she was
    terribly distressed to hear this news.  

     

    "After you marry me, it will no longer be your affair."  

     

    "Suffering and injustice is my affair."  

     

    "What I meant was, it will be my affair," he said patiently. "I
    shall see to it all is well with the household, and with Gerald. He
    has had a hard time learning how to manage money. We can make him an
    appropriate allowance, with certain conditions attached."  

     

    "That's exactly what I said to him the other... night," she trailed
    off.  

     

    She looked away from his piercing stare, but he had caught the look
    of consternation which had crossed her features.  

     

    He asked in an even tone, "What were your conditions?"  

     

    "I beg your pardon?"  

     

    "What were the conditions of the allowance you were offering your
    brother?"  

     

    She sighed. "That he would have to make over the deed of the house
    to me, and live within his means in an appropriate manner fitting
    his prospects, and not keep spending as though he were the Prince of
    Wales himself."  

     

    Clifford nodded with satisfaction.  "Very good. I shall have my
    solicitors draw up papers to that effect, and see that he signs them
    before he receives one penny. Then everything will be settled, and
    we can be wed at once."  
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    Vanessa sighed. If only it were so simple to quell her brother and
    stop him from interfering in her life and mismanaging their family
    affairs.  "It sounds like an excellent plan, except for one
    thing. You're forgetting that he has the money from the card game."
     

     

    "I'm not forgetting it. But nor, I think, are all his creditors.
    Word has no doubt spread like wildfire that he's had a windfall. If
    his debts are as high as they are rumored to be, then the money will
    be just about gone. They will be after him as soon as they can find
    him."  

     

    She nodded wearily. "It is all gone. He said he had applied it
    towards the mortgage. That is why I was asking for time to reimburse
    you."  

     

    Clifford stroked his chin thoughtfully.  "Hmm, it will be easy
    enough to discover if he was telling the truth about that. I fear he
    may not have applied as much of his windfall as he declared, and
    that he will go into default before anyone can intervene."  

     

    Vanessa frowned. "I will do what I can to preserve my family home. I
    just need more time."  

     

    He ventured to observe, "I do find it passing strange that though
    we've left word at every single house in the district, he has not
    come here to inquire after your health." It was  not strictly
    true, but he wanted to gauge her reaction.  

     

    She shrugged, as if she had not thought of it herself, and was not
    the least concerned in any event.  "Well, perhaps he's not in
    the district. I would not put it past him to go off to London for a
    bit of pleasure-seeking."  

     

    "That's the first time I've heard you be critical of him. Is it
    possible that you see his faults at last?"  

     

    Her gaze lifted to his candidly for the first time.  "It's not
    that I don't see them. It's just not my place to air them in public.
    Nor should I dwell on them.  Nor should I be criticizing
    someone older than myself who has not had all of the advantages I
    have had."  

     

    Clifford stared at her in surprise.  "Indeed, my dear, he has
    had far more, being born a man in a man's age, and with all of the
    wealth and property he inherited from your father, as compared with
    what you have received.  Your fortune is a good one, but it's
    been earned by both you and your aunt working hard."  

     

    "You sound as though you admire us for it," she marveled.  

     

    "Why should I not?"  

     

    She shrugged one white linen clad shoulder.  "Not many men of
    our class admire hard work. Nor do they like the idea of women
    owning their own property, controlling their own lives."  

     

    "I would far rather see someone advance in the world by the sweat of
    their own brow than squander the family fortunes in an endless round
    of pleasure-seeking."  

     

    She couldn't help but smile her approval at this remark.  

     

    "As for the role of women, I subscribe to Mary Wollstonecraft's
    attitudes expressed in Vindication of the Rights of Women. 
    They will indeed achieve equality one day, but they will need the
    disinterested support of men if they are ever to do so. Just as I
    would like to support the end of slavery, though I fear that that
    will be a long time coming."  

     

    "You admire Mr. Wilberforce as well?" she asked, wide-eyed with
    wonder.  

     

    "You know of his work then?" he asked, pleased.  

     

    She nodded.  "Indeed, he has been a guest in my aunt's house on
    several occasions."  

     

    "Really? I met him in London and was most impressed. How did his
    conclusion to his speech in 1788 go?" He thought for a moment, and
    leaned forward in his chair toward her. "He said,  'Sir, when
    we think of eternity and the future consequence of all human
    conduct, what is there in this life that shall make any man
    contradict the dictates of his conscience, the principles of justice
    and the law of God!'"  

     

    "Yes, that was exactly it. Now I am impressed," she admitted.  

     

    "I'm blessed with a good memory," Clifford said modestly.  

     

    Vanessa looked at him with even more admiration than
    heretofore.  "And a good heart, if you believe in the struggle
    against slavery as ardently as I do."  

     

    "All of we Rakehells believe in the abolition of slavery and rights
    for women.  I hope any right-thinking human being would find
    slavery an abomination."  

     

    She tried to mistrust Clifford, telling herself he was only speaking
    of subjects which he had discovered her to be interested in, the
    better to insinuate himself into her life and impress her. But she
    could not fault his grasp of Wilberforce's writings and arguments as
    they engaged in conversation on the subject for some time.  He
    spoke so knowledgeably and passionately that she become convinced he
    was genuinely expressing his own true sentiments. They were so much
    in accord with her own, she felt a huge sense of relief.  

     

    Perhaps she was not mad after all. Mayhap the things she had dreamt
    of could come to pass if wealthy men like Clifford were willing to
    support reform.  

     

    The French Revolution had started out as a noble ideal, but
    Robespierre and one little Corsican corporal had changed all that,
    and plunged the whole of Europe into war.  

     

    "Aye, true enough," Clifford argued, "but Bonaparte will not last
    forever. There will be a reaction against him, and some if not all
    of the freedoms which the French longed for will be achieved."  

     

    "Yes, but at what cost?"  

     

    "Freedom is often paid for with a heavy price.  Look at the
    Americans."  

     

    "You admire what they did, then?" she asked, wide-eyed.  

     

    "I admire courage, and loathe oppression in any form. Indentured
    servitude and excessive taxation were just lesser forms of slavery,
    and we know what Wilberforce has to say about that. I regret deeply
    the lives lost in Europe, but we must fight against injustice and
    oppression, no matter where we see it."  

     

    "And would you also then argue in favor of the principle that all
    human beings are created equal?" she challenged, enjoying the
    conversation with this compelling man, feeling more stimulated in
    mind and body than she ever had in her whole life.  

     

    Clifford nodded.  "What does Wollstonecraft say?  'It is
    vain to expect virtue from women till they are in some degree
    independent of men; nay, it is vain to expect that strength of
    natural affection which would make them good wives and mothers.
    Whilst they are absolutely dependent on their husbands they will be
    cunning, mean, and selfish. The preposterous distinction of rank,
    which renders civilization a curse, by dividing the world between
    voluptuous tyrants and cunning envious dependents, corrupts, almost
    equally, every class of people.'"  

     

    "I've always admired her passage where she states, 'How many women
    thus waste life away the prey of discontent, who might have
    practiced as physicians, regulated a farm, managed a shop, and stood
    erect, supported by their own industry, instead of hanging their
    heads surcharged with the dew of sensibility, that consumes the
    beauty to which it at first gave lustre.' I never wanted to be one
    of those women wasting their life."  

     

    He gave her a warm smile. "You shan't be, I'm sure of it."  

     

    Without being aware of it, Vanessa had grasped his hand, and he'd
    moved so close to her that a small movement of his head would have
    brought their lips together.  

     

    His heart hammered in his chest, and his loins went on fire. A
    vision of her naked in his bed, her hair and arms and legs spread
    gloriously for his delectation, was so powerful he could scarcely
    breathe.  

     

    But much as he longed to kiss her, he knew it was too much, too
    soon. He sat back in the chair slowly so as not to look too
    embarrassed, and began to disengage his fingers from her grasp
    gently. "I fear I've become carried away by our most interesting
    discussion. I really should withdraw so that you may rest."  

     

    He caught sight of Josephine, who was smiling at him warmly. Good
    God, he had even forgotten her presence, he had desired Vanessa so!
     

     

    He called down the stairs before the sick woman could protest that
    she was not that tired, and Henry came instantly at his brother's
    summons.  

     

    "I shall see about more food for you, and visit you one more time
    this evening, if I may."  

     

    "Yes, yes you may," Vanessa said almost eagerly. She gave him the
    first smile he had ever seen from her since he had brought her to
    Dr. Gold's house.  

     

    If Clifford had had any doubts about the regard he had for Vanessa,
    they were assuaged when he looked upon her bright expression. If he
    was not already in love with the beautiful young woman, he soon
    would be. Perhaps the miracle of love really could happen to him
    after all.  

     

    Henry and Josephine gave each other a knowing wink, and sat down
    close to the bedside. Henry decided he needed to have a little chat
    with his older brother about love later.  

     

     

    Clifford went down to the dining room to partake of the cold
    collation that the housekeeper had set out for everyone to help
    themselves to whenever they liked. He rang for more broth to be sent
    up to Vanessa.  

     

    Then he sat in the chair beside Malcolm, and in a low tone
    reiterated all he had discussed with the doctor, and the salient
    things which Vanessa had recounted to him about her brother and her
    nightmares. Finally, he reported what Henry had discovered.  

     

    Malcolm listened patiently, his handsome face a study in intense
    concentration and concern.  

     

    At the end of Clifford's narrative, he declared, "It is a tangled
    web indeed, my friend. I sense danger for Vanessa at every turn. I
    can't even bear to think what might have happened had you not
    decided to intervene in the card game the night before last.  

     

    "I am so glad I could be of some service in the matter, though it
    did not sit well with me at the time. I was just so shocked by the
    whole chain of events. Now I can see that no aid I can give her can
    be too great, and will do whatever is necessary to protect her."  

     

    Clifford's blue eyes glittered almost dangerously. He was shocked at
    the sudden surge of feeling which crushed his chest and stiffened
    his spine. His tone remained calm, but there was a sharp edge to it.
    "My dear Malcolm, if I didn't know better, I might almost think you
    had developed fondness for the girl."  

     

    Malcolm shrugged, and began to blush brightly. "Who would not? She
    seems so innocent, so unspoiled.  She's definitely lovely, and
    intelligent, unlike most of the vapid Society beauties I've come
    across."  

     

    "You could have gambled for her and won. But I thank you for helping
    me. She's mine now," Clifford asserted, "and I will marry her just
    as soon as she'll have me."  

     

    "Are you so sure she will?" Malcolm asked a trifle enviously.  

     

    Clifford shook his head. "No, I'm not sure, but I mean to have her
    all the same. The events of the past two days have convinced me that
    she's the woman I've been waiting for all my life. No one else will
    do."  

     

    Malcolm stared at his friend in surprise. Any thoughts he might have
    had about winning Vanessa for himself vanished into thin air as he
    looked at his old friend's grim expression.  He had never heard
    Clifford speak thus, and knew his friend's intentions were honorable
    and fixed.  

     

    For her part, Vanessa seemed taken with him as well. And if any
    woman was ever in need of rescuing from a wicked family, it was
    Vanessa.  

     

    Malcolm gave a curt nod. "Very well. I shall help you toward your
    goal, as I agreed at the card table that night.  I've spoken to
    Mr. Grayson the vicar. We'll all help with whatever arrangements you
    would like. I imagine that the wedding will be a quiet affair at
    home?  After all, she is still in mourning. We would not want
    to run the risk of Gerald making a spectacle in front of the
    guests."  

     

    "No, indeed. Any sign of him, by the way?"  

     

    "Not a one. Father has sent out a deputy to make inquiries as to the
    precise nature of his illness."  

     

    "So Gerald knows Vanessa is unwell?"  

     

    "Yes."  

     

    "Even if he appeared immediately as lily white as the Archangel
    Gabriel himself, I should not trust him have anything to do with
    Vanessa without being in their presence every moment. So now I must
    make appropriate arrangements for her. I would ask you and your
    sister to go over to Hawkesworth House to get some of Vanessa's
    personal effects, and inform the servants there that she shall not
    be returning for some time. Find out the name of her solicitors, and
    contact them, so that I may apprise them of what's happened, and ask
    them to call upon her here at their earliest convenience. The sooner
    I get their approval for the marriage to take place, the better."  

     

    "What if they refuse to give their consent?"  

     

    "I doubt they will, once all the facts are laid before them."  

     

    "They might argue you are simply a fortune-hunter who has taken
    advantage of her," Malcolm warned.  

     

    "I don't think so. I'm certain my character will bear up to the
    closest scrutiny, don't you?"  

     

    Malcolm nodded. "It will indeed. No one who knows you well could
    possibly speak ill of you.  Gerald may sling all the mud he
    likes, but it won't stick."  

     

    Claire came into the room just then to ask if there was anything
    else that needed to be done.  

     

    Malcolm told her of their errand, and helped her on with her things,
    and then his own.  

     

    "Thank you both for your help."  

     

    "Don't mention it." Malcolm shook his hand, and they left without
    any further delay.  

     

    Clifford forced himself to eat, though inwardly he was still
    seething over his belief as to how close Gerald had come to killing
    his own half-sister. He vowed he would never let his guard down
    again where Vanessa was concerned. The thought of anything happening
    to her was like a dagger through his heart.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 20]CHAPTER TWENTY 

     

    Clifford sat on the edge of his chair in the snug, masculline dining
    room, alert for any sound of Vanessa being disturbed by nightmares.
    He leaned both elbows on the table wearily while he made a list of
    everything he would have to do before his wedding. When he had
    finished, and all was still quiet, he went to see the doctor in his
    study.  

     

    "I want to know, John, will there be any lasting effects from the
    poison?" he blurted out as soon as he walked into the room.  

     

    Dr. Gold looked up from his paper and motioned his guest to a chair
    by the fire. "It is hard to say without knowing for certain how much
    she ingested, or how long it was in her system before she voided it
    herself. If it was poison. I have to say I'm still not convinced it
    was poison, son.  But I'm confident that she's young and
    strong, and has made excellent progress today. With rest and proper
    nourishment, and no more distressing events in her life, I'm
    confident that she will recover fully in time."  

     

    Clifford sighed with relief, and sat down at last. "I just feel so
    responsible, John. Guilty, even. I'm convinced he never would have
    attempted to kill her had it not been for me winning her at cards."
     

     

    "Even assuming it was poison, why on earth would you think that?"  

     

    "Because I'm the one man Gerald knows he cannot manipulate or
    intimidate, Clifford said, leaning forward in the low
    armchair.  He must have been dazzled by all the wealth she
    inherited. And is desperate to alleviate  his own financial
    plight. He must have been willing to risk killing her as his last
    chance to get his hands on her fortune. With things all in a state
    of flux now that her Aunt Agatha is dead, he must have seen an
    opportunity to claim it for his own."  

     

    Dr. Gold shook his head.  "You can't blame yourself for Gerald
    Hawkesworth's irrational behavior.  He would make up any excuse
    to get her money. So would her two cousins.  It really has very
    little to do with you. If indeed it was poison, it would have been
    more to do with him regretting having acted impulsively without
    thinking through how best to use her fortune to his own advantage.
    He was cornered at the card game, and did the only thing he could
    think of to avoid bankruptcy and certain social ruin."  

     

    Clifford nodded.  "Perhaps you're right.  Vanessa did say
    that she'd warned him that she was to be the new title owner of the
    house, and was only going to give him a set allowance. And only upon
    the condition that he behave responsibly from now on. Her
    scrutinizing his every expense? Examining all of his affairs with
    her sharp, penetrating mind?  That must have pushed him over
    the edge."  

     

    "We still have no proof," John reminded him in a mild tone. 
    "As Henry said, Peter and Toby were there as well. All of them
    practically grew up together at Hawkesworth House, remember? Aunt
    Stephens went through a delicate phase, as it were, after Mr.
    Hawkesworth remarried. Vanessa's mother ended up with three boys to
    look after. Vanessa and Paul coming along made five."  

     

    "Yes, Mrs. Stephens' miscarriages were the talk of the neighborhood.
    The poor woman tried for years for a daughter, and ended up with
    Paul. I can remember my own dear Mama sympathizing, for she was in a
    similar position herself. She risked all for a little girl, and died
    in the attempt," Clifford said morosely.  

     

    Dr. Gold rose from his desk to draw closer to Clifford's
    chair.  "I'm sorry, my dear fellow."  

     

    "Which is why it enrages me that Gerald or indeed either cousin
    could wish to harm a defenseless young woman simply for the sake of
    money," he said, raising his voice in a most uncharacteristic
    manner.  

     

    Dr. Gold blinked. "Clifford, pray do not agitate yourself so. 
    We have no proof that anyone tried to harm her. Alas, sudden death
    is all too common. We have made advances in medicine and surgery,
    but there are many things I cannot cure."  

     

    "Well, I will need to get proof then."  

     

    The doctor's kind grey eyes bulged. "How, for Heaven's sake?"  

     

    "Get Geoffrey Branson to search the house for clues?"  

     

    "Out of the question! It would only alert everyone to our
    suspicions. And Gerald has flown the coop. Far better to wait until
    he returns from his jaunt."  

     

    Clifford sighed and ran his fingers though his thick blond hair.
    "Very well. I shall just have to bide my time. But please ensure
    that if he does have the gall to show up here pretending to be
    concerned for his sister, that we don't leave him alone with her for
    an instant."  

     

    "I shall, I promise." Dr. Gold moved to the decanters on the
    sideboard to pour them each a glass of sherry.  He sat back
    down by the fire next to Clifford and they both sipped
    appreciatively for a moment in silence.  

     

    Clifford gazed around at the snug room lined with bookshelves full
    of thick medical tomes. A more safe and ordinary room it would be
    hard to find. The same would be said of Dr. Gold's entire house. So
    why did he feel that danger lurked in every corner?  

     

    "I don't think he will show up at this point," Clifford said after a
    time.  "I feel sure he has gone off to London to spend his
    new-found wealth. And to plot and scheme on what to do next now that
    she is not actually dead as he had hoped. The trouble will be if he
    lies low, fearful of the finger being pointed at him. It will be
    hard to get proof if he starts behaving circumspectly."  

     

    "Especially since you never had any proof before. Anyone could have
    committed the depredations upon your estate."  

     

    "And what of the molested women?"  

     

    "Millcote Forest is a strange, eerie place. Everyone in the district
    says so."  

     

    "You must have seen some of the injured women."  

     

    The doctor sighed deeply "They were terrified, and did not wish to
    speak of their ordeal. They either had no idea who had attacked
    them, or were too scared to say."  

     

    "Someone must have seen something!" Clifford said with an impatient
    wave of his hand. "We just need to get one of them to tell us the
    truth. Even one could help us keep Vanessa safe."  

     

    "It is not the kind of thing these women would wish to either
    discuss, or have made widely known. It is sad to say, but in our
    society women are thought so little of that these sort of attacks
    are perceived as their fault. The temptations of Eve, don't you
    know. I can tell you that some of the girls were very young, and one
    of them a most respectable young lady coming back from visiting the
    poor. She was left pregnant and had to flee the area."  

     

    "Can we find her, do you think?" Clifford asked hopefully. "Even
    just one witness would be enough to help us arrive at the truth."  

     

    "But not bring Gerald to justice, at least not on that score. It is
    too long ago, and no decent woman would want to subject herself to a
    public trial upon such a matter."  

     

    "You say she was respectable, though?" Clifford asked, trying to
    work out which of the local young girls had left the district within
    the past couple of years. He had been away in the Army for several
    years, but still....  

     

    "Indeed, but I have already said too much. I promise to make further
    inquiries if in turn you will promise me not to probe into this
    matter. I know the girl is spirited, but terrified of reprisals, or
    the loss of her child."  

     

    "Loss?"  

     

    The doctor wrung his hands together nervously. "Let us just say that
    I firmly believe she knows who the man is, and is frightened of him
    not only for her own sake, but also for that of her son. In case the
    man should ever try to lay claim to him. Her family has cast her
    off. She is alone in the world now.  I look in upon her from
    time to time when my travels take me in that direction, and she is
    trying to rebuild her life, but it is not easy. She does not, well,
    she does not wish to be disturbed. Found."  

     

    "So she is not far away?"  

     

    "Clifford, please, I have said too much already."  

     

    Clifford pulled out his billfold and emptied it. "Even if she does
    not give you any information at all, please do persuade her to take
    this. A growing baby has all sorts of needs all the time."  

     

    "That is very kind of you. She is proud, but not foolish. She will
    be very grateful. I will explain things as best I can the next time
    I can get away to see her."  

     

    "Let me know if she needs anything. I'm shocked that her family
    could cast their own child and grandchild adrift in such a callous
    manner."  

     

    Dr. Gold sighed. "It's all nonsense. Social standing, appearance,
    yet they ignore simple Christian charity." He fixed his friend with
    a long stare. "But just keep in mind that there's a huge difference
    between rape and murder. Or between vandalism and theft, and
    poisoning."  

     

    "I know."  

     

    "It's very worthy of you to take such an interest,"' John said,
    patting him on the shoulder. "We do seem to be plagued with more
    than our fair share of crimes in this small quiet area of the world,
    do we not. If we include the highwaymen on the London Road, we are
    indeed a most lawless place."  

     

    Clifford's expression grew thoughtful.  "But the crimes have
    all happened over extended periods of time, and have seemed for the
    most part to be unrelated except to each other. What if they were
    related?"  

     

    Dr. Gold pondered this for several moments in silence. "Then I would
    say it is possible, except that Gerald would be awfully busy. And I
    would have thought that some time in the last few years he would
    have made some sort of error."  

     

    "The Bransons will check the records again carefully. He might well
    have and they did not appreciate it at the time."  

     

    "Well, only time will tell at this point."  

     

    "Yes, but until then, I think it's best to assume the worst."  

     

    The doctor gave a tight smile. "If I were you, I would worry about
    how you are going to convince her to marry you without telling her
    the real reasons.  That you believe her life is in peril, that
    Gerald is a dangerous man."  

     

     "I'm not without my charms and personal attributes, John,"
    Clifford said with a slight lift of his chin.   "Don't
    sound so skeptical.  She might actually want to marry me for
    myself, you know."  

     

    "Let's hope so."  

     

    "I shall do more than hope," he said, flashing his friend a bright
    grin which lit up his whole handsome face.  "I shall do my best
    to win the lady's hand!"  With a mocking flourish, he bowed and
    left.  

     

     

    Clifford went upstairs to read to Vanessa, and found her in a
    pensive mood.  

     

    "Are you all right? You seem awfully quiet."  

     

    "I hate being ill. Being forced to rest. It reminds me of when I was
    a girl and--" She clamped her mouth shut.  

     

    "And?" he prompted softly.  

     

    She shrugged. "Father telling me I needed to rest. That I would only
    get better if I did."  

     

    "Get better? Were you sickly?"  

     

    She blushed. "No, never, apart from the brain fever."  

     

    Clifford digested this information in silence. She looked so
    uncomfortable that he decided not to pursue the subject any
    further.  He settled himself in the chair by her side, and read
    aloud her favorite poetry as she requested, until at last her lids
    began to droop.  

     

    Malcolm and his sister returned a short time later with some night
    rails, her robe, and brushes and underclothes from Hawkesworth
    House, and offered to take a turn sitting with her.  

     

    Clifford went to lie down in the chamber the doctor had assigned to
    him, but all he could do was toss and turn, thinking of the
    pain-filled amethyst eyes of the woman who had suddenly begun to
    mean the world to him.  
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    At two o'clock in the morning, after tossing and turning as if
    sleeping on a bed of gravel instead of softest goosedown, Clifford
    could bear it no more and went in to see Vanessa. He relieved the
    Bransons and Emma was called to sit with him. Clifford spent all of
    his time staring at the sick woman's pale features.  

     

    Emma said quietly, "I'm so glad she's the one. If I couldn't have
    you myself, I'm delighted that none of our frivolous acquaintance,
    and particularly not the loathsome Widow Pearson, got their claws
    into you."  

     

    Clifford started and blushed. "Emma--"  

     

    "No, really, Clifford, you don't have to say a word. I didn't mean
    to embarrass you. You have always been so forthright and candid, I
    felt I should be the same. I really do wish the both of you a world
    of happiness. If she asks about your character, I shall say nothing
    less than the truth. That you're the best man I have ever met,
    though Henry and Malcolm are certainly very close to perfect
    themselves."  

     

    "I'm far from perfect. But I like to think I at least try to do
    better every day."  

     

    "Like the characters in Pilgrim's Progress.  It always was one
    of your favorite books."  

     

    "I only hope I've learned all the lessons Christian does in the
    book."  

     

    "If you haven't already, you shall. I doubt you have so many to
    learn. You were born wise."  

     

    He laughed shortly.  "Well, it was certainly a piece of folly
    to have gambled for a wife."  

     

    "No it wasn't," she said in a firm tone.  "Not when you were
    trying to protect her good name. Besides, it was fate. The cards
    fell to you. You won her fairly. You're meant to be together, I just
    know it. What woman wouldn't love a man as dashing and devoted as
    you?"  

     

    Clifford said nothing, for he knew he had allowed Malcolm to help
    him cheat. Why had he done it? Why? But now that he had, he had to
    keep what was left of his honor.  

     

    They then discussed the new Hancock baby, which was thriving, though
    her husband had decided to sue for divorce rather than wait for
    another child.  

     

    "Stephen is a cursed fool.  It's not Esther's fault. I shall
    send her a message saying that as soon as she is well enough to be
    moved, she can take one of the gatehouses for her own. I can move
    either Sam or Bill in a trice, as they're not married.  It
    would need to be cleaned out though, and given a few womanly
    touches, if you and your sister don't mind helping."  

     

    "We don't mind at all. It would be a great kindness to her, and of
    course, we will be only too glad to be her friend and support her."
     

     

    "I can give Esther an allowance, but I can go one better even then
    that, and let Alistair Grant take her case.  He will get every
    penny out of Stephen that she is entitled to. I only hope it doesn't
    break the poor woman's heart being cast off in such a cavalier
    manner, with her only fault being simply having a daughter rather
    than a son. Marriage is a dashed bad business for women sometimes."
     

     

    "But not for Vanessa," Emma said sincerely.  "Never fear, I
    shall see to Esther's welfare. You decide which man should move into
    the workers' cottages, and I will ensure that all is in readiness
    for her and the child. I know of a good wet-nurse too, and Josephine
    shall have one of the men take her around wood and water every day."
     

     

    She paused for a moment, and then observed, "It's very good of you
    to get involved in this way. You know for a fact what the more
    evil-minded gossips will say. That the baby is yours, and you're
    only looking after one of your own."  

     

    Clifford shrugged. "I know, but I don't care. There's no one in the
    world whose opinion I value so much that I would hesitate to do the
    right thing for fear of their censure."  

     

    "Does that include Vanessa? It's bad enough that Gerald has told
    lies about you and Widow Pearson, and connected you name with half
    the women in the district.  Any gossip about Esther might
    convince her that there was some truth in what her brother has
    said."  

     

    Clifford sighed. "Then she shall simply have to learn of my true
    character for herself. If she chooses to be angry with me or believe
    those lies, there's little I can do about it. It will be difficult
    to build a good marriage with that hanging over our heads. There can
    be no love and respect without trust.  She can place her faith
    in me or not as she so chooses. But I will not abandon a friend who
    needs me."  

     

    Vanessa lay quietly with her eyes closed, but she had heard the
    entire conversation.  Nothing Emma had said in front of her
    apparently unconscious audience coincided in any way with what
    Gerald had told her about Clifford's supposed immoderate behavior.
    He seemed the soul of kindness and decency.  

     

    None of what he said could be an act in front of her, could it? Not
    when he thought her asleep. He seemed to mean every word he said.
    Emma Jerome obviously thought the world of him, knew him to be a
    decent man.  

     

    Surely Emma was not a wanton herself? Nothing she had heard or seen
    could lead her to that conclusion.  

     

    But Gerald? Now there was someone capable of excess, she had to
    admit. He and his friends.  

     

    She was confused, and in turmoil over the doubts and suspicions
    creeping into her mind about her brother. Her aunt had always told
    her to listen to her heart. She had never had anything affect that
    organ so deeply as the past couple of days in Clifford's presence.  

     

    The truth was that she liked Clifford Stone. Liked him more than any
    man she had ever met. He moved her to joy, tenderness, even fear at
    times, but at least he caused her to feel.  It was as though
    she had been completely dead inside until he had snatched her from
    the jaws of death. She could feel her whole mind light up, her
    entire body start to quiver whenever he was near. Could feel a
    lambent dewy moistness between her thighs, a languor flooding her
    limbs, whenever he was near. She desired him!  

     

    She, who had always fancied herself a bluestocking immune for
    Cupid's arrows, longed for his as a woman longs for a man! She knew
    people did the most irrational things in the name of love.  But
    her feelings were so strong, poignant and acute every time he was
    near. At times she felt she could scarcely breathe, though he had
    never behaved in a lover-like manner once.  Would it be so
    wrong to marry him?  

     

    That was assuming, of course, that her solicitors approved,
    Vanessa's more rational side reminded her, lest her new-found
    feelings get the better of her.  The solicitors might be swayed
    by Gerald into permitting her to become the owner of Hawkesworth
    House and lift his burdens. On the other hand, perhaps she could
    persuade them?  

     

    She was astonished at this thought. She who had protested she had no
    wish to marry Clifford was now going to argue in his favor?  

     

    But Vanessa knew what it was like to be pursued only for her money.
    Clifford might well be after her fortune, but he was not as
    objectionable as most of the men her friends down in Dorset had
    married.  Many had ended up either with mercenary wretches, or
    men above their station who did nothing but behave in a
    condescending manner towards them.  Two of the men drank
    immoderately, and she was sure that another two resorted to physical
    chastisement when vexed.  

     

    When she had expressed concern about her own unmarried state, her
    aunt had told her there would be plenty of time to make such a
    momentous decision. But then, her aunt Agatha had never married. She
    had been in love with a young man who had gone off to war in 1776
    and never returned.  

     

    Vanessa was full of misgivings, it was true, but she did not want to
    miss her opportunity either through no fault of her own.  She
    did not know much about the world, but she knew that the fluttering
    feeling in her stomach had little to do with her illness. It had
    every thing to do with the compelling presence of the handsome
    Clifford Stone.  Married to the man from the neighboring estate
    to Hawkesworth House, she would be able to supervise both
    properties, and perhaps get Gerald to conduct himself in manner
    befitting a man of his station.  And she would perhaps be able
    to live down the family scandal Gerald's thoughtless actions had
    brought down upon their heads. Certainly if she didn't marry
    Clifford Stone, it was unlikely that any other half-decent man would
    be willing to offer for her.  

     

    But she could not play nursemaid to her half-brother forever. Sooner
    or later he would have to face up to his responsibilities. And of
    course, if he did not marry, the property would revert to her heirs.
    She wanted her children to have a legacy of which they could be
    proud, not embarrassed and ashamed.  

     

    Children?  Goodness, where had that thought come from? She
    shifted restlessly in the bed, suddenly nervous, breathless even.
    Still, many women younger than she had children all the time, and
    hadn't Clifford said the same thing this afternoon?  

     

    Marriage was of course for the purpose of begetting children as well
    as providing the man and woman with congenial companionship and a
    suitable helpmeet in life. She enjoyed being with Clifford, and
    suddenly found the solitude she had endured for so long at her
    aunt's to be a burden rather than a solace.  

     

    She had dreamed of making a good marriage one day. To marry a man
    she truly loved and desired as a woman should long for a man would
    be the height of bliss.  If Clifford was all that he seemed to
    be, she would be a lucky woman both in bed and out.  

     

    Her breath caught in her throat at the thought of touching his bare
    flesh, stroking his luxurious blond waves, feeling his arms about
    her. She was inexperienced, but not naive. She knew of the nature of
    relations between men and women, having studied it and listened to
    her wedded friends' confidences. With a good, patient man there was
    much pleasure to be had in the marriage bed. Clifford had been more
    than candid about his relations with women. Perhaps Fate had been
    kind to her after all?  

     

    But there was no sense in being hasty. She still had time. Clifford
    seemed more than willing to protect her good name and reputation.
    Surely he would not file suit for breach of promise should she say
    no to him in the end?  She owed it to him to keep an open mind,
    see if he was a man with whom she could share her life contentedly,
    since this peculiar situation had left her with so few viable
    options.  

     

    She settled down under the covers further, and fell into a deep and
    refreshing sleep, with her brow unfurrowed by a frown for the first
    time since Clifford had observed her in repose.  

     

    He smiled down at her, and knew that they had begun to have a good
    understanding of one another.  A small battle in the war to win
    her heart had been waged that day, and he had emerged the
    victor.  He looked forward to their next engagement on the
    morrow.  
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    The bright sunlight streaming into the cheery bedroom the following
    morning eventually roused Vanessa from her deep sleep. Claire and
    Malcolm Branson were there by her side. Malcolm immediately rose to
    fetch Clifford, who returned a short time later with some tea and
    buttered crumpets.  

     

    Vanessa was glad to see him, and drank in his appearance. Once again
    he was dashingly handsome, this time in a well-cut burgundy coat
    with a cream waistcoat and burgundy cravat tied in the mailcoach
    fashion and affixed with a small, tasteful gold pin.  

     

    "Crumpets!  How wonderful. Just what I wanted.  I'm
    famished," she said, her voice less papery now that her throat was
    on the mend.  

     

    "Glad to hear it, my dear. I hope you generally have a hearty
    appetite as well. I've never held with the notion of eating like a
    sparrow for the sake of fashion."  

     

    A smile dimpled her cheeks.  "You need only look at my figure
    to disabuse you of that notion."  

     

    "You are as thin as a rail, as well you know.  Unless of course
    you have laced your corsets too tightly," he teased.  

     

    "Really Clifford, such a subject," Claire protested.  

     

    "Especially since he has picked me up into his arms, and knows full
    well I don't wear any such thing," Vanessa replied with a twinkle in
    her eye.  

     

    "Yes, delightful discovery, that. Nothing worse than standing up
    with a girl at a dance who creaks like an old rusty hinge and puffs
    like a grampus."  

     

    They all laughed at his witticism.  

     

    Vanessa proceeded to devour her breakfast enthusiastically while he
    entertained her with poems and the entries for the next few days in
    the farmer's almanac.  

     

    "I would offer you more, but the doctor told me to limit your
    portions for the time being, until your stomach becomes accustomed
    to having solid food in it once more. But you can have a bath again
    today, and change into some of your own things which the Bransons
    were kind enough to fetch for you."  

     

    "Thank you so much. I've put you all to so much trouble."  

     

    "Not at all, my dear," Claire sought to reassure her.  

     

    They chatted away to her as she ate, regaling her with news of her
    neighbors and the forthcoming entertainments she could look forward
    to, such as Michaelmas and the harvest festival.  She made
    short work of the food and drink, licking her fingers free of butter
    like a small child.  

     

    Clifford smiled indulgently at her, and felt completely captivated
    by her beauty and charm.  

     

    When Vanessa finished her breakfast, Clifford swept her up into his
    arms and carried her down to the bathing chamber, where a steaming
    tub awaited her.  He had also asked Claire to fetch some
    luxurious perfumed soap, and soft towels from his own home. Vanessa
    reveled in the unaccustomed luxuries, which she felt sure had been
    Clifford's doing, not the doctor's.  

     

    She was greatly refreshed by her ablutions, and comforted to put on
    her own clothes for the first time. She donned a loose flowing
    burgundy day gown with tiny cream flowers which set off her ivory
    complexion and bright eyes to perfection.  They could not take
    their eyes off each other. They could almost have been a couple, she
    thought to herself, looking at their matching ensembles.  

     

    Clifford's assiduous attentions made her feel as though she were
    glowing from within.  Vanessa reminded herself that it was in
    his best interests to make her feel romantically inclined toward
    him. On the other hand, he also knew she was not in a position to
    bargain. Her name would indeed be bandied about all over the
    district if they did not wed.  

     

    Many men in his position would have threatened to sue her brother
    for breach of promise as well. It showed some sign of sincerity on
    his part that he had not done so when she had been more than candid
    about her objections to the marriage. She was indeed beginning to
    think that she could have ended up far worse off than she was at
    present.  

     

    One could often tell a great deal about a person by the company they
    kept. The fact that he had no fewer than three respectable young
    women willing to assist him with nursing her testified to Clifford's
    character more than anything she could have been told about him by
    the neighbors.  The discourse and demeanor of all the men and
    women, and the doctor, were not in any way objectionable. She tried
    hard enough to find fault, any sign of something strange or less
    than moral about any of them.  

     

    She tried in vain.  Vanessa found herself comparing her own
    brother and his associates very unfavorably with her new set of
    acquaintances.  True, Clifford had played cards for her, but
    Malcolm confirmed in every particular his friend's story regarding
    the gambling of her hand in marriage by Gerald. She had no reason to
    suspect the son of the local magistrate of anything less than plain
    dealing.  

     

    Vanessa also learned that on the whole Clifford shared his friend
    Thomas' opinion of gambling.  

     

    "It takes advantage of the misfortunes of others, and is not money
    fairly earned. We are all warned against the deadly sin of sloth.
    Therefore gambling is sinful," Clifford argued cogently.  

     

    "And do you often attend the balls hereabouts?"  

     

    "No, indeed," Henry denied. "Clifford takes his responsiblities to
    the estate most seriously."  

     

    "The only reason he went at all was because our very good friend the
    Duke of Ellesmere was supposed to be staying with him for several
    days," Malcolm said. "When he saw Clifford sit down at the card
    table he was so shocked he left."  

     

    "I hope you will be able to mend fences with him soon," Josephine
    said quietly.  

     

    Clifford shrugged. "I have sent he and Jonathan a letter at Oxford.
    I think he will be able to forgive me."  

     

    She had also learnt from Malcolm that Clifford had had taken the
    place of a married man who had been at the table previously. He had
    not been spending his whole time at the ball playing cards. Nor had
    Clifford been drunk.  

     

    Vanessa watched and waited for some crack in the facade she was
    certain he was presenting to her, but there was nothing she could
    find fault with. She was sure even her maiden aunt would have
    approved.  Clifford had never even sworn once in her hearing,
    whereas in her own home she had constantly had to berate her brother
    for his most immoderate language. In fact, none of the men here in
    the house had loose tongues.  

     

    Henry Stone, though more jovial, was equally sober and upright.
    There was a warm camaraderie between the brothers which was
    refreshing to see.  From what she was understood of their
    conversation, Clifford entrusted a great deal of the estate business
    to his brother, and he most certainly had had property settled upon
    him thanks to his elder brother's auspicies.  

     

    "It seems very unfair for some to get everything through the sheer
    good fortune of being born sometimes even a minute or two before the
    other," Clifford said when she had observed how generous he had been
    in allowing Henry to make all the decisions about the livestock.  

     

    "It's just surprising, that's all. Far too many siblings end up as
    rivals," she said with a sigh, reflecting upon her own cousins, and
    even she and her half-brother.  

     

    After conversing with all of her nurses, Vanessa felt much more at
    ease at Dr. Gold's. She would need time to confirm her first and
    second impressions, but thus far, the Stones, Bransons and Jeromes
    were all people that she would be pleased and proud to count as
    friends.  

     

     

    After her bath and toilette, Vanessa was allowed to remain
    downstairs in the snug little house to keep company with the others
    while they ate.  Clifford waited on her hand and foot, offering
    her hot tea and dainties to tempt her appetite, but also not
    allowing her to eat too much when her stomach was still so
    unsettled. The crumpets before her bath had certainly made her feel
    like a new woman. She was quite famished, but obeyed the doctor's
    instructions to the letter.  

     

    As she sat with the little group of friends, she observed Clifford
    carefully.  She noted in particular his impeccable table
    manners, and the intelligence with which he discussed the items
    raised by Malcolm or his sister as they took turns reading from the
    daily papers. Here was a man she would never be ashamed of, no
    matter what the company. She thought with shame of her own brother
    Gerald, and her cheeks burned.  

     

    Clifford noted her high color and long looks, and prayed he was
    winning the battle for her heart without having to make an all-out
    campaign to win her. Let her get to know him. It would be hard to
    keep his ardor in check, but Vanessa would be worth the wooing.  

     

    He elicited everyone's opinion on a number of different political
    questions, ensuring that every woman, including Vanessa, got to air
    their views. She could see him retreat into himself slightly,
    however, when Malcolm read out the news about Wellington investing
    the town of Burgos in Spain in preparation for a long siege.  

     

    Now she could truly grasp the meaning of the common phrase that
    someone's face closed up. He looked truly grim, and she wondered if
    he had friends who were serving in the war.  She looked over at
    Henry, who was staring at his brother. Clifford put down his knife
    and fork, and folded his hands in front of him so tightly that his
    knuckles went white. She longed to discuss the matter further, but
    Malcolm, sensing at last the altered atmosphere around the table,
    came to the end of the sentence and began to read a far more
    frivolous item from the Court Circular.  

     

    Clifford gave a slow smile which did not quite reach his eyes, and
    relaxed again at last.  

     

    After the meal, Dr. Gold proposed that his patient might like some
    fresh air. Clifford immediately rose to fetch the men's outerwear,
    whilst the Jeromes wrapped her up tightly. She was allowed to take a
    turn about the garden, with Henry assisting on her left, and
    Clifford on her right.  

     

     The sisters led the way, with Malcolm and Claire bringing up
    the rear. It was a fine day with just the right amount of autumnal
    crispness, and Clifford commented on the warmth of the sun's rays
    despite the advancing season.  

     

    "That is not to say we will have not frost soon. We must check our
    arrangements about the winter crops, Henry."  

     

    "Indeed."  

     

    The two brothers chatted about their own estate matters for some
    time. Vanessa listened with interest, interjecting an intelligent
    question every so often.  

     

    "What are your main crops?"  

     

    "Well, as you know, much of the land is given over to livestock, and
    our herds of sheep are second to none."  

     

    "Cheviots?"  

     

    "And Leicesters, yes."  

     

    "For wool, milk and cheese?"  

     

    "Mainly wool.  We sell the milk at a good price to a local
    widow who runs her own dairy to help some of the other women in the
    village improve their lot in life.  They make the cheeses, and
    very fine they are too. You just had some for breakfast.  

     

    "Anyway, back to the crops. Potatoes, beans, rapeseed, and beets all
    do well here in our different fields. And we have some for hay and
    turnips and potatoes, of course, for the winter crops."  

     

    The brothers explained their holdings to her in detail. Far from
    dismissing her comments, readily engaged her in conversation and
    elicited her opinions. Once again she found herself remarking to
    herself upon the difference between these men and her own
    brother.  They were certainly admirable, the type of young men
    her aunt would have delighted in knowing.  Perhaps the
    solicitors would feel the same, and agree to allow her to marry
    Clifford?  

     

    For the more Vanessa got to know him, the more she was certain that
    Fate had indeed dealt her a remarkable hand. Had gifted her with a
    husband she could admire, yes, even love.  

     

    Love... She had never placed any importance upon the word before as
    part of her thoughts upon marrying well, but it was the only word
    which could explain how she felt about Clifford.  She wanted to
    be with him, night and day.  

     

    The thought shocked her. She had never even been kissed apart 
    from a couple of hearty busses under the mistletoe at Yuletide. But
    she was not so innocent that she did not know what went on between a
    man and a woman. Clifford was the only man she had ever found
    herself wondering about in that way.  And when he looked at her
    with those passionate blue eyes of his, she was sure he felt the
    same...  

     

    Clifford's next comment brought her out of her romantic
    reverie.  "We ought to be heading back in. That is quite enough
    exercise for one day, especially after the excitement of a bath and
    all that breakfast."  

     

    "Really, I'm fine. I'd like to stay out a bit longer."  

     

    "Well, if you're sure.  I'd be less concerned though if you
    would allow me to seat you in the arbor at the end of this lane."  

     

    "That would be delightful." She was pleased with his degree of
    solicitousness, caring but not suffocating, and allowed him to lead
    the way. 
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    The walking party made their way down the path slowly to the garden
    seat, Clifford and Vanessa in the lead, with the Jerome girls and
    Henry following along behind, and Bransons in the rear.  

     

    When they reached the arbor, Clifford whisked off his cloak and
    placed it around her shoulders, before stooping to fold the bottom
    upwards until it formed a solid pad of fabric. "Now I think you may
    safely sit without catching a chill from the wrought-iron seat."  

     

    "Thank you so much. It's very kind of you."  

     

    "Not at all, my dear. Ladies, are you dressed warmly enough, or
    would you like our cloaks?"  

     

    "We're fine, Clifford, thank you," Emma said. Josephine nodded,
    Claire Branson too.  

     

    "In that case, pray be seated, and keep Miss Hawkesworth
    entertained."  

     

    The girls did as he suggested.  

     

    Vanessa tried to suppress a moue of disappointment. Though they were
    delightful company, she found herself longing to sit beside Clifford
    and continue their conversation on farming.  

     

    But he joined his brother and Malcolm, who both stepped off to one
    side to smoke a cheroot, and spoke in low tones.  She could
    guess from his expression his mood had altered to a grim one again,
    and she could hear Malcolm apologizing for his
    thoughtlessness.  She was most curious to know what they were
    discussing, but could not very well go over to ask.  

     

    Vanessa observed them keenly for a time, doing her best to also chat
    with the other women. As she watched the three handsome men, two so
    blond, one so dark, she noted that Clifford did not partake of a
    cheroot.  Not that she would have objected, since many men of
    fashion smoked, but she was finding herself hard-put to find any
    vices in the man.  

     

    She listened carefully as the Jerome sisters discussed the local
    balls and other entertainments, and eventually asked, "And do Henry
    and Clifford attend all the balls?"  

     

    "Usually only the monthly County ones, and any given in the private
    houses of his especial friends. They are not overly social, though
    of course they are handsome enough," Josephine replied.  

     

    "Well, they're so busy with the estate, an estate you will one day
    live upon, Jo, that you don't have the right to sound quite so
    aggrieved," Emma scolded playfully.  

     

    "I'm not, really. As you say, they do marvelously well with their
    estate, they are both so diligent. But really, if Henry doesn't go,
    then I can't go without looking like I am a flirt. I do so like to
    dance. It's wonderful exercise."  

     

    "Humph. Try riding Missy the mare a bit more if you find the need
    for exercise."  

     

    Both sisters giggled good-naturedly.  

     

    "Do you ride, Miss Hawkesworth?"  

     

    "Does she indeed!" Clifford laughed, relinquishing his male
    companions to rejoin them.  "You must have a very poor memory,
    Emma, if you cannot recall our young centaur here."  

     

    Vanessa blushed at the compliment.  

     

    "She's undoubtedly the finest rider I have ever seen, male or
    female. She doesn't know I saw her, but I once came across her in
    the woods near Stone Court doing the most remarkable tricks riding
    without so much as a saddle."  

     

    "Really, is this true?" Henry asked, wide-eyed with
    admiration.  "I should very much like to see that."  

     

    "Oh, I have not indulged in years," she lied.  

     

    "What a pity. You obviously loved it so much," Clifford said.  

     

    "Well, things got busy once I went to my aunt's. She liked to have
    me about her in the house, not gadding off until all hours of the
    day and night."  

     

    "So you really love the countryside?" Clifford asked quietly.  

     

    She met his warm gaze.  "I think I feel most at home outdoors,
    or on the back of a horse. Not that I don't love studying and
    domestic pursuits, but riding gives me a wonderful sensation of
    freedom."  

     

    Clifford nodded. "I love the outdoors as well. Every time I attended
    a ball, I can feel the walls closing in on me."  

     

    "Yes, a wonderful way to put it. I feel exactly the same." She
    smiled up and him, and their gazes devoured each other.  

     

    For a moment the other people in the arbor fell away for Vanessa; it
    was as if she and Clifford were completely alone.  

     

    Clifford broke the lengthy silence by saying, "If you would like to
    start practicing your riding again whenever you are feeling better,
    I would be delighted to accompany you, Miss Hawkesworth."  

     

    "It is very kind of you to offer, but I would feel terribly guilty
    if you did so. I have already taken up so much of your valuable
    time, Mr. Stone. Time you could be spending at your estate."  

     

    "Our steward can manage without myself and Henry, believe me," he
    said airily. "He is a most excellent man."  

     

    "I am sure he can, but you have all been more than kind and
    attentive."  

     

    "And will continue to be so until the doctor tells us you are well.
    And thereafter, of course, since you're part of the family now." He
    bowed over her hand politely, but the warm pressure of his fingers
    gave her a second, more intimate message.  

     

    She blushed at Clifford's words and the sensual contact.  

     

    Family. When she had been small, the word had filled her with dread.
    Now, upon his lips, it sounded like the answer to all her prayers.  

     

    "Yes, you're part of the family now," Henry seconded, seeing her
    looking so uncomfortable.  

     

    "As shall I be soon, once we wed, darling, and by extension, Emma,"
    Josephine supplied cheerily.  

     

    Henry kissed his fiancee's hand warmly, and there was no mistaking
    their intense regard for one another.  

     

    "We may not be able to choose our family, but we can choose our
    friends," said Malcolm, with a smile, as he took his sister's hand
    and put it in the crook of his arm.  "I'm proud to have you as
    a new friend, Miss Hawkesworth, and hope you will grow as close to
    myself and my sister as Clifford and Henry have. The Stone family
    supported me when my family nearly lost everything several years
    ago. It was dashed low water with us all. They were one of the few
    families who stood by us in our time of need. The Stones, and of
    course the Jeromes," he said with a smile for each of the two
    sisters.  "I'm more than grateful.  I look upon you all as
    family."  

     

    Vanessa caught a look of decided disappointment cross Emma's
    features.  If her own feelings were anything to judge by,
    perhaps Malcolm might also be able to see Emma in a whole new light
    if given a chance.  

     

    "My goodness, what a touching moment. But now, if you don't mind,
    the wind is growing rather sharp, and I for one could do with a cup
    of tea," Clifford said cheerfully, trying to dispel the somber mood
    which had overtaken the party.  

     

    Malcolm offered Vanessa his arm, and his sister took her other side
    firmly. Once again Vanessa was thwarted in her desire to get closer
    to Clifford. But there would be plenty of time for that later, she
    told herself.  She would have to convalesce for at least a few
    more days.  

     

    Clifford had assured her that if she did not want to remain at Dr.
    Gold's, he would arrange for her to stay at either the Jeromes or
    the Bransons as a guest prior to their wedding, so long as she was
    not left alone and weak at Hawkesworth House.  

     

    But there could be no wedding if Vanessa were not sure in her own
    mind. She felt as if she were growing more and more certain, but
    perhaps her feelings of attraction to Clifford were misleading her?
    Nor would there be any marriage for her unless the solicitors
    approved of her choice, and were willing to make the appropriate
    settlements on her behalf.  She knew marriage settlements could
    take quiet some time to sort out to the satisfaction of all parties.
     

     

    What those settlements would be precisely, Vanessa was unsure. She
    talked quietly with the Bransons, but all the while her mind was
    awhirr.  She began to formulate a plan in her mind which would
    test Clifford's character and perhaps finally allow her to put her
    fears about him to rest once and for all.  
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    Once they were back in Dr. Gold's house and Vanessa had removed all
    of her layers of outer clothing with the aid of the Jerome sisters,
    she followed the others into the parlor.  Rather than sitting,
    she asked if she could speak with Clifford privately.  Clifford
    looked slightly surprised, and asked if the doctor's study would do
    for the interview. <br> She nodded, and proceeded to that
    chamber. He left the door open and asked Henry to wait outside in
    the corridor for the sake of propriety, a fact that was not lost
    upon her, and for which she was grateful.  

     

    "This will only take a few moments," she said, debating on how
    direct an approach to regarding so momentous subject. Vanessa took a
    deep breath and ventured, "I've been thinking great deal about the
    circumstances that I have found myself in. I must confess that
    whilst my half-brother Gerald has done everything he can blacken you
    in my eyes, despite the fact that our acquaintance has been so
    brief, I have to admit that I find nothing objectionable about your
    person, manners, character, nor circle of friends."  

     

    "Why, thank you. How generous," he said with barely concealed
    sarcasm.  

     

    "Please, don't make this difficult for me."  

     

    He held up one hand by way of apology.  "That was not my
    intention. I ask your pardon for being a trifle piqued at you
    sounding so surprised to find me unobjectionable." They both grinned
    at that. "Pray continue with your train of thought."  

     

    "Well, given the circumstances, and the fact that I have come to
    have a high regard for you and your family, I find my mind altered a
    great deal." She dared to look up into his warm gaze. "Indeed, my
    mind has changed so considerably, that I have come to the conclusion
    that our marriage would be not only advantageous to us both, but
    also, well, quite pleasant and er, well, desirable."  

     

    "A nice choice of words. I heartily approve of the word desirable."
     

     

    "You're teasing me again," she said with a small pout.  

     

    He smiled at her, his blue eyes twinkling. "In the nicest possible
    way, of course."  

     

    "Yes, indeed," she said, returning his smile with a warm one of her
    own.  

     

    "So does this mean what I think it means?" he dared to ask
    hopefully, reaching for her hand. "Yes, I believe it does," she
    whispered. "Wonderful, just wonderful." He kissed the back of his
    hand, and the look on her face left her in no doubt of his
    sincerity. "So now that you have accepted my proposal, at least
    provisionally, we need to decide what to do next." "Next?" He
    nodded, and patted her hand. "There will of course be all of the
    arrangements to make. That is easy. The girls will be only too happy
    to assist. But I suspect that you're thinking more of what your
    solicitors are going to say about this whole matter, and whether or
    not they will give their consent."  

     

    She looked at him with relief.  "That's exactly it."  

     

    "Well, there's only one way to find out. We shall invite them here
    to discuss the matter further and ask their blessing."  

     

    Her brows knit. "I'm a bit concerned at their finding me at the
    doctor's house, however. We would have to tell them the whole story,
    and I do not want Mason and Rogers to be unduly alarmed. I'm fine
    now."  

     

    Clifford nodded. "A good point. But you can most certainly stay with
    the Jeromes.  I don't want you on your own at Hawkesworth
    House, as you know.  You're at liberty to tell them the whole
    story of what took place between myself and Gerald, but I'm not sure
    that will advance our cause.  

     

    "On the other hand, I would never want it to be said that I had kept
    anything from them if they found out later about the card
    game.  We will also need to give them the opportunity to make
    the appropriate inquiries regarding my character.  

     

    "Finally, we need to make sure that your worldly affairs are settled
    in a satisfactory manner."  

     

    She stirred restlessly in her chair for a moment. "I am sorry to be
    so blunt, but how much will you be requiring for a dowry?"  

     

    He stared at her. "Not a penny. I told you."  

     

    She was nonplused, and tried a different tack. "Well, at the very
    least you should have back the money you bet to win me. I believe
    Malcolm mentioned the sum of five thousand pounds as being the stake
    everyone put up to be allowed to join the game."  

     

    "That is true, but I do not need the money."  

     

    "Everyone needs money, especially in these uncertain times, with the
    war going on, and cash a hard thing to come by," she said with a
    touch of impatience.  "There is also my pride. I would not have
    it said that I had come to you with nothing."  

     

    Clifford laughed harshly. "No one would ever believe it. They all
    think you are a walking gold mine, my dear. But do allow me some
    pride." "Pride?" "I refuse to be seen as mercenary by anyone. I want
    everyone to know we married of our own choice and free will. Don't
    you?" "Well, yes, but really--" "So I shall take nothing. But you
    will want some money for your own wants and needs, little extra
    luxuries. I am not as wealthy as you, I believe, and I confess that
    the baubles and trinkets which pass as necessities for a young lady
    quite escape me. My poor mother's jewels are very fine, but I hope
    you will not mind that I did pledge Henry half of them for
    Josephine, and they do have the prior claim. They do not intend to
    wed until next year, but if you would care to put your heads
    together and agree on who gets what, I would be most pleased."  

     

    She shook her head quickly.  "Really, I'm not interested in
    your mother's jewels."  

     

    His brows drew downwards at that. "You most likely have some very
    fine pieces from your mother and aunt. And I dare say that my
    mother's might be considered very old-fashioned to a modish young
    lady. However, some of them are of sentimental value. I would very
    much like my wife to have some of them, and therefore by extension,
    shall my daughters, or my sons' wives, receive them."  

     

    She sighed.  "I did not mean to offend, imply they were
    inferior in any way. And I care little for fashion. I simply do not
    wear much jewelry.  I am really very grateful for your
    generosity.  If they are of sentimental value, and family
    heirlooms, then by all means we shall divide them equally, with you
    and Henry looking on to ensure any favorite pieces you might have
    will fall to you. But for my own part, I have sufficient jewels for
    any woman."  

     

    He took her hand again and stroked the back of it tenderly. "As I
    think I may have mentioned before, I plan to divide the estate
    equally with Henry. It has already been done with the money which
    Father left us. And of course we are each other's heirs, at least
    for the time being.  Since we have not yet married, we have
    lived side by side as we have done ever since we were children. But
    we had planned to divide the house as soon as he and Josephine wed.
     

     

    "I understand." 

     

    "Those plans can go into effect now. He will get the east wing, and
    I the west. Each has a master suite. If you do not mind, we shall
    take my parents' old chambers. Again, I am making the request for
    sentimental reasons.  The downstairs reception rooms will be
    shared in common. It will be a somewhat unorthodox arrangement, but
    I never want our respective families to compete with one another. As
    for the land, we cooperate in all things, and divide everything in
    half equally."  

     

    "I marvel at the harmony between you," Vanessa said sincerely. "It
    is most unusual in my experience."  

     

    "I try to live by my Radical principles always.  As I have
    said, it is pure luck and chance that I'm the elder. I have never
    wished Henry to feel envy, or to lack for anything simply because of
    a trick of birth. I made that clear to my father as soon as I was
    old enough to form an opinion upon the matter, and he was kind and
    radical enough  to agree with me. I hope we shall be able to
    raise all of our children in that manner, and that the sets of
    cousins I pray will result from our two marriages will get along as
    famously as my brother and I have."  

     

    She held up a hand to forestall him. "Before we talk about children,
    we need to talk about the disposition of my estate. If you will not
    take any money from me now, can I at least note you down as the
    beneficiary of my will?"  

     

    He took her hand gently. "Not I, but our children. If you could see
    your way to dividing the lion's share of the money and property into
    equal shares for all of our children, with individual bequests for
    the servants and any friends or family you may wish, that would be
    most generous of you. But it is your money to do with as you choose.
    I firmly believe a woman has a right to her own property, even in
    marriage."  

     

    "Thank you. However, we will also need a clause as to what shall
    happen to my wealth if I were to die whilst we were still
    childless."  

     

    "At the risk of offending you, I will offer my opinion and say
    Gerald will squander it all within a year, but it is your money to
    do with as you wish."  

     

    "No, I would not wish to leave it all to Gerald," she said firmly.  

     

    He nodded.  "The Stephenses?"  

     

    She shook her head. "To Paul, the youngest, perhaps a small stipend
    to Toby, but no more."  

     

    "You can certainly give the rest to some worthy cause, then."  

     

    "I was thinking fallen women, foundlings, prison reform, and the
    rest to help the unfortunate slaves."  

     

    "Admirable, my dear," Clifford said without a trace of hesitation.
    "I am sure the solicitors shall have no objections to that."  

     

    "What of yours?" she asked quietly, astonished that thus far he had
    not shown the least bit of concern for her wealth. Could she have
    been so fortunate as to have found a man who cared about her for
    herself alone after all?  

     

    He considered her question for a moment, and she waited in an agony
    of suspense for his next words. At length he concluded, "I can't see
    them having any objections either, since I'm agreeing to it
    willingly. But to be certain, we can sign a pre-nuptial agreement to
    this effect, so that they can never challenge my decision at a later
    date.  

     

    "I can also set the terms for my own will. I have already divided up
    everything legally with Henry. It is simply a matter of leaving my
    portion to you, with or without children. Though I am sure you
    will  not mind if I leave Henry and some other friends and
    dependents a couple of bequests."  

     

    "Not at all. But-"  

     

    "Ah, yes. If we should not prove to be compatible, I will of course
    offer you an allowance, which shall remain in effect until such time
    as you remarry. You would have shared custody of the children,
    provided I did not catch you in any compromising situations."  

     

    "Clifford!"  

     

    He looked at her outraged features coolly, hoping he had not
    overdone his man-of-the-world pose. "I'm just trying to foresee any
    eventuality, just as you are. I'm sorry if my blunt talk offends
    you. I am trying to be fair to us both. I did not say I would be the
    one ending the relationship. I am merely providing you with an out
    clause if you should find life with me unbearable. So long as you
    are honest in your dealings with me, Vanessa, you may expect no less
    from me."  

     

    Vanessa stared at the carpet. She unaccountably felt like weeping.
    She had tested Clifford's greed, and should have been more than
    satisfied with his attitude. But the matter-of-fact way in which he
    had discussed all of their arrangements made her think the spark she
    had fancied between them was all in her imagination.  

     

    "No, you haven't offended me, it's just that..."  She shrugged.
     

     

    His dazzling blue eyes missed nothing. "You would have preferred a
    bit more romance, a few sighs and lover-like protestations and
    avowals," he said gently.  

     

    She did not deny it.  

     

    "Very well, my dear girl, you shall have them."  

     

    Before Vanessa could prevent him, Clifford raised her up from her
    chair.  

     

    He had meant to plant a simple light kiss on her cheek, but she
    raised her face to his, and the next thing he knew, his mouth was on
    hers, and he was tugging her gently into his arms. He ran his hands
    down her back from shoulder to hips in a languid caress. He parted
    her lips with his own, sipping at her like a bee at the nectar
    within soft moist petals.  

     

    She opened her mouth even further with shivering delight.  His
    tongue delicately, sinuously probed, peaking her nipples, and
    bringing a heady flush to her cheeks.  She held her breath at
    the thrilling sensations, and allowed her hands to creep up to his
    face, and around his neck. She drew closer and closer into the
    torrid hard heat of his body. One arm looped around his waist, the
    other moved upwards to caress his silken hair at last.  

     

    At last he could stand it no more, and pulled away shakily, before
    she discovered the full extent of his ferocious ardor.  "I am
    sorry. That was badly done. Please forgive my less than gentlemanly
    behavior. My only excuse is being so near to you made me lose my
    head."  

     

    He stepped away from her, putting at least an arm's length of
    distance between them.  "The plain truth is that the last thing
    I want to talk about when I'm with you is business, Vanessa. You can
    have any terms you like, so long as you marry me. Soon. One look
    from those wonderful eyes of yours, and I feel as though I'm going
    to burst into a conflagration. And all this talk of death and
    children makes me want to prove to you I'm very much alive, and
    looking forward to starting a very large family."  

     

    She giggled nervously, and turned away from him, coloring to the
    roots of her hair. He could she her retreating into herself shyly,
    as was her wont, and tucked one finger under her chin so that she
    was forced to look up at him.  

     

    "I have promised you honesty, and that is what you shall have. 
    I don't know what the future holds for us together, Vanessa. No one
    ever really can when they marry.  But so long as we trust,
    respect and love each other, there will be no need for any more of
    these business discussions. The solicitors can keep themselves busy
    with their other clients' tricky legal matters. I have better things
    to do with my wife. Including living up to every single one of the
    vows we will exchange. With my body I thee worship, and with all my
    worldly goods I thee endow."  

     

    Vanessa stroked his cheek tenderly. "I'm glad we are in full accord
    then."  

     

    His blue eyes twinkled. "What, even about the death and children
    remark?"  

     

    "Especially about that," she whispered shyly.  

     

    He threw his head back and laughed, and then lifted her by the waist
    and spun her around once  

     

    She squealed in delight, and laughed as she had not done in more
    years than she could count.  

     

    He set her back down on her feet gently with a single heated kiss.
    "I'm sorry. There I go again, getting carried away. I hope I have
    not hurt you. Pray be seated and rest, my dear. My only excuse for
    my rambunctious behavior is you've made me feel like a schoolboy all
    over again.  

     

    "I shall just fetch pen and paper so you can dash off a letter to
    your solicitors to come when they can, in a few days when you are
    fully recovered and appropriately settled at the Jeromes' home. Then
    we shall go have that cup of tea I promised you, and tell everyone
    the marvelous news. That you have consented to make me the happiest
    of men."  

     

    Vanessa searched his face for any sign of insincerity, but found
    only a glowing pleasure and contentment.  She stretched up on
    tiptoe to kiss him once again, and gauged his passion by the ardor
    of his kiss.  

     

    She was nearly scorched by the heat which emanated from him as they
    clung together, pressing more and more tightly against one another,
    hands seeking, searching, thrilling. Only the sound of a throat
    clearing in the doorway brought them to their senses. Vanessa almost
    didn't hear it, so loud was the pounding of her heart as she lost
    herself in Clifford's embrace.  

     

    Henry grinned from ear to ear. "Let me guess. I can now officially
    have the pleasure of welcoming you to the family, Vanessa."  

     

    "She has consented to share her life with me, yes."  

     

    "How wonderful. I might have known you would steal the march on me
    and marry first. But I don't mind. It will take the pressure
    off  Josephine and I now, since there has not been a huge
    wedding in the district for some time, and ours would have been the
    first."  

     

    "I had always imagined a quiet one, myself, but I suppose given the
    situation, the last thing we want is a hole-in-the-corner affair."  

     

    "But Clifford, I'm still in mourning," Vanessa pointed out gently.  

     

    "That's true, of course, my dear. We shall have to err on the side
    of respectability and arrange a quiet, sober and small-ish
    affair.  And while I am dying to get started on our family, I
    think ensuring our first child is born at least a year after we wed
    will stop any future tongue-wagging."  

     

    Vanessa flushed red as a peony. "But I thought--"  

     

    "I'm more than delighted to take whatever the Lord gives us, but
    there are ways of preventing conception, as the good doctor will
    tell you. Abstinence of course is the most effective method of all."
     

     

    "Then you might as well not even be married," Henry said with a
    shake of his head.  

     

    "Not that we should be discussing this in front of you, little
    brother, but I am not a satyr, for Heaven's sake. Moreover, there
    will be certain times each month, and then during pregnancy, when a
    wife will require our forbearance, as you well know.  To give
    any woman less than the appropriate consideration for her welfare is
    most ungentlemanly."  

     

    "I defer to your superior experience, then." Henry's face
    fell.  "Oh, er, I didn't mean-"  

     

    Vanessa gave a timid smile. "It's all right, Henry.  Clifford
    has told me all I need to know of his past."  

     

    Henry shook his head.  "I shouldn't have started this
    conversation."  

     

    She smiled slightly. "No, I'm glad you did. It has put my mind at
    ease on quite a number of points. Now, if you will excuse me, I have
    a letter to write."  

     

    Clifford checked the top of the desk for ink and a quill, and some
    clean paper.  "We will be in presently, Henry. Please ask
    Josephine if she will be so kind as to pour for us."  

     

    "I shall. And once again, many congratulations, and so sorry for
    the, well, you know what I said."  

     

    "All is forgiven. Now shoo, little brother."  

     

    "Vanessa Stone," she said musingly.  

     

    "My only wife, my only love," he declared softly, putting his arm
    around her shoulders with easy affection.  

     

    She pulled away from him. "You don't have to say that. It can't
    possibly be true."  

     

    He stroked her cheek lightly.  "You ought to know by now, I
    don't say what I don't mean. I was fascinated by your beauty as a
    young lady, but never did I imagine we would be destined for one
    another."  

     

    "Nor did I, but in your arms, it feels so, so perfect. Like nothing
    can ever harm me."  

     

    "Yes, it does, doesn't it?" he said with a grin, as she returned
    once more to his embrace, nestling full against him perfectly, as
    though they were designed to fit together in every respect.  

     

    As he gave her a final kiss and strode from the room, he hoped all
    would be perfect in their life together. But with Gerald Hawkesworth
    still out there, doing the good Lord only knew what, and the
    solicitors having the power to prevent their marriage, Clifford was
    filled with a sudden sense of foreboding which all the kisses and
    caresses Vanessa gave him could do nothing to dispel.  
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    Gerald climaxed with a satisfied grunt, tightening his fingers
    around the hapless woman's throat so that at last she ceased her
    struggles. Ceased to be.  

     

    He rose from the ground and adjusted his clothing. He was so hot he
    removed his leather mask to mop his soaking brow. The cool night air
    upon his passion-flamed face was like a caress. He stuffed the mask
    in his pocket and went over to the young man they had tied to a tree
    and forced to watch.  Though they had already beaten him within
    an inch of his life, the edge on Gerald's towering fury still had
    not been taken off.  

     

    Just as well, since the man certainly could not be permitted to
      live. Dead men told no tales...  

     

    He kicked and pummeled the man again with his fists until at last he
    tired, then grasped the rope which had been used to tie his hapless
    victim around the tree. He threw one end over a high branch. 
    He pulled with all his might, lifting the tall dark man high above
    the ground, until he began to jig in the air in the manner which
    delighted so many witnesses to public executions.  

     

    Except that the only thing this man had been guilty of was being in
    the wrong place at the wrong time when Gerald had heard that Vanessa
    was still alive after his attempt to poison her and prevent her from
    getting help.  

     

    "Look at him dancing," one of his companions declared, running his
    fingers through his hair.  

     

    The third man joined in the merciless mockery. "One, two, three,
    one, two, three," he taunted, removing his own mask to take a swill
    of rum, and wondering if he should have another turn on the wench,
    even though Gerald had spoiled their fun a bit by throttling her.  

     

    Gerald manipulated the rope up and down, letting his victim's feet
    rest on the ground for a tantalizing second, so that he managed to
    catch a few desperate breaths before being hauled aloft once
    more.  But eventually Gerald grew tired of the sport, and tied
    the end to a small knot on the trunk of the tree.  

     

    "Interesting leaves on that tree, wouldn't you say, gentlemen?"
    Gerald sneered, still feeling a savage fury roiling inside of him.  

     

    "What shall we do now?" the third man asked, offering him the
    bottle.  

     

    "I think there's a small farm house over there. The Widow Marsters,
    and her three young daughters, if I'm not mistaken."  

     

    The two men grinned from ear to ear.  

     

    The second man's eyes lit up evilly. He growled, "What a good
    idea.  Lead the way, Gerald, lead the way."  

     

    Leaving the tall young man swinging and kicking, desperate for even
    the smallest puff of air, the trio gathered the reins of their
    horses, and vanished deep into the vastness of Millcote Forest.  
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    It was an idyllic summer's afternoon. The cerulean sky was
    cloudless, the birds twittered in the trees, and a cool breeze
    wafted though the ornate gardens behind the lovely red brick
    Elizabethan manor.  

     

    It was a perfect day for a visit to the elegant maze. There knights
    consorted with their ladies, reciting poetry, plucking flowers for
    their beloveds' nosegays, and strumming upon their lutes.  The
    sun beat down overhead, but that daunted not the many who had
    assembled for the tourneys that day. The most eagerly awaited event
    would be the jousting, but for the moment the archery butts had been
    put in place, and now the competing men assembled, while the ladies
    looked on in awe.  

     

    A few of the couples had strayed down the primrose path of
    dalliance, and were still playing hide and seek amid the lofty green
    walls of the box hedge. What could be more perfect than a maze for
    flirtation. Concealment.  Fairy tales come to life.  

     

    Or to death.  

     

    For as she sat on the ground weaving stems to make a daisy chain, a
    dark knight clad head to toe in ebony began to pursue a blue-gowned
    woman who had rejected his rose. She was determinedly making her way
    to where all the contestants had assembled.  As the knights
    pace quickened, so too did hers.  

     

    In her haste to get away, she did not see the danger.  She
    stepped right out in front of a straw filled target, just as the
    contest started. The shadowy man who had been about to take his turn
    was shoved aside, and the dark knight let fly with a goose fletched
    arrow which whistled through the air like a banshee's scream.  

     

    "No! No! Look out! Stop!"  

     

    But it was too late. She heard the sickening crunch of steel into
    bone, flesh. Her daisy chain tumbled from her numb fingers, and now
    she was running toward the fair damsel with red hair, who was now no
    more than a sad-looking wraith who gave her a tender smile and kiss
    on the forehead.  

     

    "Love never dies. Just like the fairy tales say. Find your brave
    golden knight and live happily ever after, my sweet."  

     

    For a moment she felt the light touch upon her brow. It was warm,
    radiant even, and filled her with courage and hope.  

     

    But bleak despair hovered on the fringes of her consciousness as the
    dark knight seemed to circle her like a wolf waiting to pounce.  

     

    "Help me! Help me!"  

     

    "I'm here!" came a voice from very far away.  

     

    She was sure it was Clifford's.  

     

    But before she could reach him, biting hands dragged her back toward
    the shadows.  

     

    "Good God, Vanessa! What have you done!" a male voice cried in
    horrified accusation.  

     

    Then all went black. The light of the sun was sucked from the sky as
    if into a void, and she was in an emptiness of nothingness in which
    all she could hear were her own protests. Her own screams.  

     

    "I didn't do it! I'm innocent. I never--"  

     

    Vanessa sat bolt up right, her hands blindly groping in front of her
    to search for anything to cling to. She clutched the bed covers so
    hard she yanked them right up off the foot and up to her neck.  

     

    Her cries and sudden start scared the wits out of the young maid who
    had been bringing in the coals.  

     

    The girl dropped the scuttle and leapt backwards with a small cry.
    With her back flat against the wall, she began to sidle out of the
    room.  

     

    "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to frighten you. It was just a bad dream,"
    Vanessa apologized quickly. "Please, please don't go."  

     

    "No, Miss," she said dutifully. "I hope I didn't wake you."  

     

    Vanessa let out a shaky laugh. "I'm glad you did."  

     

    "If you please, Miss, you've got some visitors downstairs," the
    timid maid said, never once taking her wary eyes off Vanessa.  

     

    "Visitors? At this hour?" she asked, squinting against the bright
    sunlight.  

     

    "Yes, Miss. Your aunt and her sons."  

     

    "I see. Can you not tell them I am indisposed?"  

     

    "Dr. Gold did try, but they refuse to leave until they have seen
    you. They've tried to force their way up the stairs a few times
    already. Fortunately Mr. Branson has told them that if they don't
    sit still in the dining room partaking of refreshment, he has a nice
    cell down in the jail for the two gentleman."  

     

    Vanessa felt a small smile tug at her lips. She pushed her heavy
    fall of auburn hair back from her face, and swung her legs over the
    edge of the bed.  "Can you let me have that black gown there,
    with the lace collar?"  

     

    "Yes, Miss. Take your time. You've been ill. Are you sure you want
    to dress? I could just send them up when you--"  

     

    "I dare not. They'll make too much of a fuss if I do that. Hot
    water?"  

     

    "In the kettle on the hob, Miss. I'll help you." She introduced
    herself shyly as Mary, and laid out her clothing according to
    Vanessa's instructions.  

     

    The two worked in tandem to get her decently clad and quite pretty,
    considering all she had been through in the past few days.  

     

    "Can you tell Mr. Stone that I should like him to attend upon me
    with the Stephens?  

     

    "Of course, Miss."  

     

    "Do you think Dr. Gold will mind if we use his drawing room?"  

     

    "Not at all. I'll shall show them in there and convey your message.
    And bring tea."  

     

    They shared a conspiratorial smile. "Ah, yes, such a great social
    asset, the tea tray. Able to smooth even the most ruffled feathers."
     

     

    "Forgive me for saying so, but you've been ruffled enough, Miss. If
    they upset you, just tell them to leave. The doctor won't mind."  

     

    "Indeed, they will be only too glad to leave. I just have to make
    sure that they don't take me with them." She gave a wan smile, and
    the maid actually dared to pat the fine young lady on the shoulder.
     

     

    "They won't. The doctor and Mr. Stone won't let them, I'm sure."  

     

    Vanessa smoothed her coiffure once more and took a last look in the
    mirror to reassure herself she looked as decent as she could given
    the circumstances.  

     

    Then, accepting Mary's offer to help her downstairs, she took her
    arm.  

     

    She should have known one of her companions would be hovering
    anxiously.  

     

    "Are you all right?" Clifford asked, hurriedly offering her his own
    arm.  

     

    "Yes, fine, just a but muzzy-headed from sleep." She gave him a
    small smile. "You look more ill than I feel. I take it you're
    becoming better acquainted with my cousins."  

     

    "Yes, more's the pity. You can't possibly be considering going there
    after--"  

     

    "Clifford, I do appreciate your concern, but they are my family
    after all. People might think it odd me preferring to stay with your
    friends to my own kin, now wouldn't they?"  

     

    He nodded reluctantly.  

     

    "So if you truly do want to keep this all completely above board in
    the eyes of the world, we need to put up a united front against
    them. Otherwise my aunt will have me over there in a trice and I
    shall never escape from the maze they've all constructed against
    me."  

     

    She shivered as she said the last words, and paled so suddenly that
    Clifford was about to swing her up in his arms and take her back to
    bed when Henry came bounding up to help her down.  

     

    "I say, are you all right? You look as though you've just seen a
    ghost. It's an old house, right enough. What if there were a spirit
    or two, eh? What larks."  

     

    "Henry!" Clifford said repressively.  

     

    "Oh, er, yes, sorry. Ladies, delicate constitutions, do you know. I
    do apologize."  

     

    He took her other hand and together the two handsome brothers led
    her to the drawing room.  

     

    Vanessa told herself to stop being so silly. She was perfectly safe.
    It was broad daylight, and there was no such thing as ghosts. Though
    her dreams were certainly being haunted by something, she had to
    admit.  Each time she had them, she was able to see a little
    bit more. That last time had certainly been most vivid.  

     

    "Are you sure you're all right?" Clifford asked quietly, his lips
    seductively close to her ear.  

     

    "Fine. They're my family, after all. What could possibly go wrong?"
     

     

    When she entered the drawing room she saw the three darkly clad
    figures arrayed around the teapot like the witches upon the heath in
    Macbeth. Only these figures looked even more terrifying.  

     

    Peter stepped forward and took her hand from Clifford's in a manner
    that was belligerent to say the least. Her aunt began to hover
    around her, offering Vanessa her vinaigrette and insisting she take
    the seat she had been in.  

     

    Had she done so, it would have effectively sandwiched her in between
    her two glowering cousins.  

     

    "I think I shall sit up close to the fire, if you don't mind. It's
    rather damp today, is it not? I wonder at you taking the trouble to
    come out in such weather, Aunt Helen.  Your rheumatism--"  

     

    "Nonsense, child," the silver-haired woman with eyes as black as
    sloes said, patting her hand. "What matter my health when you have
    been so sadly stricken. Now you are to come home with us at once
    and-"  

     

    "Thank you for the offer, Aunt, but I think I would be best off
    staying put here. Dr. Gold has been most kind and is monitoring my
    condition most carefully."  

     

    "But it is not his place to!" Peter interjected forcefully.  

     

    "Pardon me? He is a doctor, after all. Who would have more of a
    place than he to do so?" Vanessa inquired calmly.  

     

    "I'm astonished that you should not send for us at once, Cousin. Why
    did you not send a message around at once informing us of your
    condition?"  

     

    "Condition? You make it sound like something positively indecent,"
    she could not help observing. "It was merely a bad oyster, nothing
    more."  

     

    His thin, sharp features grew even more pointed. If he had sprouted
    pointed ears and a long bushy tail she would not have been
    surprised.  Even his waistcoat, a deep rust color, was
    reminiscent of a fox.  Well, it might steal hens away from
    their houses, but she was no chicken.  

     

    Peter looked around the room and then let his eyes rest on Clifford,
    who was attending upon her with tea and crumpets.  

     

    "Forgive Vanessa if she does not speak too much," he said smoothly.
    "Her throat is still sore from her own self-purging, and she needs
    to eat."  

     

    "Vanessa?" Peter said softly, oozing disapproval from every pore.  

     

    "Indeed. Soon to be my wife. I can't think why you would object to
    my using her Christian name if she doesn't."  

     

    Toby spoke up at last. "We object to everything about this
    situation! Our cousin staying at a bachelor's establishment. You
    laying claim to her hand after that disgraceful card game the other
    night."  

     

    "Which neither of you had any qualms about participating in."  

     

    "That was different! She is our cousin."  

     

    "Indeed. All the more reason why you should have protected her
    before, rather than after the fact."  

     

    Toby's eyes darkened, and Peter let out a low growl. "How dare
    you--"  

     

    He stood as straight and tall as an oak, refusing to be cowed. 
    "I dare because you did nothing to stop the game even though it was
    in your own house. The interests and safety of your cousin should
    have been paramount compared to the spurious excuse that you did not
    wish to, what, appear bad hosts to the guests attending you ball?"  

     

    Clifford could not quite keep the disapproval from his tone with his
    last nine words.  

     

    Peter visibly bristled. "I ought to call you out--"  

     

    "There is to be no duel!" Vanessa protested. "This is impossible--"
     

     

    "If Mr. Stone allows you to return with us we can consider the
    matter over and the debt of honor paid."  

     

    "But what of mine?" she asked.  

     

    "Yours?" Peter frowned, as if so far as he was concerned she had
    none.  

     

    "Yes, mine. I have given my word of honor that I shall marry him.
    And even beyond that, Gerald took the money which Clifford gave
    him--"  

     

    "We can, er, make restitution to him once you are in possession of
    your fortune.  I promise you, you shall recover your situation
    and--"  

     

    "Recover it?" Vanessa glared. "I am not the one who lost it. The
    three people I should have been able to trust most in the world did
    so." She gave him a meaning look.  "Clifford was merely helping
    a damsel in distress. Yet now he is being treated as though he did
    something wrong."  

     

    "Well he did, did he not?" her aunt said sharply. "Gambling for a
    wife. Disgraceful.  How can you possibly think to marry this
    young buck when your two cousins--"  

     

    "Lost at the card game, but yet are still so eager to get their
    hands on my money," Vanessa supplied in honeyed tones.  

     

    "And Clifford isn't?" Toby fired back.  

     

    She gazed over at him. "No, he isn't." She gave him a fond smile.  

     

    "Stuff and nonsense, girl," her aunt exclaimed impatiently. "You
    hardly know the man. You would rather trust your person and property
    to a stranger than come live within the bosom of your family?"  

     

    "The family that certainly didn't want me when my mother died. Or my
    father," Vanessa accused.  

     

    Her aunt faltered at little at that, while her two cousins looked
    decidedly uncomfortable. "You know my health has always been frail."
     

     

    "I know that my cousins tormented me, made a mockery of me, all
    except Paul. There has never been any love lost between us, now has
    there, Peter?"  

     

    "Now, Vanessa, there's no need to dredge up--"  

     

    She handed her plate of crumpets to Clifford, all pretence at trying
    to eat at an end. The very sight of her greedy cousins made her
    stomach churn.  "Oh, I think there is. If that is the sort of
    treatment I can except from family, I shall take strangers any day."
     

     

    Toby opened his mouth to protest, but she clinked down her cup and
    saucer and glared at him. "I have no intention of wasting my time
    recounting to your aunt all the times you mocked me, called me mad.
    Played tricks upon me to terrify me. I was young, innocent, and you
    both used your power to intimidate me. Well, you're not going to get
    the chance again, do you hear me?"  

     

    "But Vanessa, what will you do?" her aunt asked, her eyes both
    pleading and sly.  "You cannot possibly stay here after what
    Gerald has done. It would be so lovely to have a daughter at last--"
     

     

    "I had one very wonderful mother, and a marvelous aunt who took care
    of me better than I ever could have hoped for. I am of age now,
    Aunt. My solicitors Mason and Rogers will help me see to my
    affairs.  And continue to look after my interests once I am
    married."  

     

    "But Vanessa, think! Clifford Stone of all people," Peter declared
    with a look of disgust which she couldn't even begin to comprehend.
     

     

    Clifford bristled visibly at her side.  

     

    Vanessa cast her cousin a baleful glare. "He's still in the room.
    Manners, please. If you have anything of substance to say against
    him, I dare you to say it to his face. Accuse him directly if you
    dare."  

     

    Both her cousins clamped their lips shut.  

     

    "There, you've had your chance. If you are not prepared to say
    anything to his face, then please remain silent about him
    hereafter.  I shall judge Clifford's character for myself, not
    allow idle gossip to determine the whole course of my future."  

     

    Peter glared at her mulishly, livid at being bested by this chit of
    a girl. "But--"  

     

    Clifford took a step forward.  "Yes, Stephens, do tell? Just
    what is it you are accusing me of?"  

     

    "Cowardice for one. Shirking your responsibility in the war."  

     

    A vein began to throb in Clifford's temple. "You dare say that to
    me?"  

     

    "Ignore him, Clifford, please," she urged quickly, reaching up to
    take his hand in her own. "It's a parcel of nonsense. As if you went
    off yourself, Peter? Or Toby? What of your cowardice then?"  

     

    Her cousins both looked daggers at her.  

     

    "In any case, a man of Clifford's wealth and upbringing, and a first
    son, well, even serving one day was a huge undertaking that attests
    to his character."  

     

    "And the women--" Peter muttered under his breath.  

     

    She quirked one brow. "You and Toby are both virgins, are you?"  

     

    "Vanessa!" her aunt gasped, her hand coming up to her heaving bosom.
     

     

    Vanessa waved her free hand in front of her, and squeezed Clifford's
    fingers reassuringly.  "Bah, all of you fashionable young men
    about town goad each other to make so called conquests, as if it
    were on a par with hunting a fox.  I don't care what Clifford
    has done in his past.  None of us is lily-white.  Every
    one of us has things we would not like to have to own up to in
    public.  

     

    "Whatever he may or may not have done prior to being engaged to me
    is no one's business but his own. It's the future that counts. I
    can't imagine any of you giving up your pleasures once you secured
    my fortune for yourselves. In fact, quite the opposite. I think my
    fortune would pay for your ever increasing excesses."  

     

    "How can you accuse your own cousins of being so mercenary?"  

     

    "Very easily, Aunt," Vanessa said, shrugging. "They would no more
    ask me my opinion on the war or crops than they would your prize
    Berkshire boar. And that would be precisely what I would be treated
    like if I were to marry either one of you. I would be a piece of
    property. There would be no respect, no regard."  

     

    "And you're going to get all this respect you wish for from a man
    who gambled you like a cravat pin?"  

     

    "He didn't gamble me. Gerald did.  Clifford merely won me."  

     

    "Aye, and now that I have, I'm not letting her go," Clifford said
    firmly, taking her delicate hand in both her own now. "I hate to see
    ill feeling between family members, but you're all as transparent as
    glass. And you, Madame, should have offered to come her to chaperone
    her if you felt so concerned about her welfare, rather than insist
    upon dragging her back with you to live under the same roof with
    three unmarried young men. Even if she did succeed in holding out
    against you, her reputation would be in tatters in no time. Vanessa
    is a thinking feeling human being, not an African slave."  

     

    "How d-d-dare you--" Toby began to sputter.  

     

    "So if you've said all you've come to say, I think you'd better
    leave."  

     

    "We're not finished. Not at all," her aunt said in a tone so frosty
    it would have chilled the Devil himself.  

     

    "Oh?" Clifford said, sounding bored.  

     

    Her piggy little eyes positively gleamed with malice as she said
    coolly, "It only takes two signatures from a family member to commit
    someone to an asylum. Strictly for her own good, you understand."  
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    Vanessa blindly clung to Clifford's warm, strong hand, clinging to
    him in terror as her aunt's threat to have her committed to a mental
    asylum hung over the room like a funeral pall.  

     

    God, it was just like her nightmare... She thought she had awoken
    from it. Now she was sure it was just beginning.  

     

    "All right," Clifford said with a weary air of resignation.  

     

    "No, Clifford, no--" Vanessa gasped, sure he was going to turn her
    over for her own good rather than risk seeing her committed.  

     

    "How much? How much do you need to get yourselves out of the River
    Tick?" Clifford demanded, looking fron one to the other.  

     

    Peter and Toby peeped furtively at each other. Aunt Helen almost
    licked her lips.  

     

    Vanessa's eyes widened even further now, as she realised he had
    assessed the situation correctly. "Clifford, no, you can't. It's not
    fair--"  

     

    "I can. It will be far better than have them hounding you
    constantly. I'm sorry, pet, that you had to find out what they were
    really like in such an appalling manner, but--"  

     

    "Now wait a minute," Peter protested. "We only want what's best for
    her--"  

     

    "And Bedlam is it, is it?" Clifford sneered.  

     

    "Everyone knows she isn't well in the--"  

     

    Clifford dropped Vanessa's hand and stepped towards her eldest
    cousin.  "If you value your teeth, don't say it.  In fact,
    get the hell out, right now, the three of you. That's what's best
    for her. To stay as far away from you scheming and manipulation as
    possible."  

     

    Vanessa's eyes glistened with tears. All the fight had gone out of
    her like a sail suddenly emptied of wind.  

     

    Clifford turned to look at his bride to be. He had never seen anyone
    look so stunned and defeated. He held her close around the
    shoulders, earning himself scowls of outraged disapproval from their
    three guests.  

     

    "I ought to call you out, Peter.  I think at this moment in
    time I would take the greatest satisfaction in putting a bullet in
    you. Not to kill, mind, but just to maim you enough to make your
    life a miserable hell.  

     

    "Have you seen see any of the men coming back from the war with
    groin injuries? Not a pretty sight. Ah well, you would have no use
    for any woman you married anyway other than for her money, now would
    you, Peter?"  

     

    He leapt from his seat and moved forward menacingly. "Damn you,
    Stone, I'll--"  

     

    Aunt Helen began to flutter an ostentatiously large lace
    hankie.  "Heavens, I think I'm going to faint--"  

     

    "Then pray do it on the other side of the front door, Madame. 
    Vanessa and I bid you good day."  

     

    He swung on his heel and got her out of there as rapidly as
    possible.  

     

    "Damn it, Stone, we're not finished here!" Peter bellowed.  

     

    He paused at the doorway. "Collect up all the bills owing, and send
    them to me. If they are genuine, I will pay them.  But don't
    ever darken this door again, or that of any other roof Vanessa is
    under."  

     

    Toby's eager voice piped up behind him, "Do you give your word as a
    gentleman?"  

     

    "Yes," he called down the corridor, "So long as I find out that they
    are legitimate. I shall hand them over to my solicitor. If I find
    out you have played me false, it'll be Newgate for you, and
    transportation if you're lucky. Good day."  

     

    He led Vanessa into the doctor's study, startling the poor man at
    his books.  

     

    "Good God, what has happened?" he exclaimed, rushing for his medical
    bag when he saw Vanessa's paper white face.  

     

    "We can talk about it later," Clifford said curtly.  "I just
    thought the Stephenses wouldn't dare continue to badger her in
    here."  

     

    "Damn it, I knew I should never have allowed--"  

     

    "How could they?" she whispered.  

     

    Clifford hugged her close about the waist.  "Greed is a deadly
    sin."  

     

    "And they really would have--" She turned her stricken eyes up to
    him, unable to complete the sentence.  

     

    "They will never have a say in your life ever again," he promised.
    "Once we are married, we will be family, and Henry and I will never
    let you come to harm.  So come on, now, love, dry your eyes and
    drink your cordial, there's a good girl."  

     

    He pressed a small glass into her fingers, and began to dab at her
    cheeks gently with his own spotless pocket handkerchief.  

     

    He sat her down in the chair nearest the fire, and watched her
    carefully.  Her hand was shaking so badly that she spilled more
    than she sipped, but after a few moments her color returned.  

     

    While he waited for her to compose herself, Clifford told Dr. Gold
    in a few succinct phrases precisely what had just transpired.  

     

    The doctor was outraged. "It will never happen, I give you my word.
    You are as sane as anyone. Far more so than them, in fact, or so it
    would appear."  

     

    "But what am I to do? I can't let Clifford--"  

     

    "I will look into their affairs, see if the house is mortgaged. If
    it is, I will secure the deed and hold it over your cousins' heads.
    It will keep them guessing, and too worried to dare move against you
    again, or else be rendered homeless.  I'm just so sorry your
    aunt--"  

     

    "She spoiled them both unmercifully. They were her only two children
    for years."  

     

    "Don't make excuses. It's unconscionable. Even if any loved one of
    mine were mad, I would never put them in an asylum."  

     

    She stared at him, shocked to see how badly he was trembling.  

     

    "Good Lord, Clifford, what is it?"  

     

    "Let's just say a friend's sister recently met just such a fate,
    genuine madness, and leave it at that, shall we," he said through
    taut lips.  

     

    "Yes, indeed," she agreed readily enough.  

     

    Once again she stared at him, wondering at all the tide pools,
    currents and eddies below the surface of Clifford's urbane facade.
    He had always seemed so cool, in control, aloof. Now she could see
    all of his passion: it was pure rage against injustice.  

     

    He had come to her rescue like...  

     

    Like a golden knight, she thought, her stomach lurching into her
    mouth at the recollection of the dream that morning, the mysterious
    lady in blue.  

     

    "Thank you, Clifford. For being such a staunch friend. I don't know
    what I would do if--"  

     

    "So long as you know, my dear," he said, kissing her hand tenderly,
    "that I am always at your service. But that in no circumstances do I
    wish for mere gratitude from you. Do you understand? I will defend
    you for all harm, but I don't want you to marry me just because
    you're frightened or feel you have no other choice. Or that it's the
    least terrible choice from a whole host of awful options."  

     

    "No, never," she protested sincerely. She squeezed his hand hard to
    reinforce her words, and leaded forward in her chair until their
    knees touched. "I do want to marry you, I think. As a woman wants a
    man," she added shyly.  

     

    Her head tilted to one side to receive his kiss, but before their
    lips could meet, the doctor cleared his throat loudly.  

     

    "Er, steady on, you two," the doctor interrupted, blushing. 
    "Vanessa has had a great deal of upset. I think she needs to get
    back to bed. Alone."  

     

    They both cast shy glances at each other, and broke apart.  

     

    "He's right. Back to bed with you.  I promise you, you're
    perfectly safe."  

     

    "Yes, indeed. They won't be allowed in again, and they certainly
    won't be able to convince any doctor of their Banbury Tales once the
    whole story is known. Everyone in the district saw them gamble for
    you and lose. They could hardly be described as disinterested,
    therefore."  

     

    "But they can harm me through gossip, and if they go around telling
    everyon I am mad, it will reflect badly on Clifford."  

     

    Clifford took her hand and kissed it. "Then once you are well, we
    can take great pains to introduce you around the district. No one
    who meets you will fail to be impressed with your intelligence and
    commonsense, so anything they might hear from the Stephenses will be
    known to be sour grapes."  

     

    "So come on, Miss Hawkesworth, up you go, and try to rest."  

     

    He took her hand and began to lead her slowly from the room.  

     

    "Rest? I feel like I don't dare sleep at this point for fear of some
    other dark force coming to get me."  

     

    "Other?" Clifford asked softly, drawing parallel with her on her
    other side.  

     

    She shook her head. "Never mind. It's just me being fanciful.
    Henry's talk of ghosts must have made me more nervous than I
    thought."  

     

    "I understand." Clifford was still looking at her pointedly, but the
    stare was soon replaced by one of his more smoldering looks that she
    was coming to recognize. And even to look forward to.  

     

    Her tremulous smile became one of open invitation as she put her
    hand to his cheek. "Thank you. For supporting me today," she added,
    when a slight frown began to pucker his brow.  "I never knew
    how ugly people could be when it came to money."  

     

    The doctor cleared his throat, excused himself, and returned to his
    study with a promise to come up to see her shortly once she was
    settled again.  

     

    After he had gone, Clifford said, "I have to admit, I really had
    never encountered avarice until quite recently. Toward the end of my
    service in the war, and now.  It's one thing if a person is
    truly desperate. Like one of our Rakehell friends, Philip, whose
    family ended up in debtor's prison. He had younger sisters to look
    after as well, but he never stooped to what your cousins tried to do
    today. The only person he ever hurt was himself. He got transported
    because he did what he could to alleviate the debt, and some called
    it criminal.  But he certainly never tried to harm an innocent
    woman, or gamble. He worked hard at both his jobs and was as honest
    as the day is long."  

     

    "Then why was he transported?" she asked, as she mounted the stairs.
     

     

    "He was falsely accused of having harmed one of his clients."  

     

    "I see. But he never--"  

     

    Clifford shook his blond head.  "No. Thomas, the Duke of
    Ellesmere, testified for him, and saved him from being hung."  

     

    "Oh my. How dreadful." She sighed. "You certainly do know some
    unusual people, considering how wealthy you are."  

     

    "Which is all the more reason why I am so livid at the Stephenses.
    They have no excuse. They want for nothing, yet it's still never
    enough."  

     

    She had by now reached the top of the stairs, and entered her room.
    She sat on the bed and he stooped to remove her shoes. "True. All
    except Paul. I can't think he's changed so much."  

     

    "That may well be true, but I would like to advise you against
    having anything to do with him until you can be certain."  

     

    "All right, I promise."  

     

    "That's my girl." He pulled the covers up to her chin and smoothed
    away the tousled curls from her brow.  

     

    "Now, do you think you can sleep again, or would you like me and one
    of our companions to sit with you?"  

     

    "I'll try to sleep again if you don't mind. I had a bad night."  

     

    "More terrible dreams?"  

     

    She bit her lip and nodded.  

     

    "It will get better, I'm sure. I find that whenever I'm anxious
    about something, it comes to me in my dreams, and eventually
    resolves itself."  

     

    "I wish," she sighed. "But I don't think there's any resolution to
    this. I just feel so helpless."  

     

    "You've been very brave."  

     

    She shook her head. "Nonsense. I only wish I had been.  I was
    woefully inept today trying to deal with my own family. Goodness
    only knows what would have happened if you hadn't been there."  

     

    Clifford gave a tight smile. "Though some might accuse me of
    actually making the situation far worse. Or even having been the
    cause of the situation in the first place."  

     

    "Don't say that, Clifford," she insisted, taking his hand. "If
    anything you've helped a great deal. And after all, it was their
    choice to allow the card game. You merely did what you thought was
    best in the circumstances. Even I can see that, even if I'm rather
    stunned at the idea of marrying you."  

     

    "Not too stunned, I hope," he said with a light, teasing smile.  

     

    "No, indeed. In fact, I believe the prospect is becoming quite a
    delightful one when you look at me like that."  

     

    "Like what?" he asked softly, his blue eyes glowing.  

     

    She gave a little shrug. "As if you admire me."  

     

    "No if about it, my dear. You are lovely. But tired. So if you will
    permit me one more kiss with Dr. Gold safely outside the door, I
    shall leave you to your slumbers."  

     

    Vanessa didn't wait for their chaperon. She launched herself into
    his arms, kissing him ardently, her unbound breasts pressing against
    his chest through the thin fabric of her gown. She rubbed herself
    against him, and deepened the kiss until Clifford felt as though he
    was going to swoon. Vanessa was sure she had.  

     

    He dragged his mouth away with superhuman effort. "Thank you, my
    treasure.  That was truly remarkable. And hopefully a sign that
    we belong together.  That what we share is special, unique. A
    gift."  

     

    "Mmm, yes," she said, smiling up at him in stunned surprise. "That's
    exactly what it is, a gift."  

     

    "You can have as many little presents as you like once we're safely
    wed.  Go on, back under the covers. I shall see you later."  

     

    He tucked her in once more, kissed her on the cheek, and turned to
    leave.  

     

    "Clifford?"  

     

    "Yes, love?" he said, turning quickly.  

     

    "Thank you for making me forget all about my horrible aunt and
    cousins. One kiss from you and the whole cruel world falls away."  

     

    "And won't be coming back to disturb you ever again, I give you my
    word."  

     

    "And I believe it. I'll see you later."  

     

    "Sweet dreams, darling."  

     

    Vanessa snuggled under the covers, and summoned up a picture in her
    mind of a golden knight, his armor as bright as the sun. As she sank
    blissfully into somnolence, she couldn't help but notice that the
    glorious warrior bore Clifford's face.  

     

    He would slay all her dragons, she was sure. She just had to believe
    that he could dispel the shadows threatening her. That the fairy
    tale ending she longed for with all her heart truly could be hers.  
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    After three more days of convalescence at Dr. Gold's house, the
    Jerome sisters removed Vanessa to their home, Jerome Manor. The
    doctor's abode had been more than comfortable, but they could not
    prevail upon him indefinitely in his snug bachelor's establishment.
     

     

    By contrast with the doctor's solid eighteenth-century stone house,
    Jerome Manor was quite modern in the new Gothic style, with several
    small crenellated towers and high vaulted ceilings.  The ground
    floor was a veritable maze of public rooms, from the grand hall and
    drawing room, to the ballroom and chapel. Vanessa thought it was
    something straight out of Mr. Walpole's or Mrs. Radcliffe's novels,
    but the room furnishings were lighter brocades and muslins, so the
    feel was one of comfort and fashion rather than oppression.  

     

    Vanessa was given a sunny room with her own bath and dressing room,
    situated on the first floor and overlooking the topiary gardens. The
    décor was peacock blue and gold, and Vanessa considered it
    one of the most splendid rooms she had ever seen.  

     

    The Jeromes' elderly mama and papa were the souls of kindness,
    taking her in like a long-lost daughter, and never asking any
    awkward questions. Like the rest of the friends in Clifford's set,
    they minded their own business, nor did they gossip about anyone in
    the district.  

     

    There were three younger Jerome siblings, including the
    sixteen-year-old heir Alfred, and Ellen and Georgina Jerome,
    fourteen and thirteen respectively, high-spirited and showing every
    indication of being real beauties when they grew up. There was also
    a cousin visiting from Barton, a tall dashing army officer
    introduced to her as Samuel Jerome.  He had eyes only for
    Claire Branson, but she seemed completely oblivious to his interest.
     

     

    Vanessa chose to say nothing, since it was certainly not her right
    to play matchmaker. But she could find nothing objectionable about
    the man except that as he admitted himself, he was actually the
    youngest of seven sons, and thus not as good a catch for a woman as
    his elder siblings in terms of worldly considerations.  

     

    Vanessa knew that would make no difference to a woman who truly
    loved him. But Claire had told her that her heart belonged to Mr.
    Grayson the vicar, so the young Jerome cousin, worthy though he was,
    was bound to be disappointed.  

     

    Samuel's other brothers popped in and out every so often from their
    own home in Barton, and were all so similar in appearance Vanessa
    soon gave up trying to distinguish between them. They were all sober
    and respectable, and seemed particularly intent upon plans for a
    family ball at their home, to which Vanessa was invited. She was not
    sure of the occasion, but the Jeromes were always in such a constant
    state of frenetic activity that it was easy to see they loved to
    entertain.  

     

    It was a novelty for Vanessa to be in such a large happy family
    home, and she was a bit overwhelmed at first. She had enjoyed the
    peace and quiet and congenial company at the doctor's. She had loved
    the quiet time and relatively intimate setting, and felt she knew
    Clifford as well as anyone could know someone before they were
    married. Each day brought new discoveries which only added to her
    regard for him.  

     

    As she spent time with all of the cousins, she  could see why
    Clifford talked so fondly of having a large family. To watch the
    youngest Jeromes frolic like happy puppies was a delight.  

     

    But Vanessa had other things on her mind besides mingling with her
    host family, for her solicitors Mason and Rogers were due first
    thing Monday morning. She settled into her room well on Saturday,
    organizing the things Claire and Malcolm had brought for her from
    Hawkesworth House so that she would be appropriately attired for a
    social visit, and sending for a few more items now that she was in
    such elegant company.  

     

    She hung up her frocks with the help of a maid, and then looked over
    her linen to make sure it was immaculate.  She had a fine
    muslin in a dark block print of rich deep russet tones which made
    her hair shine like a crown. It was modestly cut as well, and she
    had a matching shawl to complete the ensemble. It would be
    appropriately business-like but still pretty, and well suited to the
    occasion. She would have dined with the family, but Clifford advised
    her not to overdo things, and so she ate separately with he and the
    Bransons on trays in one of the small parlors.  They tried to
    keep the conversation light, which frustrated Vanessa no end. She
    wanted to know everything about Clifford, but also did not want to
    share his most private self with anyone.  

     

    She had also hoped for some opportunity for further physical
    intimacies, but Clifford had done nothing more than kiss her on the
    hand or cheek since she had agreed to marry him.  

     

    She pouted that night as he escorted her up to her chamber, but he
    shook his head, and stepped away from her, though he retained her
    hand in his own.  

     

    "I know these feelings are all new and very powerful, but I would
    never wish you to think I had deliberately set out to take advantage
    in any way. I know what I said to Henry about abstinence. It has
    been easy enough for me up until now, but just one touch from you
    and I melt. All my good resolutions fly straight out the window."  

     

    "I understand," she said, blushing.  

     

    "I don't think you do, not fully. But you were raised on a farm. You
    know of the birds and the bees. Let's just say that the desire to
    procreate is the most powerful force of nature I can think of. And
    that desire is part of the mind as well as the body. The prospect of
    you becoming my wife is so, er, stimulating, that I can barely think
    about anything else."  

     

    "One more kiss, please?"  

     

    Clifford gave an almost pained assent. "But I shall put my hands in
    my pockets, and I would request that you loop yours behind your
    back. Touching me is a most risky activity."  

     

    Even without hands, the kiss was so compelling that Clifford jumped
    away from her like a scalded cat, shuddering from head to toe.  

     

    "I'm sorry. I simply cannot bear it. It's just too powerful between
    us. It is nothing you have done wrong. The failing is all mine. Good
    night, my dear. I shall seen you on the morrow," he said, backing
    away from her.  

     

    It was only with the greatest difficulty that he tore himself away,
    and he tried not to flee down the hall like a coward. Never had any
    woman affected him so deeply, as if he couldn't breathe without her
    in his arms.  

     

    She stared after him pensively, and thought over his words,
    searching for hidden meanings. His body had thrashed about so.  

     

    She blushed.  It was rather shocking, but also nice to know
    that she had the power to make him desire her so.  With that
    happy thought she donned a virginal white nightrail, brushed out her
    hair quickly, and got into her bed. Never had it seemed lonely,
    until now.  

     

    She hugged the pillow, wrapped her arm around it as if around his
    waist, and rubbed her breasts against it. She was so moist with
    desire below her waist she wondered if women melted in the same way
    as men.  

     

    A couple of tentative touches of her most intimate flesh convinced
    her she did, and she yanked her hands up away from her loins, and
    clasped them together to stop herself from yielding to such sinful
    temptation.  

     

    She ground her hips against the pillow in an effort to get
    comfortable, and felt herself quivering, awash with passion. She
    collapsed with a gasp, and fell into a sound, sated slumber.  
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    She awakened early on Sunday morning after a refreshing sleep
    relatively untroubled by nightmares, and got ready for church. She
    scrubbed herself with cold water from the basin, and put on one of
    her simple black gowns, adding a gossamer fichu to cover her neck.
    She dusted off her heavy cloak in preparedness for the walk to
    church and the time she would be sitting in the drafty pew.  

     

    She selected her best pair of sturdy boots, and put them on over her
    thick dark stockings.  She dressed her hair, curling the front
    of it with tongs before sweeping up the back into a simple bun, and
    selected a plain black bonnet with a tiny edge of lace.  

     

    She headed downstairs, where she pensively picked at some toast
    until Clifford arrived.  They exchanged long looks which spoke
    volumes.  Desire shimmered between them like the heat haze of a
    warm summer's day.  She noted how resplendent he looked in a
    chocolate brown coat, buff breeches and waistcoat, and well-polished
    brown boots, looking every inch the gentleman.  

     

    They exchange pleasantries, but Clifford could see that she was
    showing signs of strain. He asked her if she had passed a peaceful
    night. When she said she had, he began to probe further into her
    despondent mood.  

     

    "I'm just worried about Mason and Rogers coming tomorrow," she
    confided, not wishing him to think she was upset with him over what
    had happened in the hall between them last night.  

     

    He covered her hand with his own, and said, "It will be fine. We
    tell the truth, we state the terms we wish for our arrangements, as
    we have already discussed, and then we will marry. You have nothing
    to fear."  

     

    "Your man will be coming too, will he not?"  

     

    "Yes, of course. You have no need to fear him, however, as he will
    do as I have instructed.  Alistair Grant is an old friend, very
    well respected, and climbing to the top of his profession as a fine
    barrister. I trust him implicitly to do whatever is fair, not only
    for myself, but for you as my wife, and for our children thereafter.
    He would be the executor of my will, so I should very much like you
    to become good friends."  

     

    "I will be delighted to meet all of your, er, Rakehell friends when
    the time comes." She returned the pressure of his hand, and then
    sprang away shyly as more of the family entered the room.  

     

    "Oh, don't mind us," Emma said breezily.  "A little
    hand-holding is nothing to be ashamed of. Though speaking of hands,
    you'll need an engagement ring."  

     

    "Oh no, really."  

     

    "Yes, of course, how remiss of me," Clifford said, and hit himself
    on the forehead with the heel of his hand. "But then, Vanessa and I
    have already discussed the disposition of Mama's jewelry.  And
    since, Henry, you bought Josephine a ring of her own, may Vanessa
    have Mother's?"  

     

    "Yes of course, anything she likes. She gets first choice," Henry
    said without a trace of reluctance.  

     

    "Thank you, but Josephine has the prior claim," Vanessa said kindly.
     

     

    "Thank you, I am sure the two of you will be best of friends and
    able to work things out admirably between you. But in this case,
    yes, Josephine has the ring I gave her, so I should be delighted to
    see you wear Mother's."  

     

    Vanessa smiled. "To wear your mother's ring would be a great honor.
    Thank you both."  

     

    "I have asked the bankers to call later in the day tomorrow at Stone
    Court. Once we finish with the solicitors, I can show you our new
    home. If you and Josephine can accompany us there, Henry, we will
    all settle the matter of the jewels then."  

     

    "I shall ask Papa for the carriage," Josephine offered.  

     

    "No need to trouble him," Henry replied. "I shall walk back and send
    ours over. I need the exercise, and wish to look at one of the
    low-lying fields on the way back.  I've heard reports that that
    field adjoining the forest is flooding again."  

     

    Vanessa was pleased to hear of his arrangements with the
    bankers.   Clifford seemed confident that everything would
    be settled amicably by the end of the day.  

     

    The rest of the family came into the room in twos and threes to have
    a light repast before heading off to the local church, which the
    Jeromes and Stones had help found many years before.  After the
    meal, they all walked over together.  They sat in the top pews
    for over an hour listening to the long sermon with the rest of the
    gentry of the district. Then Clifford took Vanessa around and
    introduced her to the most important people he wished her to get to
    know.  

     

    All eyes were upon Vanessa, the woman with ten thousand a year who
    had been gambled away by her disreputable half-brother and was said
    to be mad herself.  Vanessa tried to smile graciously at the
    many impertinent questions she had to answer. If Clifford had not
    been at her side she did  not know how she would have
    managed.  He had an uncanny knack for not giving anything away,
    but not being rude to anyone either.  

     

    "And now, if you will excuse us, we are expected back for dinner,"
    Clifford said as he led her away from one vinegar-faced ferocious
    mama and her graceless daughter.  

     

    They turned away and ran straight into Peter and Toby Stephens. Both
    Clifford and Vanessa felt each other stiffen.  

     

    "Well, Vanessa, it's good to see you looking so well."  

     

    "Peter," she said in clipped tones.  

     

    "I had heard you were  not well."  

     

    "It is true. A bad oyster, I fear."  

     

    Toby fiddled with his neckcloth. "You are all right, aren't you?"  

     

    "Er, yes, fine now, thank you," she said, surprised by his concerned
    tone, his earnest expression.  

     

    "And are you comfortable at the Jeromes?"  

     

    "Yes, indeed, Peter. They have been most kind, and all extremely
    attentive."  

     

    "We did not call because we did not wish to intrude."  

     

    Clifford said calmly, "No intrusion, since you are family, but
    Vanessa is being watched most closely now, and must not be fatigued
    unduly. So if you would care to call, please send a note round
    arranging an appropriate time."  

     

    Peter gave Clifford a long, assessing look, then glanced at Toby.
    Toby gave a tentative smile. "Yes thank you, we will." He bowed to
    them both, and moved toward their carriage.  

     

    "So you are well, Cousin?" Peter asked once more.  

     

    "Yes, indeed, Peter. And content. Clifford is a good man, his
    brother and friends too. I know the card game took place at your
    ball, but you have no reason to reproach yourself now. I understand
    why you played. My fortune is certainly tempting enough."  

     

    "You are very intelligent, but most unworldly. You need someone to
    look after your interests," Peter rejoined, with a sharp stare at
    Clifford.  

     

    "Very gallant of you, I'm sure, but I am fine where I am. And will
    not be going back to Hawkesworth House, I assure you."  

     

    Peter relaxed at last. "The invitation is always open at our home.
    Aunt is not exactly well at the moment, megrims, but we will always
    be glad to open our doors to you." He bowed, turned on his heel, and
    left.  

     

    Vanessa and Clifford both heaved sighs of relief. The brothers had
    been acting oddly, but certainly not menacingly. They were
    ambitious, but did not stand to gain by harming her.  Not now
    that Clifford had offered to pay their debts if they would just
    leave her alone.  

     

    Clifford was sure something else was troubling them. Guilt? Over
    what?  

     

    Clifford wondered again about the recent depredations to his estate,
    and the highwaymen. It was unlikely, but it was  possible. The
    boys had all been raised together...  

     

    Vanessa stared pensively after Peter. "Well, that was kind of them.
    But I am more than content to be at the Jeromes."  

     

    "Even if it is as busy as a coaching inn at times?" Clifford asked
    with a smile.  

     

    She laughed lightly. "Yes. I do find the company there most
    stimulating."  

     

    Clifford resisted the urge to kiss her right in front of the whole
    parish, and contented himself with a squeeze of her hand.  

     

    "I say, you two, time to head back. I'm famished," Josephine said,
    waving to them from across the churchyard.  

     

    "Just coming," Clifford called.  

     

    The younger members of the party walked back through the winding
    lanes to work up an appetite for the fine dinner which the Jeromes
    were famous for hosting each week.  

     

    Clifford took things slowly, not wanting to tax her strength. Under
    the crisp golden and red trees of early autumn, Vanessa  could
    feel herself glowing under his warm regard.  With her hand in
    his, she felt she could take on the world, and win. They would be
    the perfect couple, she was sure of it. She just had to convince
    Mason and Rogers of the fact, and then all would be right with her
    world.  

     

    The vicar, Mr. Grayson, rode over to Jerome Manor on his horse. He
    was a quiet, unassuming, but fiercely intelligent young man whom
    Vanessa was pleased to know.  

     

    Clifford was relieved to see she had no false pride. Many women of
    her station would not have troubled themselves with a mere parson,
    but she took a lively interest in his schemes for the poor, and
    convicted felons.  

     

     

    "But some people are just born bad," Henry argued at the dinner
    table later that afternoon as he passed the sauceboat.  He had
    started the argument more for the sake of getting a rise out of the
    vicar, than because he genuinely believed it.  

     

    "I know you must have heard about the Widow Marsters and her
    daughters. Just because one depraved incident like that occurs once
    in a blue moon does not mean that all men are born bad," Mr. Grayson
    said a trifle too loudly, causing all the women's eyes in the room
    to turn to him.  

     

    "What on earth happened to them?" Emma demanded. "We have heard
    nothing."  

     

    "I, er, that is to say..." The discomfited young man tugged at his
    clerical collar, turning more and more crimson.  

     

    Clifford cleared his throat. "I'm afraid it's not a fit subject of
    discussion for this pleasant dinner table."  

     

    "Please, Clifford, I know you believe in protecting women from
    certain unpleasant truths. But the Widow Marsters and her three
    daughters are friends of ours, and make the most wonderful dresses
    and cakes and pies," Josephine said.  

     

    Clifford looked to the head of the table, allowing Mr. Jerome to
    impart to them the sad news in whatever way he saw fit.  

     

    "Their cottage was attacked, and they perished in the blaze."  

     

    "Attacked?" Josephine echoed. "I don't understand, Father. Who would
    want to attack a harmless group of women?"  

     

    The men looked from one to the other.  

     

    Finally Clifford cleared his throat and ventured to say, "Very bad
    men. They were robbed and left to die."  

     

    The unspoken question hung heavy in the air. They all knew the
    answer.  

     

    "Those poor women. How horrible!" Emma cried, and shuddered from
    head to toe.  

     

    "I'm sorry to have spoken so unguardedly," the hapless Mr. Grayson
    said to his host.  

     

    Young Samuel Jerome, resplendent in his gold-braided uniform, spoke
    up at last.  "It's not your fault.  In any case, it is
    just as well this matter is out in the open. I would advise every
    young woman in the district, indeed, into the next county, to be
    extra vigilant of her safety. We believe that the group of
    highwaymen who have been causing so much havoc on the London road
    were responsible. That this was their evil work."  

     

    Vanessa looked from one grim face to another. "Correct me if I'm
    wrong, but the Marsters holding is quite far from the London road.
    Or the Oxford one. Why on earth would anyone pick on such a quiet
    farm?  There must be very little traffic along those lanes
    apart from the local residents."  

     

    "We in the Army have been charged with patrolling, trying to bring
    these fiends to justice.  We all know that a horse can only
    travel so far, and must be fed and groomed.  That the men have
    to be housed and fed as well.  These men have to be in the
    area, and all the investigations at the local inns have yielded
    nothing of any note."  

     

    Clifford tried to keep his face neutral, but he peered at Vanessa
    out of the corner of his eye.  

     

    "So they are just wandering up and down the roads seeing who they
    can victimize?" Emma asked in horror.  

     

    Samuel shrugged. "They do not seem to need a motivation for what
    they do. They have been termed highwaymen, but they have not robbed
    every one of their victims. Some have just been attacked, and er,
    well, molested." He blushed hotly. "They are in dark clothing, and
    masked. Carrying drink with them.  I have been asked to assist
    the Bransons in the investigation, along with some of my men who are
    also from around Millcote."  

     

    "And have you or the Bransons discovered anything of import?" Mr.
    Jerome asked.  

     

    Samuel shook his head. "While we have been making discreet
    inquiries, we have not as of yet found anyone who has been
    unaccounted for during the approximate times of the attacks. Of
    course, these men are operating as a group, so it would be easy
    enough for them to vouch for each other without us being any the
    wiser."  

     

    Vanessa shuddered at the thought of the fate of the poor women.  

     

    Clifford tried to smile at her reassuringly. As he looked at her, so
    pale and wan, something caught at the edge of his memory and
    tugged...  

     

    As he remembered, his eyes bulged and he began to choke on the
    morsel of roast beef he had just place in his mouth. Henry had to
    come around the back of his chair to thump him soundly on the back.
     

     

    "Thank you, thank you," he wheezed, and took a sip of water.  

     

    Vanessa noticed his hand trembling as he brought the glass up to his
    lips.  

     

    "Really, all of this unpleasant talk is enough to put anyone off his
    dinner," Henry observed, looking at Emma's wan features, and the
    fact that she had stopped eating.  

     

    "Once again, I apologize for ruining this lovely family meal. I
    should go now." Mr. Grayson rose. Despite all the protests to the
    contrary, he took his leave post-haste.  

     

    "Well, not one of our more successful dinners," Mr. Jerome sighed.
    Wiping his mouth with his napkin, he stood and invited the men to
    join him in his private parlor for cigars.  

     

    The ladies trailed out to the small sitting room designated for
    serving after-dinner coffee. The usually light-hearted atmosphere of
    the family gathering had turned grim. As soon as was decent, they
    all asked to be excused to go to their rooms. Vanessa was glad to be
    alone with her own company.  

     

    But once up in her room, she felt at a loose end.  She could
    not settle to read or sew. More than anything, she wanted to be with
    the man who was always present in her thoughts.  The hours
    seemed interminable until she could see him again.  Supper
    would not be served until eight, a cold collation on Sundays so that
    the servants could take one of their two half-days off.  

     

    She stood up and restlessly wandered about the room.  She gazed
    out the window, and saw Clifford below.  

     

    She ran over, opened the casement and poked her head out to call to
    him.  
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    Clifford heard the disturbance above and turned. Though he still
    looked sad and pensive, he mustered a smile at his delight in seeing
    her calling to him from out of her window.  

     

    "I feel like Romeo in the balcony scene," he teased. He put his hand
    over his heart in a comically melodramatic manner. "Will you be my
    Juliet?"  

     

    "I've already said yes."  

     

    "But I would never want you to regret your choice."  

     

    "If you have been honest and forthright with me, then I never
    shall."  

     

    Clifford sighed. "The truth can sometimes be an overrated thing."  

     

    "How so?" she asked with a frown.  

     

    "Where it causes pain to the people we love."  

     

    She blinked, and sat on the ledge. "Is there something you wish to
    tell me?"  

     

    "No, nothing. And please, do be careful up there."  

     

    "I'm fine. You must remember me climbing everything in sight when I
    was a little girl. My father used to call me his little monkey."  

     

    "Not a very flattering description, even if apt."  

     

    "I don't mind. It was rather adorable."  

     

    He grinned slightly. "Well, I'm sure you haven't climbed any trees
    since you gave up short skirts, so please, do be careful."  

     

    "Pray do not change the subject.  I want to know what has you
    worried."  

     

    Clifford shrugged. "All this talk of violence is most unsettling. I
    would have you and our children safe."  

     

    She stared. "We shall be. They will catch the highwaymen, and there
    will be an end to it."  

     

    He shook his head. "There will never be an end to it. If those men
    remain uncaught, more innocent people will suffer. If they are found
    out, their innocent families will suffer."  

     

    "Better the guilty should suffer, than the innocent be preyed upon,
    Clifford."  

     

    He sighed. "But their families are both innocent and ignorant of
    what their men have done. They will not be able to hold their heads
    up in the district again, even though they are blameless."  

     

    Vanessa shook her head. "Surely people would not be so uncharitable
    as to censure them for the actions of their sons or brothers or
    husbands or fathers?"  

     

    "I imagine it depends upon the extent of the crimes."  

     

    "And it will depend upon the individual people as well, how harshly
    they choose to judge. But as the Bible says, 'let he who is without
    sin cast the first stone.'"  

     

    Clifford nodded. "That's true. But some people are without sin. You,
    for example."  

     

    She laughed. "Oh, Clifford, I'm nothing of the sort.  I would
    not have you think you are getting a perfect wife, and then be
    disappointed. I have my own little vanities and pride like everyone
    else."  

     

    "They cannot be compared to the actions of those vicious criminals."
     

     

    She looked down at him levelly.  "And you? What sins would you
    like to confess?"  

     

    Clifford was silent for several moments, so that she began to grow
    fearful of the magnitude of his revelation. But when it finally
    came, he simply said, "I have done many things I regret. I can
    provide you with a long catalog, if you like. But perhaps my
    greatest sin is lacking the courage to be totally honest at times.
    But I do it to protect the people I love. Perhaps it's also because
    I fear losing what I care about most."  

     

    She considered his words for a moment. "That doesn't sound like such
    a bad sin, provided that withholding the truth does not harm the
    person in question."  

     

    "I cannot be sure. That's the trouble. I'm damned if I do, and
    damned if I don't."  

     

    She frowned at him, puzzled. "Then perhaps you should just tell the
    truth and hang the consequences."  

     

    "If I air my suspicious aloud, perhaps more than the consequences
    might hang, Vanessa. Either way it lies heavily on my conscience."  

     

    Her mouth fell open and her eyes widened. "You think you might know
    something about the highwaymen, don't you!"  

     

    "Sush! Not so loud! These are desperate men, and they could be
    anywhere."  

     

    "Here at the Jeromes? I hardly think so," she said with a bemused
    shake of her head.  

     

    "You know the fable of the wolf in sheep's clothing. It could be any
    one of a dozen people in the district, men who might even come to
    dine at this house.  

     

    "Vanessa, for your own safety, I must urge you most strongly to keep
    silent about this matter. Let the Army and the local magistrates see
    what they can do.  I have mere suspicions only. To speak of
    them openly now would cause more harm than good."  

     

    "Very well, I shall say nothing of the matter. But promise me you
    will be careful."  

     

    "And you."  

     

    "I promise."  She let out her breath in a shaky sigh. 
    "Not a very lover-like conversation, Romeo."  

     

    Clifford laughed tremulously, and ran his fingers through his thick
    blond hair. "No, I don't suppose so. But then, I might be more
    inspired romantically were you right here by my side."  

     

    "I shall come down, then."  

     

    "No. I would love to spend more time with you, but I want our
    conduct to remain above reproach, at least until we are married.
    After that I promise to kiss you senseless every time I lay eyes on
    you."  

     

    "Clifford, really! Someone might hear."  

     

    "I had my other sin to confess. To speak true, my flesh is weak
    whenever you're near."  

     

    She smiled and blushed.  "Well, once we are wed, that will no
    longer be a sin."  

     

    "How relieved I am to hear that," he drawled. "I don't fancy the
    fires of Hell for all eternity. I'm already in them for not
    possessing you as I long to."  

     

    She giggled, but the word 'possess' had some vaguely disquieting
    connotations in view of what they had just been discussing regarding
    the spate of crimes in the area.  

     

    A shudder of unease ran through her.  She quashed her doubts,
    however. Clifford has said he was in love with her.  Surely he
    could not be playing a role to get her to marry him just so he could
    get his hands on her fortune? Not when they had agreed to all the
    terms of the settlement so amicably.  

     

    "What, what is it?" he asked, when he saw her crestfallen
    expression.  

     

    She shrugged. "It's nothing."  

     

    "I can see it is something. I'm sorry if I offended you with my
    blunt assertions.  You did ask me to be honest. As I said,
    there can be such a thing as being too forthright."  

     

    She shook her head. "No, no such thing. I want you to tell me the
    truth, as I will you."  

     

    "Then tell me your truth,  Vanessa."  

     

    She took a deep breath and confessed, "I still have some concerns
    over your motivation in marrying me, your desire to help me, when we
    have not seen each other in years. And I admit, the thought of the
    physical side of marriage fills me with both desire and fear."  

     

    He nodded. "Thank you for your candor.  I'm not sure this is
    the time and place to have this conversation, through an open window
    at the back of the house, where anyone can overhear. If you'll allow
    me to fetch either Malcolm or Henry and one of the girls, and you
    bring your cloak, we can walk and talk about this."  

     

    She looked down at his earnest expression, and assented.  "Very
    well. I shall be down in a moment."  

     

    She took her cloak out of the wardrobe and descended the ornate
    sweeping staircase which graced the Jeromes' manor house.  

     

    Turning to the back of the mansion, she headed for the garden room,
    lush with ferns and potted palms, and exited through the white
    wrought iron doors. She stepped out onto the back lawn and waited.
    Soon Henry and Josephine arrived, and Clifford took Vanessa's hand
    firmly in his own.  

     

    After exchanging pleasantries with the couple, they began to walk
    down the lane, Henry and Josephine in the lead. Once the other
    couple were no longer within earshot, Clifford said, "We shall take
    you fears one at a time.  As I have told you, and Malcolm will
    confirm, we had no idea your brother Gerald would act in so
    impetuous a manner as to gamble you.  I could not allow you to
    be given away to a man who could not love, respect and appreciate
    you for your truth worth. Your mind and spirit, and your
    intelligence and kind heart."  

     

    She hugged her arms to herself, elated by the words of praise. But
    she warned herself that men were certainly glib enough with their
    tongues when they intended to seduce.  

     

    "I fear you are too kind for your own good, my dear.  I will
    confess I do not like Gerald, nor any of his associates. I admit to
    being appalled that Emma does not seem to find any fault in the
    Cavendish lad she has become engaged to. Her parents are the best of
    people, but they are a bit unworldly. I fear that they will be
    dragged down by any scandal which attaches itself to the family. I
    am also sorry to say that your two eldest cousins have been less
    than circumspect, especially Toby."  

     

    She nodded miserably, wishing she could defend them. For the first
    time ever she could see things from Clifford's point of view, and it
    was not a pretty sight. He would be risking much to ally himself
    with such a family. Heiress she might be, but what shocking
    reputations they all had, including herself.  

     

    Clifford could see her chagrined expression, and hugged her arm
    closer to him, allowing himself to enjoy the more intimate
    contact.  "I'm sorry to say that our society does blame others
    for the faults of their relatives, and you will be judged in this
    County by the manner in which your menfolk behave, just as the
    Jeromes will be judged by anything discovered against their future
    son-in-law, unless Emma comes to her senses and breaks off the
    engagement.  

     

    "But let us turn back to your own situation.  Gambling one's
    sister is not seen every day. It will be the talk of the district
    for many months. Add to that the fact that people don't know you
    very well, and there has been gossip about you being too
    intelligent, or even mad, as they say Gerald can be, and you must
    see why you need to be protected.  We live in a society with
    narrow views and mores. While I cannot entirely agree with its
    dictates, I am forced to adhere to what our class finds acceptable."
     

     

    She grew more miserable with his every word. It seemed more and more
    like he was trying to come up with an excuse for letting her down
    gently, telling her the match was off.  She had never imagined
    that prospect would fill her with such alarm.  

     

    "But why can't I just be allowed to live as I choose? In an estate
    of my own until--"  

     

    Clifford shook his head, looking genuinely regretful.  "People
    flout authority and convention at their own peril. Especially women.
    Here in England we expect the women deemed gentry to be meek,
    subservient, breeders of children, but without a thought in their
    head or any education to speak of. We expect them to be ornaments,
    to sing and play, and make endless yards of tatting.  You and I
    both know there's more to life for women than simply doing fancy
    work with their needles and dropping babies as mares do their
    foals."  

     

    She blushed and tried to withdraw her hand and step away from him,
    but he declared, "You insisted upon honesty, so honesty you shall
    have."  

     

    "Very well.  But I do have the right to disagree," she said
    with some spirit. "Not all men in society view women in that way.
    You do not, nor does Henry. Nor Malcolm and Samuel, so far as I can
    tell from my limited acquaintance."  

     

    He was pleased with her defence of he and his friends. He also noted
    she did not include her brother or cousins in her list, but did not
    comment upon the omissions.  

     

    "The Rakehell circle are the exception, not the rule, Vanessa. And
    not every Radical would agree with us.  Yes, I want to marry
    you to protect you from the vicious gossiping which would make your
    life a misery in our society. Force you to be either an outcast or
    conform to their expectations of how a so-called 'real' woman should
    behave.  I am old-fashioned enough to believe that women do
    need to be protected simply because they are weaker in terms of
    physical strength. The world, especially men, can be very cruel, as
    you have said. Cruel politically too, denying women rights and
    equality.  

     

    "I will confide in you now, and say that I have learned about how
    cruel life can be for women first-hand from the example of some of
    my friends. Please take my word for it without pressing me for more
    information. My best friend Thomas Eltham's sister Jane, for
    example, has gone through more than any woman should have to bear.
    I'm not at liberty to discuss the particulars. Suffice it to say
    that she fell into the hands of an unscrupulous fortune hunter, who
    has made her life a living hell."  

     

    He looked more grim than she had ever seen him as he imparted this
    news.  Her head was full of questions, but all she could say
    was, "Oh, my."  

     

    "I give you my word, and you may put it in your marriage settlement,
    that if I ever lift my hand to you, or force you to do anything
    against your will, the marriage is instantly over."  

     

    She hastened to reassure him, placing her arm around his waist to
    emphasize her earnestness.  "I am not that fearful of
    marriage."  

     

    He took her other hand and kissed it.  "But men think that they
    can exercise their conjugal rights no matter what. That once the
    woman is wed to them, they can do as they please. Similarly, if a
    woman has said yes once, that it will always be yes. I have heard
    talk in the men's clubs which make me ashamed to be a man."  

     

    She returned the warm pressure of his hand. "Yet at the same time,
    it is said that the conjugal act is for the comfort and ease of both
    partners in marriage, is it not?"  

     

    "It should be. I haven't been in love before, so I cannot say for
    certain."  

     

    "But you have--" She blushed.  

     

    "Er, yes. I am sorry not to be perfect for you. I lapsed some time
    ago, I'm afraid.  I am no virgin, but my father taught me to
    respect women, and understand the consequences of amorous
    liaisons.  It has always seemed unfair to me that the women
    seem to bear the brunt of licentious behavior far more than men. A
    child out of wedlock is an outward sign of sin, whereas the man can
    usually get off scot-free if he chooses to deny his involvement with
    the lady. Goodness only knows what happens to the women and children
    when that occurs."  

     

    She stared at him for an instant.  

     

    "Ah, I can see what you're thinking," he said, his eyes picking up
    every nuance of her altering expression. "You are thinking that I
    could easily engage in adulterous relations with married women, the
    better to hide my inclinations. But adultery too is a sin. I may not
    be the most devout Christian in the world, but I go to church every
    Sunday, and I do take the Ten Commandments seriously. A wealthy and
    mature widow with a desire for company is all I have ever been
    guilty of, on very rare occasions. And it was always mutual, and
    only if I respected and admired the widow as a person."  

     

    She stared at him in astonishment for several moments, until at last
    she found her voice.  "My, but you certainly believe in being
    candid, Mr. Stone."  

     

    He relaxed his grip on her hand, but she did not yank it from his
    grasp, for which he was profoundlty grateful. "I'm sorry if you're
    shocked by my forthrightness, Vanessa.  But I insist upon being
    truthful with the woman who is about to become my wife.  To do
    any less is to set us both up for misery and bitter recriminations
    later."  

     

    She nodded.  "Thank you. I will admit to being slightly shocked
    at us having such a candid conversation, but glad you told me."  

     

    "It doesn't repel you?" he asked gently.  

     

    "No," she replied after a time.  "I understand that that type
    of desire can be a very powerful thing."  

     

    "Have you, er, felt such strong desires yourself?"  

     

    She blushed. "I am chaste, sir."  

     

    "I know that. But that does not mean you have no desires." He
    caressed her arm now, and she could see exactly what he meant. The
    flutterings of longing she had begun to experience in his company
    were getting stronger with every passing minute.  But there was
    so much to be frightened of in her present situation...  
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    Despite the ache of longing she felt at being so near Clifford,
    talking of such intimate things, she forced herself to step away
    from him. The instant their contact was broken she felt bereft.  

     

    "I'm sorry. I'm not disgusted, truly. It's just, well, so powerful
    isn't it?  I believe it's been compared to, um, sap rising?"
    she said timidly.  

     

    He nodded.  "Yes, it was like that when I was younger. 
    I'm more in control now.  I can thnk with my brains, if that's
    what you're worried about."  

     

    She blushed and giggled.  "You were about my age when--"  

     

    He nodded. "A bit older.  But I can recall my teen years as
    agony.  It was like my blood boiling."  

     

    "And now?"  

     

    He laughed shortly, his eyes glowing. "It still is, but I'm much
    more particular.  And desire is as much of the mind as the
    flesh now.  The intimate connection of genuine regard, as
    opposed to, um, interlocking body parts."  

     

    She clapped her hand over her mouth and giggled with shock and
    curiosity.  

     

    "And is it, well, so very wonderful?" she asked in a whisper.  

     

    "It can certainly be very joyous," he said, taking her hand to kiss
    it. He began to fondle it then, gently, stroking the back and
    between her fingers intimately.  "I imagine that with a woman I
    loved, it would be incredible."  

     

    "And is it, well, scary?"  

     

    "Doing something new for the first time always is, my dear. 
    And in this instance a woman has every reason to feel
    trepidation.  It is a most intimate act, and she is trusting
    everything, including her safety to her beloved.  A good man
    will understand and respect that, and never, ever take advantage.
    Will do everything needful to transform the pain into pleasure."  

     

    She felt her breath snag in her throat. Oh, it sounded just too
    wonderful for words.  

     

    They walked on for a time in silence, his caressing her hand as if
    trying to memorize every inch of it.  "Would you like to sit?"
    he asked softly, his breath warm on her cheek.  

     

    She nodded, not able to trust her voice.  

     

    "May I?" he asked, bowing over her hand once more.  

     

    "Yes."  

     

    He began to kiss the back of her hand, then turned it over to press
    his lips to her palm. She let out a squeak as he licked it, and
    jolted upright and pulled back automatically when he ran it between
    her small and ring fingers.  

     

    He dropped it at once. "I'm sorry. It was too much--"  

     

    "No, no, don't be sorry. I was just being sillly--"  

     

    "Not at all. If you're not comfortable with it--"  

     

    She sighed. "I liked it, but it was just so, well, startling."  

     

    "A rush of sap, was it?" he asked with a straight face.  

     

    When she laughed, he allowed himself a chuckle.  

     

    "Yes, something like that.  But I wouldn't mind if you tried
    again."  

     

    "Truly?"  

     

    She wiped her hand self-consciously on the lap of her black gown and
    presented it to him once more.  

     

    He repeated his actions, and this time she leaned back on the bench
    and allowed him to lick and even nibble her palm and fingers. Her
    respiration grew ragged, heat pooled in her belly like molten lava,
    and her breasts thrust almost demandingly against the silk of her
    gown.  She only pulled away when he slid the silk and lace up
    her wrist and began to sensually caress her forearm with both hands
    and his tongue.  

     

    "Oh, Lord, sap indeed," she said, rising to her feet abruptly and
    putting the bench between them.  

     

    "I'm sorry."  

     

    "No, really, it's me."  

     

    "If I disgust you, you'd better say so now before--"  

     

    "No, not disgust. Never!" she returned, near tears.  

     

    "It's all right, really, Vanessa. There's no hurry, I promise. We
    can just go back to regular hand holding, until you're ready," he
    offered.  

     

    "It's not that. It's just--" She snagged her lower lip between her
    teeth.  

     

    "Go on, dear. You can tell me."  

     

    She glanced right and left, saw their companions in the distance,
    but not close enough to hear.  She took his hand then and
    walked on.  

     

    "I don't feel disgust when I'm with you, but I'm sure it's only
    natural to be fearful."  

     

    "Yes, I just said so."  

     

    "But there is more to it than simple virginal insecurity."  

     

    "It's not simple at all, my dear," he said firmly, with a
    sympathetic look that made her want to hug him for being so
    understanding.  "But go on."  

     

    "The truth is I like and admire you, but to, well, er, engage in
    conjugal relations is a most intimate act. A giving of oneself that
    I have never experienced. I fear my own nature, and I fear we might
    not be compatible in that way. I'm concerned about trusting someone
    so completely with my fate as I must, of necessity, trust you as my
    husband. Must trust a man with my whole fate, a being more powerful
    than me both physically, and politically. I have seen too many
    unequal, and unhappy marriages, to not have qualms."  

     

    She paused before confiding in a low tone, "I know my parents did
    not have a happy marriage.  It may not have been for that
    reason, though. I cannot tell. I know she had miscarriages and some
    babes born who died shortly thereafter.  I know that is the
    nature of things, but it left them very sad. I'm sure she was
    terrified of pregnancy and childbirth. They argued at times, though
    I could not hear about what. Then Mother died, and I went to live
    with Aunt Agatha, who was never married, and was not exactly a warm
    and doting parental figure.  

     

    "So what I am saying is, I'm afraid I don't know how to love. I've
    never had to please anyone but myself. You're trusting your
    happiness to an eighteen-year-old girl who has been foisted upon you
    by circumstances and your own desire to rescue her. But I would not
    have you be my white knight upon a charger if you're going to be
    miserable for the rest of your life with a woman who cannot give you
    all you need."  

     

    He took her hand and kissed it. "I admit our relationship has begun
    unconventionally, but you are what I want, now and for always."  

     

    She gazed up at him.  "How can you be so sure?"  

     

    "Because I've never felt anything like this for any woman before,"
    he said truthfully. He stroked her hand in both his own.  "My
    regard for you grows every day. I won't rush you, but--"  

     

    "Then why must we marry so quickly? Can we not have time to get to
    know each other, to make certain we are doing the right thing?"  

     

    He sighed. "No. I'm afraid not."  

     

    "Why not?"  

     

    He did not reply, but turned away to look around him for a time, and
    then nodded at the fox Henry pointed out, which was peering at them
    through the hedge which separated the garden from the open fields.  

     

    "Why not?" she demanded.  

     

    He turned to face her head on.  There was no beating about the
    bush any longer.  "The truth is, I do not trust your
    half-brother Gerald with your welfare. He is selfish and immoderate,
    and has been going from bad to worse. I know he has told you all
    sorts of dreadful things about me. Or at least he did before he
    suddenly lost you at cards.  I suspected all those years ago
    that he was unkind to you, made your life a misery. I cannot think
    that the nightmares you had at Dr. Gold's were unrelated to us
    discussing childhood matters and you having returned to the
    district."  

     

    "But nightmares are just figments of--"  

     

    He shook his head.  "I am not accusing you of anything. And
    there is no need to be embarrassed. But you might as well admit the
    truth to me.  Your own home fills you with misgivings, doesn't
    it? I will not have you going back to Hawkesworth House after you
    nearly died there."  

     

    "But--"  

     

    "You can't go back to your Aunt Agatha's.  Nor do I trust your
    ambitious cousins. You can't stay here indefinitely. You can visit
    with the Bransons for a time, but I would prefer to have you
    properly settled in your future home.  That leaves marriage to
    me as quickly as possible so that I can protect you. Then all of
    this uncertainty and most of my fears for your safety will be put to
    rest."  

     

    Vanessa stared at him in horror. "You are blaming Gerald for my
    illness, aren't you!" she gasped.  "Aren't you!"  

     

    "All right, yes, I am.  No, don't turn away! Listen to me!" He
    took her by the shoulders firmly. "I know I have no real proof, but
    just think for a moment.  He fed you dinner, poured you coffee,
    gave instructions for the whole house to be shut up as tightly as a
    drum, so no one could get in, or out. The servants said he had never
    given orders like that before, not even with the band of highwaymen
    on the loose for the past few months.  What other conclusions
    can I draw?"  

     

    Vanessa shook herself free, turned on her heel, and began to head
    back to the house.  Clifford wanted to go after her, but he
    knew it would be useless, if not outright counterproductive, to
    press his case further.  

     

    Henry shot his brother a confused look, and went running after
    Vanessa to escort her back to the house, leaving Clifford to bring
    up the rear with Josephine.  

     

    "Oh no, not your first lover's quarrel."  

     

    Clifford shrugged. "She is shocked, of course, and naturally loyal
    to her brother. I could perhaps have discussed my suspicions with
    her a little bit better. I just pray she'll find out what Gerald is
    before it is too late."  

     

    Josephine cautioned, "It may well drag her down, you know. And your
    children in the future."  

     

    "It is not her fault. She has not even seen him in years."  

     

    "I know you have no proof, but even if it isn't Gerald, I don't
    trust their cousins one jot. And her aunt is off in another world
    half the time. With such an unhappy family history, it's no wonder
    that they are said to be mad."  

     

    Clifford stared at Josephine. "Do you think she's mad? Give me your
    honest opinion."  

     

    "Very sad, and frighteningly intelligent for many men and women, but
    mad?" She shook her head. "No, not at all."  

     

    "Thank you."  

     

    Josephine patted his arm. "I wish you every happiness, but your road
    will be a long one."  

     

    He sighed heavily. "I've reached the fork in the road, Josephine,
    and know not which path to take. They all look winding and
    difficult."  

     

    She patted his shoulder. "Then follow your heart,  Clifford."  

     

    He sighed heavily. "I intend to. I just hope for all our sakes I'm
    not leading us straight into Hell."  
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    Clifford was restless to see Vanessa and explain his suspicions. He
    longed to discuss his recollections of when she had been a child,
    and also the recent events which had led him to believe that Gerald
    was a dangerous man. However, he forced himself to be patient and
    just wait. He knew she needed time to absorb what he had said thus
    far. Their newfound trust was a very shaky thing, and he would not
    do anything at this juncture to disturb that.  

     

    He felt like a caged lion, pacing to and fro in his chamber. 
    To alleviate his feelings, he asked Henry and Malcolm to join him in
    his room, and recounted in a low voice what he remembered about the
    bruises he had seen on Vanessa's arms and face when she had fled the
    house once many years before. About her weeping over the neck of her
    horse on occasion when he had secretly gone to see her fabulous
    riding tricks.  

     

    "I never thought about it then," he said with a sigh.  "At that
    age, how could I be expected to understand such insidious cruelty?
    Even if I had, I would have assumed her parents protected her, and
    that a brother could never behave so unnaturally. Now I know I have
    underestimated his evil."  

     

    "Unless of course it was her parents? Or cousins?" Henry suggested.
     

     

    Clifford shook his head. "Her mother adored her. Her father too, I
    would say, and she has never indicated any unease so far as either
    of them were concerned. She is not overly warm to her cousins. They
    were most certainly in  a position to taunt her. Even Paul, the
    youngest, though they're pretty much of an age."  

     

    Malcolm said, "I must admit, though I'm appalled to say it, that you
    could well be correct about the cruelty she suffered. It was
    dismissed as brain fever, was it not? Well, what if all she said was
    actually true? These nightmares. Maybe they are not bad dreams, but
    recollections dredged up now that she has returned to Somerset after
    so many years?"  

     

    "That is my guess."  

     

    "So he has been systematically cruel to her for years. And he has
    been greedy and desperate. Perhaps even desperate enough to commit
    robbery.  Then her aunt died and he saw an entirely different
    means of alleviating his difficulties. Vanessa."  

     

    "Aye. Her marriage, or her death."  

     

    Malcolm drummed his fingers on the desk impatiently.  "So not
    only must Gerald be one of the highwaymen, but mayhap even his
    cousins as well.  It may have started out as a lark, or an easy
    way to get money, but the Widow Marsters and her daughters, that was
    sheer insanity. One can only pray that they were already dead when
    the cottage was set alight."  

     

    "Though knowing Gerald, I wouldn't have been at all surprised if he
    had enjoyed listening to them scream," Clifford remarked with a
    shake of his head.  

     

    "Wasn't he sent away to a military school for a time after Vanessa's
    mother died?" Henry recalled suddenly.  

     

    Clifford nodded and flung himself into the window seat with a
    sigh.  "My memory may be imperfect, but I seem to recall that
    he was expelled from several of those institutions as utterly
    ungovernable.  I know because Gerald's father came to my father
    to ask his advice. I remember Father saying to me afterwards that he
    was a most fortunate man in having two sons who were sober and
    industrious, and not put on this earth to plague all who knew him."
     

     

    "I remember Father saying that to me as well," Henry confirmed.
    "Despite me being a bit of a wag." He and his brother shared a warm
    smile.  "And I had heard rumors, of course. Father also made it
    perfectly clear that he did not want me to associate with Gerald in
    any way.  Now that we are on the subject, I must also reveal
    that I had a so-called hunting accident once when I was out shooting
    grouse.  A bullet winged me. You remember, Clifford."  

     

    "I do indeed. You had a new part in your hair after that."  

     

    Henry showed Malcolm the old scar, which ran about three inches from
    the front to the back of his left ear.  "I always thought it
    was a poacher. But with our land adjoining Hawkesworth House, it
    could have been Gerald."  

     

    "Oh my." Malcolm looked truly horrified.  

     

    "The trouble is, all we have are recollections, rumors, and a series
    of unsolved crimes without any substantial clues, any evidence left
    behind which could point to the guilty party."  

     

    "My father is doing the best he can, and the regiment Samuel Jerome
    is serving in. We can only hope some will come to light soon,"
    Malcolm prayed.  

     

    The two Stone brothers fervently echoed his wish.  

     

     

    A few miles away, on the outskirts of the village of Willesden, at
    the northernmost edge of Millcote Forest, the tall dark young man
    lay pale and still as death.  

     

    The old woman and her daughter still wondered at the miracle that
    had led their cow to break its fence and wander off their property
    and down the road into the woods.  There they had found him.
    The young man had been lying under a tree, a noose around his neck,
    his hands fastened behind his back so tightly she had barely been
    able to untie him.  Susan had loosened the noose, checked he
    was still breathing, and run for her mother and younger brother in a
    panic.  

     

    With the help of some ropes, boards, and their donkey, they had
    dragged him home with them and hidden him in the barn. They were not
    sure if he was some criminal who had been subjected to rough and
    summary justice, but they did not hold with taking a life no matter
    what the crime.  The man's clothes were far better than their
    own, and his face looked kind, at least so far as they could tell
    considering he had been beaten to beetroot.  Whoever had done
    this to him had wanted to kill him. They could only nurse him, hide
    him, and try to get the poor man away to safety before someone
    returned to finish the job.  
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    On Monday morning, Vanessa found Samuel Jerome staring
    disconsolately at the pile of letters resting on the silver salver
    by the door.  

     

    "Good morning, Mr. Jerome."  

     

    "Good morning, Miss Hawkesworth."  

     

    "Expecting a letter?"  

     

    "I am indeed. My brother Martin, who serves in a regiment in the
    north, sent word to us that he was to come home on leave, and bring
    his new wife with him.  They fell so very much in love that
    Father gave them permission to wed immediately. I'm very much
    looking forward to meeting this paragon of virtue who has turned my
    brother's head so utterly.  My family in Barton were supposed
    to let me know when he arrived, and bring them over so she could
    meet this side of the family. We have been planning the festivities
    ever since we heard of their marriage.  But as of yet, there
    has been no word. It's been several days since they should have
    arrived."  

     

    "With the war on, all sort of unexpected delays or changes of plans
    could have occurred. I'm sure they will be here soon. I look forward
    to meeting them when they do."  

     

    The young officer still stared at the salver pensively.  "Yes,
    I'm sure you're right. I only hope Martin hasn't gone overseas ahead
    of me.  We both have a wager as to which of us will get to face
    old Boney first. If you will excuse me, I shall just dash off a note
    to my parents, and then go find my youngest cousins. I've promised
    to take them riding. Would you care to join us?"  

     

    "I would love to, Mr. Jerome. But I'm afraid my day is engaged
    already with some pressing business matters, and a trip to Stone
    Court with Josephine."  

     

    "Another time, perhaps."  

     

    She smiled. "Indeed, I shall look forward to it."  

     

    He took her hand and bowed over it, before retiring to the study.  

     

    A movement behind her caused her to stiffen. She knew even without
    him speaking that it was Clifford. As always, he was dressed
    impeccably. This time he had on a somber-looking charcoal gray coat
    and breeches with a dark pinstriped waistcoat and pearl-gray
    cravat.  He certainly knew how to dress for every occasion, she
    reflected with grudging admiration. She looked herself over in her
    dark print gown once more in the hall mirror by the cloakroom.  

     

    "Please, I don't want to quarrel with you in front of the others,"
    she whispered as he drew alongside her.  

     

    "I don't wish to fight with you either, my dear. I simply wish to
    know if I have managed to alleviate your concerns regarding marrying
    me to permit the interview with our solicitors to proceed as
    intended."  

     

    She bit her lip and stared at the floor in confusion.  She
    enjoyed being with Clifford, and had never felt so moved by a man.
    So alive and full of hope for the future. But it was hard for her to
    trust him, especially after the suspicions he had voiced concerning
    Gerald. Was he just trying to put her off the scent, make her doubt
    Gerald so thoroughly that she would just disregard all her
    half-brother had ever said about their neighbor? That Clifford was a
    rake, a man of loose morals, with dozens of side-slips to his
    credit.  

     

    Who could she trust? Who could she believe?  She had always
    relied upon her own instincts. Now she felt completely lost in a
    swirling sea of emotions.  

     

    At the same time though, she knew her aunt would have told her to
    listen to her heart. And her own common sense told her to believe
    what she saw and heard for herself, rather than rely upon hearsay or
    gossip.  

     

    She had spent a great deal of time with Clifford and his family and
    friends. Never once had they caused her a moment's disquiet. 
    He did not treat his female friends in a demeaning way. He had
    seemed candid about his past. He was certainly a political
    Radical,  but not a degenerate. Gerald's friends, on the other
    hand...  

     

    Vanessa ventured to lift her head and gaze into Clifford's eyes
    searchingly. At length she offered him her hand.  "We have much
    to settle. There will be time. If you give me your word not to press
    me about Gerald and about, well, starting a family, sharing my life
    with you completely as a wife should, I shall believe you."  

     

    He pressed her hand tightly, and placed it on his heart. "I give you
    my word. If you find marriage to me unbearable, it will come to an
    end, no matter how I might feel about it.  I care enough about
    you to want you to be happy, even if it is with another man. But I
    think we can be very happy together, if only you will trust me."  

     

    Vanessa nodded. "I shall try to trust you. It will be hard, but I
    shall try."  

     

    He kissed her hand, and she ventured to stroke his thick blond
    locks.  

     

    "Vanessa," he whispered as he straightened.  

     

    She stretched up to plant a sweet kiss upon his lips, but it soon
    became like wildfire as the light bristle of his chin rasped her
    tender flesh, sending shivers of delight up and down her spine. She
    wanted more than a simple chaste peck, oh, so much more.  She
    opened her mouth under his, and allowed her tongue to dart between
    his lips, tasting him like a fine wine.  He allowed her to
    explore, but as his desire mounted more furiously than ever, he
    pulled away.  

     

    "Friday. Not a day later. Promise me," he pleaded urgently.  

     

    She nodded, and said in a breathy whisper, "I will."  

     

    They sprang apart guiltily as their three solicitors arrived in the
    hall.  

     

    Vanessa blushed and ran to the breakfast room to get a cup of tea
    before the proceedings began.  

     

    Clifford was left alone to conduct the guests into the snug cream
    and gold parlor that had been set aside specially for their
    interview.  Then he summoned Henry, Malcolm and Mr. Jerome
    Senior as witnesses. Though they were all friends and family from
    Clifford's side, she trusted them implicitly.  

     

    Mason and Rogers, both dapper little men in their late sixties, were
    somewhat taken aback by the circumstances which had led to their
    ward becoming engaged to Clifford, but behaved with remarkable
    aplomb. They asked the same questions which Vanessa had, as to why
    Clifford would take it upon himself to be Vanessa's guardian angel.
     

     

    "Because she is a woman of such merit and beauty, I would have been
    a fool not to have tried to protect her. I would love to have had
    the chance to woo her in the normal way of things, but Gerald quite
    literally forced all our hands. I shall look forward to many
    romantic interludes once I'm sure she's safe and her character 
    is seen to be unimpeachable," Clifford said with a bow to her.  

     

    His warm conviction brought tears to her eyes, which she blinked
    away quickly before she made a watering pot of herself.  

     

    The solicitor's then turned their attention to Malcolm. He confirmed
    the events at the card game in every particular. After some close
    questioning by Mr. Mason, the two men turned to one another and
    nodded.  

     

    "Well, I believe I am satisfied that there has been no conspiracy to
    obtain Miss Hawkesworth's wealth by fair means or foul," Mr. Rogers
    opined. "What say you?"  

     

    "I am of the same mind."  

     

    "Very well, let us proceed to the terms proposed by Mr. Stone for
    the marriage settlement."  

     

    Alistair Grant, sitting off to their right, promptly stood up and
    began to take them one by one through the clauses his client had
    stipulated.  

     

    Any doubts which might have remained were dispelled as soon as they
    heard the terms.  

     

    "This is a most remarkable pre-nuptial agreement, marriage contract
    and will," Mr. Rogers couldn't help but observing, even though it
    was so much in Vanessa's favor.  

     

    "Yes, I do have to say, Clifford, this is most irregular," Alistair
    Grant remonstrated.  

     

    "But I'm satisfied, so you must be as well, old friend, and obey my
    instructions."  

     

    "I shall obey, Clifford, but you know it simply isn't done," the
    tall young man said with mild exasperation, running the fingers of
    one hand through his unusual silvery hair. "Dividing your whole
    estate, making such a generous settlement on Vanessa? Certainly I
    have never seen such terms for the dissolution of the marriage."  

     

    Clifford smiled. "Well, it just show how much confidence I have in
    the people I love."  

     

    Mr. Mason's eyebrows rose. "So you have fallen in love, then?"  

     

    Vanessa sat forward on the edge of her chair.  

     

    Clifford smiled at her as though he hadn't a care in the world. "I
    think I've always loved Vanessa, certainly ever since I last saw
    her. She was a, well, a talisman for me all the years I was off
    doing my duty to my country and my fellow man. She's a rare woman,
    unlike any I've ever met. I know you'll both make inquiries about my
    character in the district. In fact you already have, I'm sure.
    Suffice it to say that I have never asked, or even entertained the
    notion of asking any woman to become my wife until now."  

     

    "And you, Vanessa? Are you truly entering into this engagement and
    marriage of your own free will?" Mr. Rogers asked her.  

     

     She looked over at Clifford and smiled warmly. She had been
    shocked at his admission that he had thought of her while he had
    been away at war  doing his duty to his country.  She had
    the feeling as she watched him that a lifetime might not ever be
    enough to get to know him fully.  

     

    Take his army service, for example. He need not have gone as eldest
    son, with a career already mapped out for him running his own
    estate. His patriotic defence of his country  attested
    eloquently to his principles.  

     

    Moreover, he was so modest about what he had done. Most men of her
    acquaintance who had served or were serving did nothing but boast of
    the fact and lord it over others.  

     

    His service also certainly explained his reaction to the news of the
    siege of Burgos, and demonstrated what a compassionate man he truly
    was. She knew full well there was a great deal more to Clifford
    Stone than met the eye, and could hardly wait to learn more. 
    He was like a rich, ripe onion, with endless layers she able to peel
    off every day.  

     

    Vanessa smiled and her eyes shone as she looked at him and nodded.
    "I'm certain I wish to marry him. I know it has all been very
    sudden, especially after the death of my aunt. But she would want me
    to be happy. With Clifford, I'm sure I shall be. He's a good man,
    and he will look after me well, me and our children."  

     

    The papers were drafted and then scrutinized carefully by both
    Clifford and Vanessa.  When they both agreed that they were
    correct, the clerks the solicitors had brought with them penned fair
    copies, whilst they all adjourned to the dining room for some light
    refreshment, and a turn in the garden.  

     

    Vanessa longed to ask Clifford all about his military days, but it
    would have to wait for another time. Clifford made a special point
    of she and Alistair getting better acquainted. She found herself
    exceedingly entertained by the witty and urbane man, also in deep
    mourning, for his wife had passed away recently.  

     

    "I'm so sorry to hear it."  

     

    "Kind of you to say so," Alistair said, politely inclining his
    head.  "She was a decent woman. It was not a love match,
    however, much as it pains me to say it.  I know now I should
    never have allowed my friends and family to pressure me into what is
    commonly terms a good match. It may be good,  but it is not the
    best. The best is two people who admire and respect one another, and
    have a spark of passion to warm their bodies and light their way
    through life. I wish the two of you every happiness."  

     

    Clifford shook hands with his friend, beaming like a schoolboy. "I
    do hope you can come for the nuptials."  

     

    "Gladly. And the rest of our Rakehell set?"  

     

    "I must try to patch things up with Thomas, and Jonathan is of
    course up at Oxford for his studies and might not be able to get
    away."  

     

    "Pity he's not ordained already. He could have married you two."  

     

    Clifford gave a broad wink. "There will be plenty of us to get a
    crack at. All the rest of us are single, after all."  

     

    "True," Alistair said with a nod. "Though I shall never marry again
    unless I met a woman whose soul speaks to mine."  

     

    "That's a lovely way to put it," Vanessa said, suppressing a sniff.
     

     

    "Indeed. You have to be warned, all of we Rakehells are not only
    Radicals, but hopeless romantics."  

     

    "Any word on Blake or any of our other overseas friends?"  

     

    Alistair nodded. "I got a letter from Blake at Burgos, running the
    field hospital there. He and Michael Avenel are together."  

     

    "That's good news," Clifford said with a smile.  

     

    "And Lawrence is doing exceptionally well by all accounts in India,
    and Philip will be coming home from Australia very soon."  

     

    Both men gave each other a look which Vanessa couldn't interpret.  

     

    "And Randall and Matthew?"  

     

    "Cutting a dash in Town, don't you know. You have to give your bride
    fair warning that they are the only two of all of us who live up to
    the name rake in Rakehell. Though even then, it is more a case of
    the women pursuing them than the other way around. They're both
    exceptionally eligible."  

     

    "I shall consider my self warned," Vanessa said. Then she asked with
    a smile, "And Clifford isn't? Considered eligible, I mean."  

     

    Alistair raised his brows. "Hardly. Clifford has been out of the
    Marriage Mart for over four years, you know."  

     

    "No, I didn't know," Vanessa said, staring at Clifford as he looked
    decidedly uncomfortable.  

     

    "In that case, I shall sit here on this garden bench and act as
    chaperon while he tells you why himself."  

     

    "No, really, Vanessa has enough to think about and--"  

     

    Vanessa felt a small creep of unease. What on earth was he hiding
    from her?  

     

    "Go on, Clifford, you tell her. She will only hear all about it from
    Jonathan otherwise. Or Thomas, Blake or Michael."  

     

    "Oh, very well. I was in the army, ever since the war started in
    1808.  It was a rough and ready life as a soldier and I was
    certainly not in the mood for the gossipy life of the Ton when I did
    come home the few rare times I managed to get leave.  

     

    "Then Thomas and I were injured, earlier this year. We were
    invalided out and sent home. Jonathan was so horrified by the
    experience he became a reformed man, and decided to commit his life
    to serving God."  

     

    "Injured?" she asked in alarm, reaching for his hand. "But you're
    all right now?"  

     

    "Yes, fine, fine," he said impatiently, obviously not wishing to
    discuss the matter further.  

     

    "At least he's not a gelding, if that's what's worrying you, my
    dear," Alistair said with a laugh, "though it was a close thing."  

     

    "Egad, Grant, you're supposed to be my friend!" Clifford said,
    looking genuinely appalled.  

     

    Alistair looked contrite in an instant. "I'm sorry. It was a very
    bad joke. But in view of my past description of you not being
    considered eligible in the Marriage Mart, I thought I had better
    clarify things fully."  

     

    Clifford shot him a furious look, but gave a resigned shrug. "Thank
    you, I think.  But truly, I'm fine, Vanessa. Fit as a fiddle.
    There's no need to look so worried. Between the war and my finding
    London tedious, and having no intention of prowling for heiresses to
    wed, I have remained single until now, that's all."  

     

    Vanessa gave a meaning look to Alistair and he sat down on the
    garden bench. She took Clifford's hand and moved some distance away
    from their chaperon, into the small arbor formed by two trellises.  

     

    "I think I might need a bit more reassurance than your word,
    Clifford," she said, her eyes twinkling with suppressed mirth. She
    looped her arms around him and brought him full against her body,
    kissing him so passionately he sprang erect at once into the soft
    fullness of her belly.  

     

    He was horrified at his unbridled response, and sought to step back,
    but she had a firm hold on his waist. Even more surprisingly, she
    rubbed her own hips against his, until he groaned in her mouth and
    clamped both hands down upon her buttocks.  

     

    Alistair clearing his throat loudly halted Clifford's progress with
    his hands. He let the hem of her skirt float back down over her
    knees, and broke off the kiss lingeringly. "Tempting little minx.
    Are you trying to drive me mad with longing?"  

     

    "No, just trying to get some time alone with you to satisfy a few
    desires of my own. I'm sorry if that shocks you, and I hope, well, I
    hope that doesn't hurt." She stared wide-eyed at the front of his
    trousers.  

     

    Clifford blushed and shook his head.  "Only because it remains
    unfulfilled, but I have promised you plenty of time once we are wed
    to experiment with it all you like. So long as you're satisfied
    you're not getting a gelding, the rest can wait."  

     

    Vanessa colored to the roots of her hair. "I'm sorry. I really
    shouldn't be so bold. But I know what men want. I've always been
    afraid before. But somehow with you it feels as natural as, well,
    when Adam and Eve were first in paradise together. No shame or fear,
    just bliss."  

     

    Clifford gathered her close, his pelvis turned away from her so that
    the embrace was more comforting than passionate. "I do want to take
    you to paradise. Forgive me if I become impatient. It's just that I
    do desire you so. I'm glad you say you're not frightened. The truth
    is that I am."  

     

    At her surprised look, he nodded. "No, I am no virgin, it is true.
    But marriage is such a big step. I want everything to be perfect for
    you. I know it won't always be, but I want and need your pleasure
    just as much as my own. Can you understand that?"  

     

    She nodded, and smiled up at him tenderly. "I think I can. I'd like
    to make you, well, melt some time."  

     

    "Oh, darling," he groaned, "that isn't the trouble. It's trying to
    stop me."  

     

    "Oh?" she said in wonder.  

     

    He drew away and kissed her hand.  "Soon enough, dearest.
    Whenever you're prepared to melt as well."  

     

    She blushed, thinking of the one night alone in her bed when she was
    sure she had.  

     

    Clifford noticed her expression, and grinned. He whispered in her
    ear, "The next time you're in bed by yourself, take off your lovely
    pristine nightrail. Feel the lovely caress of the soft sheets.
    Imagine they're my hands, as they were just now. Remember my kisses,
    all over your mouth and face, and lower down. And also know that
    there is much we can do to pleasure each other without the full act
    itself.  

     

    "I'm no expert, but I look forward to teaching you about me, and
    yourself, and I look forward even more eagerly to the day when you
    give me permission to learn all about you."  

     

    Vanessa groaned herself now and reached for him, but he evaded her
    questing fingers and stepped out of the arbor.  

     

    "Time to go back, Alistair?"  

     

    "I would say so, you young stallion."  

     

    Clifford growled in the back of his throat. "I swear, Grant, one
    more reference to my manhood in front of my blushing fiancee and
    you're going to have to worry about preserving your own."  

     

    Alistair gave him a mocking grin and all three of them laughed.  

     

    "But you're right, it's no laughing matter. I'm glad you all came
    through in one piece."  

     

    "And certainly hope the rest of our set does too."  

     

    "Amen to that."  

     

    "Come, time to head back in to see what they're up to." 
    Clifford stood in the middle, looping his arms around Vanessa's
    waist and Alistair's shoulders. Then the trio returned to the study.
     

     

     

    By two o'clock all of their pressing business over the marriage
    settlements was concluded.  Mr. Jerome invited everyone to stay
    for dinner, an invitation which they accepted gratefully.  

     

    After an hour and a half of pleasantries, Henry rose from the table.
    "If you'll excuse me, I'm going to head across to our house to fetch
    the carriage for the ladies. The bankers will be at Stone Court
    shortly."  

     

    Mr. Jerome waved off his future son-in-law. Henry said his good-byes
    and vanished.  Mason, Rogers and Alistair Grant all decline
    port and coffee, and left a short time after with all of the papers
    safely signed.  

     

    "Congratulations, Vanessa. Every happiness," Mason said with a fond
    pat on her cheek.  

     

    "We'll be in touch, my dear," Mr. Rogers promised.  

     

    Alistair Grant shook hands with everyone. "I'll come back soon, if I
    may, to Stone Court. We can get in some fishing like in the olden
    days."  

     

    "You'll come for the wedding, surely?"  

     

    "Indeed. I have one pressing case to tend to in Town, and then I
    shall be yours to command."  

     

    He shook hands all around, and then Clifford walked out with them to
    their waiting carriages.  

     

    Josephine and Vanessa went upstairs for their cloaks, and declared
    that they would walk through the garden and around to the front of
    the house, and meet them on the lawn. There they would wait for the
    carriage to arrive.  

     

    "And I am off to the study just to look over a few things. I shall
    be there in a moment. Vanessa, my dear, can you attend me?"  

     

    Vanessa looked at the other women for approval.  

     

    "Why not. You've signed all the papers, have the special
    license.  A few words in front of the vicar are all that are
    wanting now. Enjoy yourself for a few moments," Josephine said with
    a fond smile for them both.  

     

    Clifford went into the study to deal with some pressing paperwork.
    Then he fetched his cloak and  sought out Vanessa. He had a
    brief private conversation with her in the sitting room, in which he
    re-assured himself once more that she was pleased with the way
    things had gone that morning.  

     

    "No second thoughts?" he asked softly.  

     

    "No, none," she said truthfully.  

     

    "Nor I."  

     

    "Kiss me?"  

     

    "But Vanessa, after what we did in the garden--"  

     

    "Please, Clifford. I'm on fire."  

     

    Clifford gave a brief nod, relenting. Her taste was as addictive as
    opium. But he couldn't throw all caution to the winds, no matter
    what Josephine had said.  

     

    He separated them by standing on one side of the sofa, leaving her
    on the other. They stole several torrid kisses as they waited, which
    only left the two of them even more desperate for their wedding day,
    and night, to arrive.  

     

    Vanessa's whole body seemed to vibrate in his arms. He felt himself
    straining urgently for completion and had to break away before he
    took too many liberties. Even at arm's length his desire for her was
    proving almost too much to bear.  

     

    "I'm sorry," he gasped, his breath coming hard and fast.  

     

    "It's all right. We're going to be-"  

     

    "Not until then. I just can't. I never want to be accused of taking
    advantage."  

     

    "Not even if I want you so," she said, her tone edged with longing.
     

     

    He stepped away from her, turning his shoulder slightly. "Not even
    then, love. I'm sorry. It's a question of principle. I would never
    want to be accused of trying to addle your wits, dazzle you into
    doing wrong."  

     

    She nodded. "Very well. I shall behave myself until we are wed. But
    as soon as we are, I want you for my very own husband."  

     

    He grinned.  "Then I shall just have to do my best to give you
    exactly what you wish. Now come, let us find the girls, or they
    really will start to wonder what we have got up to in here."  

     

    She gave an impish grin. "Oh, I think they can guess."  

     

    "Very well, we would not wish to shock our hosts, then."  

     

    "True." She took his arm and smiled up at him, and they stepped out
    the front door into the bright late September sunshine.  

     

     

    After half an hour with still no sign of Henry or the carriage, even
    Clifford started to get restless wondering what had happened to his
    brother.  

     

    "He did say he was going to inspect that flooded field. I'm sure it
    is nothing to worry about," Josephine said calmly.  

     

    But when a full hour had passed and they were still waiting,
    Clifford asked to borrow a horse. Surely the highwaymen would not
    have dared strike in broad daylight?  

     

    Clifford was just finishing checking the saddle girth when his
    brother came clattering into the courtyard without the carriage,
    looking as if the hounds of Hell were after him.  

     

    Josephine and Vanessa came out onto the front drive to see what the
    delay had been, and found both brothers looking grim.  

     

    Vanessa gazed from one man to the other, her spine tingling with
    unease as she saw their expressions.  

     

    She stepped forward to demand, "What is it? What's happened?"  

     

    Finally Henry said, "You know I was going to inspect the flooded
    field by Millcote Forest? It was flooded because the sluice gates
    had been jammed open.  

     

    "At first I thought it was deliberate. It's happened recently in the
    past few months, a number of times, and ruined the crops and
    pasturelands.  

     

    "This time, though, it seems to have been a genuine accident.
    Something got washed down the river and caught in the gate,
    preventing it from shutting properly."  

     

    "What was it then?" Josephine asked a bit impatiently.  

     

    "More like who, I'm afraid," Henry said with a shake of his
    head.  "There was a dead body in the leat.  A woman's."  
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    Two days later, Vanessa was still numb with the shock of Henry's
    discovery of a woman's dead body jammed into the leat on the Stone
    lands.  The body had washed down river, and gotten stuck until
    he had gone to investigate his flooded fields and found the corpse.
     

     

    If it had not been for the leat, the woman might never have been
    discovered, poor thing, Vanessa thought with a pang. Someone
    somewhere had to be missing her, had loved her, cared for her...  

     

    So many sudden deaths in such a short period of time made her feel
    continually uneasy. The nightmares she had been experiencing ever
    since arriving back at her childhood village came back with
    unrelenting force.  

     

    She had hardly seen Clifford or his brother for more than a few
    minutes each day in the morning and evening, for they had instituted
    a full investigation in cooperation with the local authorities and
    Army to bring the criminals to justice.  Her fiance was leaving
    nothing to chance, not when the crime had been committed so close to
    home. Vanessa felt the sensation of some sort of trap springing
    shut, though she could not tell what it was or who had engineered
    it.  

     

    Clifford could imagine only too well.  He tried to tell himself
    that it was just chance that the body had washed down into his
    sluice gate. But he knew Gerald's enmity for him was such that he
    would not put it past the man to try to implicate he and his family
    in some way by ensuring the body was found upon their property.  

     

    No one who had viewed the bloated features of the corpse had
    recognized the woman. The body had been stripped naked, leaving no
    clue as to her identity. But it was readily apparent how she had
    died.  The livid purple marks around her throat and the
    bruising and rawness of her thighs testified to the ill usage she
    had suffered before she met her end.  

     

    Clifford only hoped that Vanessa trusted him enough not to think
    that he had been involved in some way. But with all the lies Gerald
    had told about him, that might well be a forlorn hope.  

     

    Vanessa herself did not know what to think. She paced up and down in
    her room at the Jeromes, all thoughts of trying to read or study
    completely gone. She barely tasted her meals, and her attempts to be
    a good houseguest were hopeless. She could not sing or make any
    tuneful sounds on the pianoforte, and could not concentrate at whist
    for more than a minute.  

     

    She felt so frustrated, sitting at the Jeromes' house safe and
    sound, still weak, and very confused. She burned with a sense of the
    injustice of it all, but was at a loss as to anything she could do
    to help.  

     

    She told herself it was not possible that Clifford could have been
    to blame. But the body on his land certainly seemed most damning.
    The vision of a woman in a blue dress kept coming back with
    horrifying frequency, but the solution to that puzzle was always
    just out of reach.  

     

    She did not know who the woman was or what had happened. All she
    knew was she had met a bad end. Was it real, or just a figment of
    her imagination, which had always been labeled overactive?  

     

    With a criminal on the loose, it seemed too much of a coincidence.
    Perhaps she really was mad?  

     

    If she wasn't already, all the watching and worrying would make her
    so.  

     

     

    At the end of the third day, the detailed search of the countryside
    by the authorities revealed a small curricle, which was found
    concealed in a thicket deep in the forest.  The luggage had
    been rifled through and scattered, all valuables long gone. They
    gathered what remained, and brought it to the home of the local
    magistrate, Malcolm Branson's father Geoffrey, to see if people
    would be willing to look at the items to identify the hapless girl.
     

     

    The fact that there were men's items also did not escape the notice
    of all concerned. Some were of the opinion that the poor girl had
    been lured away into the woods and met a bad end at the hands of her
    companion.  

     

    But Clifford was not so sure, and pointed this out to Malcolm and
    Henry as they sat in Malcolm's small private parlor decorated in
    navy blue with walnut furnishings. The host poured cups of tea for
    his visitors, then sat back to hear his friend's suppositions.  

     

    "I don't believe in coincidence or chance. We know the highwaymen
    have been operating up and down the London road for some time now.
    Occasionally the Oxford road as well. She's evidently not a local
    girl. Someone would have recognized her by now."  

     

    "True," Malcolm agreed.  

     

    "So I think the couple were journeying south and were waylaid. They
    might have been eloping, which is why no one has come forward to
    declare anyone missing hereabouts. Or they could just have been
    passing through on the way south, or to Bath and Bristol. They might
    have been just a harmless couple minding their own business."  

     

    "Good point," Henry said with an approving nod.  

     

    "I think if we look around further, we will find another corpse,
    that of her young man. And I am guessing that the body was put in
    our gate deliberately, to point the finger at myself or Henry."  

     

    Henry growled."The swine."  

     

    Clifford rested his hand on his brother's shoulder.  "I know we
    have nothing to fear for ourselves. We were all in each other's
    company at the Jeromes for the past few days. The men who committed
    this heinous act probably don't know this."  

     

    Henry nodded, slightly mollified.  

     

    "They also made another mistake. They took the possessions of the
    luckless couple.  They've taken other possessions as well, and
    must either be keeping and using them, or selling them. Where better
    to sell them than a large city like London?"  

     

    Malcolm leaned forward, his face sharply intent.  "Very true."
     

     

    "I know for a fact that the Cavendish boys and the Stephenses all
    patronize so-called gentlemen's clubs in Town, though what is deemed
    gentlemanly about consorting with prostitutes I have no idea. 
    They might be fencing the stolen valuables there, at their clubs, or
    they might still be in their accommodation. They might even still be
    in their houses here at Millcote, but we can't very well search them
    without more evidence and a warrant.  

     

    "We also need to narrow down who they could be. At his point the
    only truly safe course of action is to suspect anyone who has any
    involvement with Gerald at this point."  

     

    The two men nodded.  

     

    "Malcolm, we need to ask your father if he is willing to send some
    reliable men to Town to see if they can trace any of the missing
    goods. We'll need a list of stolen items from all those robbed who
    have come forward. Our friend Thomas has gone up to Town on some
    business of his own, but he is a Duke, and thus had a great deal of
    power he will be happy to use on the side of justice for all these
    poor victims. He also knows some reliable and discreet men who can
    help with this matter. And Alistair Grant will be only too happy to
    help as well."  

     

    "My only concern is that people will think we're taking an unusual
    interest in this whole affair, the better to cover our own tracks,"
    Henry pointed out.  

     

    Clifford shook his head and put down his teacup and saucer. 
    "Only evil-minded people will think that. We have enough people to
    vouch for our good character. The lies which Gerald has told about
    me will fall on barren ground."  

     

    "Well, it doesn't help to be known as a Rakehell, not for either of
    us."  

     

    "It was Jonathan who started that. Flamboyantly jovial though he can
    be, he's now about to be ordained.  If he's a Rake, then I'm
    Maid Marian."  

     

    The other men smiled at his small joke.  

     

    "I'm sure your father will help us.  We need him to get
    everyone to come forward, with names, dates, places, anything they
    might have seen or heard, or remembered.  A voice, a turn of
    phrase, a name, anything."  

     

    Malcolm nodded.  "I'll do my best to persuade Father to be as
    thorough as he can."  

     

    "And I shall do my best to persuade Emma not to have anything more
    to do with James Cavendish," Henry promised. "I feel sure he is
    mixed up in this affair in some way. They are inordinately fond of
    the ladies. In fact, they would out-rake most men, even the most
    accomplished men about the Town!"  

     

    Clifford noticed his friend Malcolm looking relieved, and peered at
    him a bit more closely. He said casually, "I must say, Malcolm,
    you've done an admirable job of keeping your feelings under wraps.
    But now is not the time to be scrupulous. If you care for the girl,
    warn her, tell her. I know for a fact that she is not completely
    happy with the arrangement, and would welcome an excuse for breaking
    it off. Her parents are the best of people, but not very perceptive.
    They had no idea they were giving away their lamb to a ravening
    wolf."  

     

    Malcolm looked up with a new light of hope in his expression. "Do
    you really think I have a chance?"  

     

    Clifford smiled. "Only one way to find out. Nothing ventured, eh,
    old chap?"  

     

    "You're right, as always. I shall speak to my father first, of
    course, about all of this. If he gives his consent, then I'll speak
    to Emma. I have no proof that the Cavendishes are involved, but all
    the same, if I would not be happy to have my sister wed into such a
    family, I certainly would not wish them upon any other woman I cared
    for."  

     

    "I'm sure he will consent. He wants your happiness. I have to also
    point out here that Claire is in love with the vicar."  

     

    Malcolm's eyes bulged. "I beg your pardon?"  

     

    Clifford nodded. "I know Samuel Jerome has eyes for her, but she
    hung on the vicar's every word at dinner the other day. She could do
    worse. He is from an excellent family and the living is a good one,
    gifted by the Duke of Ellesmere."  

     

    "True. Did you manage to patch things up with him yet?"  

     

    "I believe so.  I wrote and explained. He was up at Oxford with
    Jonathan, and has now gone onto Town according to his last letter.
    The fact that he is writing as regularly as always when he travels
    shows that he is no longer vexed with me."  

     

    "Let's just hope your principles don't land you in a whole world of
    trouble," Malcolmm said with a sigh.  

     

    "I would like to think we're all formidable men of principle in our
    own ways, even if some of us are not blessed with a title. Work
    hard, play hard, at Eton and Oxford."  

     

    "And don't forget the Army, all of you who chose to go," Malcolm
    added. "I know many censured you, but I would have given anything to
    have been able to serve by your sides against Bonaparte."  

     

    "'They also serve who only stand and wait,' Clifford quoted. 
    "Anyway, no matter now.  The fact is that Mr. Grayson is quite
    well off for his station in life. As long as we are arranging
    everyone's marital bliss, Malcolm, you might as well settle matters
    for your sister as well, before she pines herself to a shadow.
    Thomas is a most generous man, and will be in happy to do even more
    for Mr. Grayson once he marries your sister. There is nothing to
    stand in their way if they wish to wed, so long as your father
    approves."  

     

    Henry said, "Speaking of marital bliss, we're just about set for
    your wedding, Clifford, despite all of the turmoil here."  

     

    "Excellent. I'm sorry I've left it so much to you and Josephine,
    Brother, but I have been a bit distracted. Vanessa would not listen
    to a word against Gerald when I tried to explain. I worry every
    minute I'm not with her. I'm so grateful to you all for looking
    after her so well whilst I have been occupied.  I only hope she
    won't hate me for pointing the finger at her brother."  

     

    "Half-brother. But he must be stopped. You have no choice,
    Clifford," Henry said.  

     

    "My only regret is I did nothing before."  

     

    "We never saw all of the connections before. And if you had, then
    most likely you would not now be marrying Vanessa."  

     

    Clifford shrugged. "I have a feeling I would have wed her no matter
    what. We're bound together. Don't ask me how or why, but we are."  

     

    "It's not like you to be so, well, fanciful and superstitious,"
    Malcolm commented.  

     

    "I know, but I can't help it. It is as though this were our destiny.
    As if Gerald is about to face judgment for all of his crimes."  

     

    "It is unbelievable to think that he could have got away with so
    many crimes for so many years."  

     

    "I know, Henry. But what is worse, we still can't prove it. We only
    have my suppositions. But we all believe in a Divine power. Surely
    Gerald will pay the price eventually. We just need some irrefutable
    proof. Against him, and whoever has been aiding and abetting him as
    his fellow highwaymen.  Please God He sends us proof before
    it's too late."  

     

     

    The young man opened his eyes and looked about him in confusion.  

     

    "Mother! He's awake! He's opened his eyes."  

     

    The old woman came bustling in to see for herself.  

     

    "The Lord be praised.  He's alive."  

     

    He mouthed the word, "Water," barely a gasp of air making it past
    his bruised throat.  

     

    The girl brought a wooden cup and held it to his lips. He took one
    sip and choked, spluttering out the water all over his bare
    chest.  But he clung onto the cup, and tried again, swishing
    some of it into his mouth to coat his parched tongue before forcing
    a few precious drops down despite the agony it cost him.  

     

    "What's your name, lad?" the old woman asked.  

     

    He lapsed back onto the pillow feebly and shook his head.  

     

    "It's all right," the girl reassured him.  "I'm Susan, and this
    is my mother Mary Moore."  

     

    He shook his head again.  

     

    "You're safe here, lad.  Don't care if you're in trouble, what
    you might have done.  No one deserves the way you've been
    treated."  

     

    He closed his eyes. He could not remember his name. He could only
    feel overwhelming shock and misery. He cursed the gods for sparing
    him.  How could he be alive? He didn't want to remember his
    name.  

     

    He didn't want to remember anything ever again...  

     

     

    The tiny dark-haired woman opened the door a crack. She clutched her
    shawl around her more closely and gasped. Her first response was to
    slam the door shut at once. She leaned against it, her palms flat
    against the thin timber. Then she told herself not to be so foolish.
    He had found her despite the fact that she had fled her old rooms.
    If he intended to harm her he could smash the door in with ease.  

     

    "Miss Winston. Penelope. It's me. Dr. Gold.  I wanted to see if
    you were all right. To help you if I can. And I confess I really do
    need your help."  

     

    She sighed. She knew full well what he wanted. The point was, did
    she dare? Look what had happened the last time she had tried to get
    justice for herself.  

     

    She chewed her lip, poised in the narrow, fetid hall like a rabbit
    confronted by a stoat. Pride had brought her low. Pride, and that
    bastard and his friends...  

     

    She had been alone the last time she had attempted to swallow her
    pride and get assistance.  But now here was a potential ally,
    who claimed he was willing to aid her in exchange for the
    information she had kept secret for so long.  

     

    "Penelope, please. It's taken me ages to find you. At least let me
    explain. If you don't wish to help at the end of it, you don't have
    to. But do me the courtesy of hearing me out."  

     

    She fumbled with the chain at last, and pulled the door wide. "All
    right, Dr. Gold. Come in. You have five minutes."  
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    Vanessa found herself staring out of the window distractedly, poised
    on the edge of her chair as if awaiting some momentous event. She
    couldn't understand why she was on tenterhooks all the time.  

     

    Perhaps it was the thundery weather which had rolled in the day
    before, and had persisted on and off ever since. She had never liked
    storms, and even the cheerful chamber, with a good fire burning in
    the grate, did nothing to dispel her sense of foreboding.  

     

    Clifford had told her that things were progressing slowly in their
    efforts to bring the killers of the poor women in the district to
    justice.  She wished she could do something, help them in 
    their quest. But she knew she was better off keeping out of their
    way.  

     

    In any case, she could not think practically when the accusations
    Clifford had made against her half-brother still rang in her
    ears.  Just when she had been feeling calm and assured of her
    happy future with Clifford, everything had come tumbling down like a
    house of cards.  She knew she was on edge, but could do nothing
    to quell the nagging sense of there being a piece missing in the
    puzzle which she needed to discover before it was too late.  

     

    A lack of sleep had done nothing to improve her tumultuous state of
    mind.  Though she had not admitted it to Clifford, the
    nightmares which had tormented her had only increased. All those
    bizarre, horrible images...  

     

    She was feeling completely frazzled, and the sudden appearance of
    her monthly had done nothing to improve her mood.  

     

    She opened her window further, trying to catch any sort of fresh
    breeze.  The air crackled with lightning, and thunder rumbled
    in the distance.  

     

    She had changed into a lighter-weight gown, but still the dark brown
    muslin with cream trim clung to her oppressively. She busied herself
    for a time by bathing her temples with some lavender water, but it
    too gave her little relief.  

     

    Vanessa went downstairs finally, determined to find a book in the
    library which would take her mind off all her disquieting thoughts.
    It was as if there were a blank space in her mind that she needed to
    fill. An urgent thing which had to be done, though she could not
    recall exactly what it was. She wondered if it was due to her
    impending marriage, with the wedding still scheduled to take place
    at Stone Court the following day.  

     

    On her way downstairs, she met with young Mr. Jerome, who seemed in
    a state of agitation equal to if not greater than her own. They
    almost collided midway as he dashed up the steps.  

     

    "Pardon me, Miss Hawkesworth, for charging past you in such a hasty
    manner.  My brother Martin, whom I mentioned to you, has left
    his regiment and is nowhere to be found. The Regiment believed he
    had extended his pass by remaining with us here. But since he never
    arrived at my parents' home, I can only conclude that something most
    peculiar must have befallen him and his new wife. I'm just saying
    goodbye to my aunt and uncle, packing, and heading home."  

     

    "I hope you find him soon, and that all of this has been a simple
    misunderstanding," she said sincerely, her heart moved by the
    evident love of Samuel for his older brother.  

     

    "As do I. Farewell." He bowed to her and continued to ascend.  

     

    Vanessa went the rest of the way down to the library. Though she
    tried to absorb herself in a book of poetry, her thoughts again
    began to stray.  The mention of passion's dart in the poem she
    had been reading prompted her to go over to the desk and help
    herself to a fresh sheet of paper.  

     

    She wrote down all of her disquieting nightmares, and then the
    details of everything she learned had happened in the district in
    the past few months.  She even included the dates of her
    parents' deaths and that of Aunt Agatha.  She included the body
    of the young woman, and the date she had been killed, putting one
    day on either side since they could not be certain when the attack
    had actually taken place. Finally, she included the date she had
    fallen ill, and had been assisted by Clifford.  

     

    For all of the events that she could date with any certainty, Gerald
    had been present. Her father had said her mother had been killed a
    hunting accident. Why then did she recall an arrow in the back, far
    away from the archery butts? The lovely box hedge maze? A blue
    dress, blood... Torn clothes.  

     

    Why could she not remember!  

     

    Her hands began to shake so badly, she dropped the pen, splattering
    ink all over the sheet.  No, it couldn't be...  

     

     Her father had loved her mother. But if not him, then who?
    Gerald?  Would he have shielded his son from a charge of
    murder?  One of her two older cousins? Paul would have been too
    young. Would he have shielded his nephews?  

     

    She sighed. If it had been Gerald, to expose him would have meant
    her father also losing his only son as well as his wife. She was
    sure he had been unable to bear the thought of sending his heir to
    the gallows.  

     

    Aunt Agatha? They said she had had an apoplectic fit. But a pillow
    over her face could also kill suddenly...  

     

    She jumped out of the chair as the thought struck her, just as a
    huge peal of thunder crashed right outside the house. She cried out
    and clutched her hand to her heart.  

     

    Damn Clifford. He had her suspecting the worst of Gerald now. Surely
    he could not be as bad as that.  

     

    But she could not explain her own illness, or being locked in the
    house. Oysters, or worse? Gerald was said to have been taken ill.
    But it could all have been a lie.  

     

    What of the other strange events which had taken place
    recently?  She shuddered as she thought of what the Widow
    Marsters and her daughters had suffered at the hands of their
    attacker.  Attackers...  It would have taken more than one
    man to subdue four women. At least two or three.  

     

    And what of the poor girl jammed in the sluice gate? And the
    highwaymen? Or were they all one and the same...  

     

    Oh God, surely not Peter and Toby as well...  

     

    She paced in front of the window for several moments. What of the
    Cavendishes? Or even the Stones?  

     

    Vanessa felt as though she were truly going mad.  She clapped
    her hand to her head and forced herself to calm down. To
    think.  No, not the Stones. She would stake her life on
    it.  Clifford and Henry had been with her and the Jerome
    sisters both the days and nights when the Widow and her daughters
    and the girl had been attacked and killed. They could not have been
    to blame.  

     

    Nor could Malcolm, son of the local magistrate, who had been with
    his sister or the rest of the group at the doctor's house. Alfred
    Jerome was far too young, and bookish as well. Samuel Jerome was in
    the army, only on leave for a short time. He could not have
    committed months of depredations. And he had been doing his best to
    track down the culprits.  

     

    He did have six brothers, but one was now missing, and he genuinely
    feared for him. The rest lived at Barton, not an impossible journey,
    but certainly well away from the London or Oxford roads. Moreover,
    he simply didn't seem the type,  not in the least wild or
    morally dissolute.  

     

    Two or three men. Perhaps more. If not any of them, then who? It had
    to be someone local. Geoffrey Branson would have combed every inn
    looking for strangers after each attack. Samuel had pointed out that
    horses and men could only travel so far before needing shelter.  

     

    So many deaths. She shook her head.  Why had she not seen it
    before? Even if she could not prove any of her suppositions about
    the death of her mother and aunt, there had to be something which
    would point to the killers of those poor women.  

     

    If Clifford suspected Gerald, he had to also suspect her cousins.
    Peter was clever, but Toby was a tippler. All she had to do was get
    him to say something careless.  

     

    But did she really want to destroy her whole family, risk breaking
    her aunt's heart?  She was terrified that Paul might even be
    involved in some way, though he was supposed to be safely at
    Cambridge.  

     

    She wrung her hands together for a time, preparing herself for the
    greatest leap of faith into the darkness she had ever taken.  

     

    At last she made her decision. It might be awfully hard to prove who
    all the men had been who had attacked the Widow, but it might be
    enough to cut the head off the snake.  If she could prove
    Gerald was responsible, then the district would be safe, as would
    she. She would not then have to worry about Clifford marrying her
    only because he pitied her and was trying to protect her.  

     

    In any case, she hardly thought he would wish to marry the sister of
    a murderer.  The scandal would drive her from Millcote, and she
    would never see Clifford again.  

     

    This thought left her gasping for breath. She had to sit again
    abruptly. She could not bear it. It was selfish of her to want him
    so badly, she knew, but she longed for him with every fiber of her
    being. Surely she deserved a little happiness for once in her life,
    though she would have to pay for it dearly.  

     

    Vanessa tried to calm herself and weigh the evidence again in a more
    composed manner.  If she went to Geoffrey Branson the
    magistrate now, she would only sound as mad as everyone said she
    was.  She took a clean sheet of paper and forced herself to
    re-write it more logically in her neatest hand.  

     

    At last she was finished, and her recollections and suspicions did
    not seem so mad after all.  Not on her part at any rate. It had
    been no brain fever when she had been eight. Of that she was sure
    now.  

     

    And while she was furious with her father for the lie he had told,
    she could see why he had done it. He had faced the same choice ten
    years ago that she did now, and both quailed.  

     

    She had no absolute proof, nothing except her own memory. But that
    did not mean she could not find some.  

     

    As she sat in front of the evidence of Gerald's crimes, she felt
    torn in two. She was supposed to marry Clifford tomorrow. Start
    their honeymoon. She longed for him so, it was like an incessant
    throbbing in her womb which simply would not be denied.  They
    could be so happy together if only she...  

     

    A marriage founded upon a lie was doomed to failure, she reminded
    herself.  

     

    But was it so wrong to want just one day, one night, with the man
    she loved?  

     

    She heard footsteps approaching, and grasped the paper. She folded
    it hastily, tucking it into her bosom just as the door swung open.  

     

    "There you are, my dear." Clifford came forward into the room and
    kissed her hand. Then he peered at her more closely. "What on earth
    is wrong? You look as though you've seen a ghost."  

     

    Vanessa hesitated only an instant before she flung herself into his
    arms and kissed him ardently. Clifford could not help but respond,
    and slanted his mouth across hers in a passionate kiss which left
    them both trembling.  

     

    They tumbled onto the sofa in a flurry of petticoats as she lost
    herself in the sensations only her beloved could give. She arched
    her hips, cradling his own in the vee between her legs.  

     

    Clifford was stunned, and a momentary fit of weakness allowed him to
    revel in the intimacies. But at length he raised his lips and hands
    and rasped, "If you wish to go to the altar a virgin tomorrow, you'd
    better sit up in that chair and stop looking at me like that."  

     

    "I can't help it, Clifford. I want you so much."  

     

    His brows rose as the hair on the back of his neck prickled. There
    was something odd here...  "Not that I'm not flattered,
    dearest, and the feeling is of course mutual. But may I ask what
    prompted that sudden revelation? A touch of the vapors?"  

     

    She stroked his cheek tenderly.  "The thought that life is so
    short and fleeting. Is it wrong to want to have a little bit of
    happiness in my life?"  

     

    "I should hope you will have a mountain of happiness." His brows
    knit. "Forgive me, Vanessa but it's not like you to be so gloomy.
    Has something happened?"  

     

    "I, er, oh Lord help me, Clifford.  I can't bear this any
    longer!" she said, nearly in tears.  

     

    He saw her begin to quiver all over and quickly got off the sofa and
    helped her sit up. "Bear what, my love?"  

     

    She took a deep steadying breath. "You've suspected for some time
    that Gerald is responsible for many, if not all, the crimes that
    have been perpetrated in the area, have you not?"  

     

    He nodded.  "Yes, dearest."  

     

    "And you suspected him of poisoning me that night I was ill, did you
    not?"  

     

    "Yes, dearest, I did, and still do."  

     

    She took the plunge. "Then how can you want to marry me? How can I
    wed you knowing that my brother is a heinous criminal?"  

     

    He stroked the tears from her cheeks tenderly.  "Because you
    and I have by some miracle been brought together and fallen in love.
    You're not responsible for the crimes of your half-brother."  

     

    She grasped his shoulder and shook him lightly.  "But we are
    talking about murder, rape, goodness knows what else. You and our
    children would never be able to hold our heads up around here
    again."  

     

    He cradled her chin in his long warm fingers so that she could not
    look away from his penetrating gaze.  His lips were just inches
    from her own.   "Come now, Vanessa, I've already told you,
    the opinion of idle gossips is of no interest to me. I'm a powerful
    man in my own right. I don't give a fig what they say. You cannot be
    held accountable for his actions. I would marry you no matter what."
     

     

    Vanessa resisted the temptation to kiss him until the two of them
    could no longer deny their longing for each other. But she needed to
    concentrate.  

     

    She rose from the sofa before he could forestall her. Pacing up and
    down in front of the hearth for a few moments in an agony of
    indecision, she finally took the plunge. She walked up to Clifford
    to face him head on, and pulled the paper out of her gown.  

     

    His eyes widened for a moment as he watched her hand disappear down
    her bodice. He sighed in relief when he saw what she held out.  

     

    "What is this, dearest?"  

     

    "I had thought to wait until after tomorrow to tell you all this,
    but now found I cannot. I wanted one day and night of joy with you.
    I planned to marry you and would tell you the next day, after our
    wedding night. But I find I cannot risk our entire future, and the
    well-being of everyone else, by withholding what I know any longer."
     

     

    Clifford looked at the paper carefully, sinking into a chair, almost
    overwhelmed. He heaved a heavy sigh. "It is no less than what I
    suspected. In our society we deal in surface appearances.  Most
    of the time we never have any reason to dig more deeply to what lies
    beneath. I took Gerald at face value as a well-heeled young man,
    wild and wayward, but not completely vicious. Perhaps if I had
    spoken sooner....."  

     

    She took his hand.  "I am as much to blame. If I had revealed
    all I had seen, all I suspected he had done to me years ago, perhaps
    he would not have been allowed to roam freely, preying upon the
    innocent."  

     

    "Well, we are either both to blame, or neither of us. Ultimately,
    Gerald is responsible for his crimes, and he shall pay. Your cousins
    too, if they were involved. And now that you have been so candid
    with me, I feel I owe you equal candor."  

     

    She looked at him expectantly, steeling herself for the worst. She
    was sure he was about to break off the engagement, and forced her
    expression into a emotionless mask.  

     

    "Vanessa, I love you and do not wish to hurt you. But the truth
    is.."  

     

    She tried not to scream her disappointment aloud.  

     

    "Darling, I have to admit here and now that I did not win you
    entirely fairly at cards.  Malcolm, well, suffice it to say, he
    helped me to cheat.  I did it to save you from the other men at
    the table, little thinking we would have to go through with the
    marriage.  

     

    "But once I saw you run out into the road and nearly get trampled by
    the horses, I knew I loved you. Always had. So don't blame yourself
    for wanting to keep the truth from me for one day and night. Until
    our relationship had been consummated." He blushed.  "I wanted
    that too."  

     

    She stared at him, and then said, "If you're trying to tell me that
    you cheated because you want to give me the chance to break it off
    because you no longer wish to marry me..."  

     

    He pulled her tightly to him, making her head swim as she felt his
    desire for her throb between them.  "No, of course not. I want
    to marry you no matter what Gerald has done.  I want the
    wedding to go ahead tomorrow as planned. You can feel it. You know
    how much I long for you with every ounce of my being," he panted.  

     

    "Oh, Clifford, I want you too. Please, let me--"  

     

    He released her slightly.  "Enough of that for now, before I
    forget every good resolution and take you right here and now on the
    carpet." He gave a shaky laugh and released her, putting the desk
    between them before he began to fondle her once more.  

     

    "We will marry tomorrow and have the rest of our lives to be
    together, I give you my word.  We've trusted each other, and
    told the whole truth at last.  Now that we know each other's
    secrets, we must tell the truth about Gerald before any more
    innocent people are harmed.  

     

    "We'll add to this paper, noting down all I know of these matters,
    and give the information to Malcolm's father.  He'll know what
    to do.  He is even now looking for evidence in London, any
    stolen property taken from the travelers."  

     

    A chill crept up her spine. She grasped a chairback for support as
    her legs nearly gave way beneath her. "Oh God, Clifford.  Oh
    God.  Young Lieutenant Jerome's brother Martin!"  

     

    Clifford frowned and shook his head. "What about him?"  

     

    "He's missing. His regiment thought he was here with his family, but
    he never arrived. He was supposed to becoming down from the North
    with his wife, to introduce her to the whole family.  You don't
    think..."  

     

    Clifford looked shocked beyond words. "Where is Samuel now?"  

     

    "Upstairs packing. I saw him a short while ago. He said he was
    leaving to join in the search for his brother."  

     

    "I must go.  I might be in time to catch him. This could be the
    clue we've been waiting for."  

     

    "I'm going with you."  

     

    "No, Vanessa!"  

     

    "I must! I can help. I want to help, to bring Gerald to justice."  

     

    Clifford placed her in a chair.  "The best thing you can do is
    stay here. I need to speak to Samuel about his missing brother. But
    I give you my word, the wedding tomorrow will take place, no matter
    what. And the wedding night."  

     

    Before she could utter a word of reply, his mouth swooped down upon
    hers, promising all sorts of unspoken delights. She clung to his
    shoulders, but he slipped from her grasp before she could argue with
    him further.  

     

    Then he was gone, leaving her only a pair of throbbing lips, a body
    quivering with almost painful need, and a new-found resolve to marry
    the man who had come to mean more than anything else in the world to
    her, even her own brother.  

     

    Vanessa sat stunned for a moment, but the knowledge that she had
    finally faced the truth about Gerald was enough to calm her.  

     

    She had now faced the demons of her past. While she was not sure she
    would ever be free of them, helping bring Gerald to justice would at
    least put most of them to rest.  
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    To keep her mind off her wedding to Clifford on the morrow, and the
    missing Martin Jerome, Vanessa went upstairs to pack. She was
    supposed to spend the night at Stone Court with Josephine and Emma,
    to prepare for her wedding in the morning.  

     

    They would have the nuptial breakfast there, for the weather
    promised to be fair, and the lovely garden would lend itself to the
    festivities. It was to be a small gathering due to the nature of her
    circumstances, and the fact that she was still supposed to be in
    mourning.  

     

    She had selected a pearl-gray gown the day before from amongst those
    the Jerome sisters' Bath dressmaker had brought with her which would
    befit the occasion. As per tradition, she had something old, new,
    borrowed and blue, and looked forward to settling in her new home at
    Stone Court.  

     

    While she had not yet managed to visit her future home due to the
    chaotic week Clifford had had helping the authorities with their
    inquiries ever since the girl's corpse had been found in the leat,
    she knew anywhere that Clifford was would be her home from now on.
    She would be loved and happy and safe in her new home. 
    Clifford would see to it.  

     

    But as Vanessa packed, she began to berate herself for being so
    foolish as to worry about her wedding things when her dangerous
    brother was still on the loose.  

     

    But what could she do to assist? Postponing the wedding would not
    help, for Clifford claimed he could not wait to marry her. Any talk
    of putting it off only upset him because he was so worried about
    her.  

     

    She knew Gerald could strike her whether she was married or not. At
    Stone Court, or any other house in the area, in the country. If
    Gerald wanted her dead, he would make it happen. He had done it
    before. He could do it again.  Worse still, he could harm the
    man she loved. Or his family.  

     

    At the thought of Clifford being in danger, Vanessa threw all
    caution to the winds.  With a decisive sweep of her hand she
    took up her cloak and made her way down the stairs and through the
    house to the stable block.  

     

    "I'm off to Stone Court," she told the chief groom, and mounted the
    elegant young mare that he hastily saddled for her.  

     

    She headed up the winding drive of Jerome Manor, and was just about
    to go out of the gate when she saw a small, dark-haired woman
    approaching almost nervously, a shawl clutched around her face
    though it was not raining and the afternoon was mild. She was
    mounted on a sway-backed horse, and looked pinched and white, with
    painfully thin wrists.  

     

    "Please, Miss, can you tell me if Clifford Stone is in residence? I
    called in at Stone Court, but they said he was staying here."  

     

    "He's not in at the moment, but yes, he is a guest here. I'm sure
    the Jeromes will be more than happy to put you up for the night if
    you would like to wait for him."  

     

    "I'm sorry. I must get back home. I've already been away too long."
     

     

    "Can I help? Clifford is my fiancee."  

     

    "I'm Penelope Winston. Perhaps you've heard of me?" the young woman
    said nervously.  

     

    "No, I'm sorry. I can't say that I have," Vanessa said, trying to
    quell the dagger of fear that shot through her. Surely it was not an
    old mistress of his... "But then, I have recently returned here from
    Dorset."  

     

    The woman nodded. Then her eyes flew wide. "You're not Vanessa
    Hawkesworth, are you?"  

     

    "I am."  

     

    "Oh God, you poor girl. That bastard of a brother of yours--" She
    practically spat the words at her.  

     

    "I don't understand."  

     

    "Though he's not as bad as Edmund Cavendish."  

     

    "Edmund?" Vanessa repeated blankly.  

     

    "Aye, the man who raped me. And Gerald helped, held me while he did
    it. Dr. Gold came to find me, persuaded me to tell the truth at
    last. I've been afraid for me and my son. But your man is a good
    one. He helped me, so I'm helping him.  Dr. Gold gave me money
    for my little boy. Is setting me up in some better lodgings. Dr.
    Gold said you were in danger. That Gerald tried to gamble you in a
    card game. Most likely tried to poison you. I'd say he's guilty of
    far worse than that. I heard them boasting and swaggering."  

     

    Vanessa shook her head. "Please, you're not making much sense." She
    swung down out of the saddle, and led the distraught woman and both
    horses over to rest by the pillar of the gate.  

     

    "Here now, rest yourself a moment, and when you feel able, tell me
    what happened."  

     

    "It was about four years ago," Penelope panted out. "I was young and
    foolish. I come from a good family up past Willesden. Edmund
    Cavendish has some racing stables there. He used to go see the
    horses, even exercise them himself sometimes.  

     

    "He got thrown one day and came to us for help. I thought I was in
    love. I went to see him one evening, to go look at one of his sick
    horses, or so he said.  There was something right sick in that
    stable, but it was no horse."  

     

    Vanessa could feel her stomach heave. She knew all too well what the
    girl was about to tell her. But even then, she was in for a shock.  

     

    "I said no, I was too young, it was too sudden, I was a good girl, a
    proper Church-goer.  He said I was desperate for it, and was
    going to love it so much I wouldn't be able to get enough. He had
    his way with me while your brother held me down. Gerald was going to
    have a turn himself when I struggled and broke free.  I ran to
    the door and nearly got away, when Edmund smashed a lantern into my
    face."  

     

    She drew one edge of the shawl away from her face. Vanessa gasped at
    the sight of the puckered flesh, one cut so close to the eye it was
    a miracle it had not been gouged out.  

     

    "Oh my God, you poor thing."  

     

    "That's the least of the scars they've left upon me, Miss, after
    what they did.  After he hit me, they both dragged me back in
    again and started to use me once more.  I pretended to be
    unconscious, hoping they would leave me alone. They stripped me
    naked, touched me everywhere, and I just had to lay there, because I
    knew if I didn't, it would only be worse for me."  

     

    "You've suffered so terribly, I can't even begin to-"  

     

    But Penelope pressed on, her eyes wide and unseeing as she relived
    the horror of that night.  

     

    "Gerald was just starting to grope me for his turn on top of me when
    the other two wild Cavendish boys, James and Charles, came in to
    declare that it was time to leave if they wanted to waylay the coach
    coming down from Oxford.  

     

    "They tied me up and left me, planning to come back and use me all
    over again.  I was desperate to get away. I knew one way of the
    other they would be the death of me. So I used the broken glass from
    the lantern and sawed through the ropes, and managed to escape.  

     

    "I had to walk all the way home on foot in the middle of the night,
    naked and injured as I was.  I thought my family would support
    me, but my parents were livid. They said I had disgraced them and no
    one would want to marry me, and locked me in my room as though I had
    done something wrong.   I laughed. With my face as they
    had left it, who ever would want to marry me anyway? Dr. Gold did
    his best, but it needed so many stitches." She shook her head.  

     

    "I told my parents what I knew, what they had done. They were
    terrified, said it would only be asking for trouble to try to report
    any of it. They told me to say nothing. That it would be my word
    against the four of them, and if they were that dangerous they might
    harm the estate, or my younger sister. As soon as I knew I was with
    child, they told me to go elsewhere, so as not to ruin my sister's
    chances of making a good match."  

     

    "I can't believe they would have been so unfair," she said,
    outraged.  

     

    "They were doing what they thought was best for everyone, especially
    with such powerful enemies so near. My parents gave me a small sum
    of money, and told me to disappear. I was livid. I had done nothing
    wrong, except been too trusting. As a result I had been violated and
    lost my home and entire family. Anything that I had ever cared for
    in my life was gone.  

     

    "I was so furious at the injustice of it all, I went to the
    Cavendish house. Edmund wasn't home, so I confronted their father
    instead. I told them what had happened, what his sons were
    doing.  He was livid, refused to give me a penny, or to report
    them so no more innocent people would be harmed.  

     

    "He had me thrown out, down the long flight of stairs at the front.
    I dragged myself to my feet, badly injured, convinced I would
    miscarry the child. I was in agony, and could hardly make it to the
    gate, let alone to the doctor."  

     

    "Gods above, they're all savages!" Vanessa gasped, shaking her head.
     

     

    "Fortunately, not all. One of the men from the house, a servant, I
    think,  helped me into a carriage. The driver brought me to Dr.
    Gold. When I finally came to fully after my agonized swoon, there
    was money in my reticule. Not a lot, but more even than my parents
    had ever given me.  

     

    "Dr. Gold helped me, and the baby lived. I don't hate the child
    because of the sins of his father, but it's been damned hard these
    past few years. I feared the Cavendishes' power.  So I did what
    my parents had asked me to do and vanished. I went into hiding.  

     

    "I was terrified of what old Mr. Cavendish might do to me. His
    threats were just awful, and he said he would make me suffer for
    being a whore and lying about his heir. That he was a powerful man
    who would make my life hell.  

     

    "So for the past four years, I've been a fugitive trying to protect
    myself and my poor boy. I've lived off the small sum I was given,
    and help from strangers and the public works, and raised my son the
    best I could.  My old nanny is the only one who has ever
    troubled herself over me, apart from the good doctor.  She told
    Dr. Gold where I was, and I'm here now to tell you my tale as he
    asked, so that everyone can know the truth at last. Gerald is a
    fiend, the Cavendishes too. You need to get away from Hawkesworth
    House. You must stay away. And thank God for the rest of your life
    that none of them won you in that card game."  

     

    "Oh, my dear, I am so sorry. If there's anything I can do--"  

     

    "If you're protecting your brother, you need to stop," Penelope said
    bluntly.  

     

    Vanessa nodded. "I know. I was just going over to my house. I just
    moved here a month ago, after my aunt died. I have only just begun
    to suspect Gerald was one of the highwaymen. To tell you the truth,
    I thought my cousins were involved as well. The Stephenses."  

     

    "No, not that I ever knew of. But you mustn't go back to Hawkesworth
    House. What if he's there?"  

     

    "I can't not go. A friend of ours has just reported that his brother
    and new wife are unaccounted for. He went missing somewhere between
    here and his regimental headquarters near Oxford. I think they
    murdered his new wife and have harmed or killed him. I need to find
    some sort of proof before Gerald hurts anyone else."  

     

    "Then I'm coming with you," the tiny woman said with a decided air,
    and reached for the reins of her horse.  

     

    Vanessa shook her head. "Oh, no, it's too risky."  

     

    "I should have stood up to them all better four years ago. I blame
    myself."  

     

    "You were so young."  

     

    She nodded, her lips tight. "Aye, not even sixteen."  

     

    "It's disgraceful.  But you're not to blame yourself. These
    young men have had all the privileges a good home and wealth could
    bestow. Theft? They had no need to resort to such crimes. As for
    rape, murder?" Vanessa shook her head.  "They're savages and
    must be stopped."  

     

    "I couldn't agree more. That's why I'm coming with you," Penelope
    said resolutely.  

     

    "But if they find you--"  

     

    She lifted her chin resolutely. Having struggled with her decision
    for so long, she now embraced it and any possible consequences
    fully.  "I'm prepared to take that risk. I can't do anything
    against Edmund for the rape, but I can help bring Gerald to justice.
    He was the mastermind, making the evil suggestions. They simply
    obeyed. He's cunning and clever, and we need to work together. Come
    on."  

     

    "Maybe we ought to go back to get help?" Vanessa said, following
    Penelope's lead and mounting her hoses.  

     

    "We're two females. Gerald thinks he's superior to any woman. Well,
    we're going to show him."  

     

    The gleam in her eyes determined Vanessa. Time was of the essence.
    If she was ever to redeem herself in Clifford's eyes, or indeed her
    own, she was going to have to act now.  

     

    Vanessa turned her mare's head toward Hawkesworth House. She had the
    perfect pretext, after all, for going.  It would seem the most
    logical thing in the world for her to return in order to pack up her
    things prior to her marrying, and having her new maid with her as
    chaperone was not in the least odd. It would have been more strange
    to have gone on her own. The servants wouldn't suspect a thing if
    she just kept calm.  

     

    This might be her only opportunity to sneak into Gerald's room if he
    was not there in order to see what valuables he had lying around. By
    rights he ought not to have any jewels or watches, since by all
    accounts, necessity had forced him to sell everything in the past
    few years. She knew this from him, every time he had ever importuned
    her for money, and from the servants, who had watched Gerald's
    steady decline ever since their father had died.  

     

    Been murdered, she corrected, steeling her resolve.  

     

    So if she found any jewels or other valuables, she would bring them
    to the magistrates, and pray that this nightmare would be over at
    last.  

     

    The short trip to the house was accomplished with few words. "You
    keep the other servants busy, packing up my things, while I search
    Gerald's room," instructed as she dismounted.  

     

    Penelope, already on the ground, nodded.  "I have a pistol if
    you want it."  

     

    Vanessa's eyes widened. "No, you keep it," she said after due
    consideration. "He doesn't know I suspect him. But if he sees you
    and recalls who you are, he could try to harm you. Here we are. In
    and out in a quarter of an hour, no more."  

     

    "Aye."  

     

    Simms the butler was glad to see Vanessa, and relieved that she
    looked so well. "We're ever so sorry, Miss, that we never heard you
    trying to summon help. We obeyed the master's orders, never
    dreaming..."  

     

    "That's all right, Simms, it was no one's fault. Is the Master
    around anywhere?" she asked, hoping she managed to sound casual.  

     

    "Haven't seen him since that night you were taken ill, Miss, though
    he has been in and out at all hours as usual. He was up to London on
    a tear with the money he got for you. Gambling away your hand in
    marriage." His tone oozed disapproval. "The very idea. The old
    master must be turning in his grave."  

     

    "Yes, well, the less said about it the better," Vanessa said
    brusquely.  "The fact is that it has worked out happily for all
    concerned. I'm simply here to pack up some of my possessions. If you
    could send Hartley and Banks up to my room with my maid Penny here,
    to assist with my boxes, and get the wagon out, that would be most
    helpful."  

     

    "At once, Miss.  We'll have you done in a trice." He was about
    to step away when he turned back to face her and said in a solemn
    tone,  "If you will take an old man's advice, leave as soon as
    you can, and never ever come back while your half-brother lives
    here."  

     

    The old man turned on his heel and descended the servants' stairs,
    giving her just enough time to race up to Gerald's room before the
    others came up to help her pack.  

     

    "My chamber is the third one along. Hurry. Start taking everything
    out of the drawers, and don't worry about folding nicely. My jewel
    box is in the bottom drawer of my dressing table. If they ask where
    I am, tell them the study."  

     

    "Aye, Miss. You have any trouble, you shout." She fingered her
    pistol in the pocket of the jacket, and strode on down the corridor.
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    The door to her brother's chamber was locked, just as Vanessa had
    feared, but a hastily inserted hairpin caused the ancient ironware
    to yield in an instant.  

     

    She ran over to Gerald's dresser, and looked at the top of it, which
    was bare apart from a few worthless cravat pins and cufflinks. 
    She yanked open drawer after drawer in the dresser and armoire.
    Finally, in the bottom drawer of the old armoire, she found what she
    was looking for.  It was behind a concealed false back which
    she detected upon pulling the drawer out fully to see why it was so
    heavy when it looked almost empty.  It was a treasure trove of
    ladies' jewelry and pocket watches, some purses and men's wallets,
    all in a jumble.  

     

    Vanessa scooped a handful of items out of the drawer and stuffed
    them in her reticule, then rearranged the items so they would not
    look as though they had been disturbed. Just as she was about to
    close the drawer, her eyes fell upon a small book covered in silver.
     

     

    It was an unusual item, and looked to be very old. It was a
    miniature Bible. Just as she had hoped, it had a family tree
    inscribed upon the first inner pages of the book.  The
    handwriting was spidery, and she recognized it as the copperplate
    script she had seen on ancient documents written many centuries
    before. Ancient it might be, but it was easy enough to make out the
    name: Jerome.  

     

    Her breath caught in her throat, and she nearly dropped the book as
    she heard footsteps approaching. She grasped it firmly and shut the
    drawer a trifle too loudly.  

     

    She concealed herself behind the curtain as she stuffed the Bible
    into her small reticule. She concealed it under her dress by tying
    the handles of the bag to her lower leg.  

     

    She waited a few moments, then approached the door and opened it a
    crack.  She could hear the two servants stacking boxes in her
    room, talking to Penelope. She hastily dashed out of Gerald's room
    and moved at an even pace to her own chamber, trying not to run.  

     

    "If you would be so kind as to empty the wardrobe and chest, I shall
    empty the dresser and desk," she instructed, pointing to each
    manservant in turn as she entered.  

     

    Penelope looked up expectantly. Vanessa gave a small nod. The girl
    looked visibly relieved, and turned back to folding her best gowns.
     

     

    Vanessa hardly noticed or cared what she was doing, flinging her
    possessions into the boxes willy-nilly. Her few jewels seemed like
    such meaningless baubles compared to the enormity of what her
    brother had done, stealing and murdering up and down the countryside
    for gain.  

     

    She shoved them in their velvet bags, and determined to give the
    lion's share of them to Penelope for her help. There were a few
    trinkets from her mother and aunt, but the rest made no difference
    to her now.  

     

    Her cousins' family were blameless. That was a tiny crumb of
    comfort. She wished she could blame her father for having protected
    such a fiend. But she could understand why he had done it. His only
    son and heir. A daughter could never compare. Not to a man with his
    old-fashioned way of thinking. He had already lost his second wife.
    Her father had decided to try to protect them all in his own way.
    Allowing Gerald to be executed wouldn't have changed a thing except
    to leave the poor man even more alone and full of wretched regret.
    But what a terrible price they had all paid.  

     

    But still it hurt. Her own father had told everyone she had had the
    archery accident. Killed her own mother.  The half-naked body
    had been explained away by Gerald, just up from London with Peter
    and Toby, as his own feeble attempts to staunch the blood.  

     

    Had her cousins guessed? Was that why they had been so determined to
    get her to come live with them? Or had it been the money all along?
     

     

    Vanessa closed her eyes and saw it all now as clear as day, her
    mother in a lovely blue dress the color of they sky. Gerald and she
    quarrelling, her hiding in terror at the root of the box hedge,
    until her mother's final scream had propelled her out of her hiding
    place and into the arms of her mystified father, who had tried to
    soothe his hysterical daughter without in the least knowing what to
    say.  

     

    She plopped down upon a low stool, winded.  

     

    "What is it?" Penelope asked in alarm.  

     

    "I remember it all now. Oh God. And I provoked him."  

     

    Penelope looked around at the two men.  "Wait outside please,"
    she ordered, shooing them from the room.  

     

    They looked surprised, but nodded and left, shutting the door behind
    them.  

     

    "Provoked Gerald how?" she asked gently, putting her hand on
    Vanessa's shoulder.  

     

    Vanessa shuddered at the sight of Penelope's puckered scarring. "He
    wanted money. My mother was expecting, and my father refused him,
    saying there were three children to provide for. He was afraid of
    being supplanted as heir. He killed her and her unborn child."  

     

    "Your mother? But she's been dead for years, hasn't she?"  

     

    Vanessa put one shaking hand to her temple.  

     

    "I can see it all now. He was trying to gain from my aunt's death in
    whatever way he could. When he failed to marry me off to a man he
    could manipulate, he tried to kill me. Damnation. I never stopped to
    think that curbing his excesses, as I threatened to, would only make
    him more vicious and resentful of others who had more than he."  

     

    "Envy is not your fault!" Penelope said, shaking her by the
    shoulders.  "It is the sin of the one who covets. Or lusts.
    Besides, he still would have assaulted women.  Been prone to
    violence. It's his nature. We're convenients to him, holes to spend
    himself in. He said as much to be before he tried to have me." She
    tried to suppress a shudder.  

     

    Vanessa was appalled at the change in the poor girl. "I'm sorry, I
    didn't mean--"  

     

    "Don't apologise. It's not your fault. I was just remembering too."
    Penelope sighed.  

     

    "And to think all this time I just blindly accept his glib word for
    everything," Vanessa said, her tone dejected.  

     

    "I suspect your father and aunt tried to shield you as best they
    could. It's pretty grim, you know, what I've discovered about your
    half-brother even through some very general inquiries.  Gerald
    didn't lack for funds during his London season. Your father actually
    indulged him even more in the hopes it would steady him down.
    Needless to say, it had the opposite effect intended.  He was
    just about engaged to a young woman there. I don't know the whole
    story, but I doubt it was as Gerald told everyone."  

     

    "I'm sorry I never looked into the matter more deeply. I've been
    such a fool, affording him blind family loyalty where he deserved
    none. Tell me what happened."  

     

    Penelope revealed, "He had claimed that the girl had led him on, had
    lied and deceived him. Had been a common strumpet hiding behind a
    guise of respectability. They behaved most shockingly at a ball. She
    was found in the garden with him with half her clothes off, and was
    ruined. She protested her innocence, that he had forced himself upon
    her, but Gerald said she was a trollop. Whatever happened is
    gossiped about to this day. She lost her good name, and retired from
    London to live outside of society. He ruined yet another life
    through his acts of mindless debauchery."  

     

    "Oh, God, this is all my--"  

     

    "You can't blame yourself," Penelope insisted.  "You had no
    control over any of it. Could not have done anything. You were but a
    child, remember?"  

     

    "Why, oh why didn't her family press charges against him?"  

     

    Penelope shrugged wearily. "The answer rests in the society we all
    live and participate in.  Her family must have been too afraid
    of scandal, just like mine. All of them are so fearful of what
    others will think when they admit their daughter has been molested
    that they neglect to do the right thing. My parents did it to
    protect my sister's reputation first and foremost. I don't know if
    the girl in London had siblings, but the parents might just as
    easily have been protecting themselves. I know mine were."  

     

    "Well, no more." Vanessa got to her feet, and began to hurl the last
    remaining items into the packing cases.  

     

    "What?"  

     

    "I have to tell the truth, all of it. Even if it means letting
    Gerald hang, and shocking my aunt. Ruining my own social
    standing.  I'm not sure I can bear to lose Clifford. I know
    he's said it doesn't matter what my family is guilty of, but I'm not
    at all confident that his protestations of love would hold up to the
    storm the revelations of Gerald's true character would produce. But
    I can't turn a blind eye any longer."  

     

    She rose from her dresser, now empty, and drew another box over to
    the desk. She wondered about her books downstairs, but decided not
    to bother. She would just take what she could, and leave the rest.
    None of it made any difference any longer.  

     

    She lifted her skirt hem and took the reticule out from under her
    dress. Penelope's eyes widened.  

     

    "Incontrovertible proof," Vanessa said simply.  

     

    "Thank God. But only of robbery."  

     

    Vanessa nodded. "I know. And he can try to lie and say he bought the
    items in a pawn shop. Even if the charge of theft sticks, or highway
    robbery, because he's gentry, he might get only a very brief
    sentence compared with an ordinary man. We just have to hope
    something more incriminating turns up. Otherwise he could be out of
    Newgate in a few years."  

     

    "And after you."  

     

    "After us both," Vanessa said with a shudder.  

     

    She placed her reticule down into the bosom of her gown for
    safekeeping. She would bring her discovery straight to Mr. Branson
    the magistrate as soon as she left Hawkesworth House.  

     

    A clatter of hooves in the drive sent her running to the window in
    the hall in a complete panic.  

     

    "Someone's coming," Penelope gasped, paling. She clutched her pocket
    nervously.  

     

    "Oh Lord, let it not be Gerald," Vanessa prayed fervently.  

     

    Relief flooded through her as she saw two blond heads close
    together: Clifford and Henry.  

     

    "It's all right. It's Clifford and his brother. We're safe now. They
    would never let anything happen to us."  

     

     She called to the servants waiting outside, and instructed
    them to start bringing the boxes down to the wagon. She clutched the
    reticule to her bosom and flew down the stairs as fast as her
    trembling legs would carry her.  

     

    Vanessa flung open the front door without waiting for Simms the
    butler, and threw herself into Clifford's arms.  

     

    He was alarmed, relieved, and angry all in an instant. She could see
    the barely suppressed fury in his eyes as he left off kissing her,
    but she forestalled his tirade by pressing the reticule into his
    hand.  

     

    "Vanessa, how could you come here alone!"  

     

    "I'm not alone. Penelope Winston is with me. She has a terrible tale
    to tell about Gerald and Edmund Cavendish. The three eldest brothers
    have been acting as highwaymen all along."  

     

    Clifford's eyes widened. "My God. Those swine."  

     

    "I'll fetch her down to go with you to give her testimony. And here.
    Please, take this to Mr. Branson, and hurry. I found these things
    concealed in Gerald's bottom drawer, in a secret compartment. There
    are all sorts of watches and women's jewels.  

     

    "Even worse, there's a chased silver Jerome family Bible. I fear
    Samuel's brother Martin has met a bad end. That woman in the sluice
    gate. I think it must have been his new wife. That's why she was
    here in the district but no one knew her. You must find out what
    happened to him!"  

     

    Clifford looked as though he would dispute her theory, but she was
    so wild-eyed with worry, he did not gainsay her. He was torn between
    love and duty, but put her from him with one last kiss.  

     

    "I want to stay with you more than anything, but I will go myself,
    as you ask, and make sure Penelope stays safe.  Henry will
    remain here with you while I ride over to Malcolm's. Just leave your
    things. None of them are of any value compared with your life."  

     

    "It was just a pretext to search--"  

     

    "I know, darling, but go now. Please. Leave this place, and don't
    come back. Promise me."  

     

    "I will. I remember everything now."  

     

    His brows knit. "Everything?"  

     

    "Aye, all of it, my mother, my aunt, everything."  

     

    Clifford looked both curious and relieved. "Darling, I am eager to
    hear it all, but time is pressing. We really must leave. Tell
    Penelope to come down now and come with me to tell her tale to
    Malcolm."  

     

    Vanessa turned and called up to her. She held out her hand
    encouragingly as the shadowy woman crept tentatively down the
    stairs.  

     

    "It's all right. Just tell the magistrate what you told me. Clifford
    will keep you safe."  

     

    Penelope clasped Vanessa's hand. "Thank you."  

     

    "Thank you. You risked a lot by coming here."  

     

    They walked down together, and Vanessa asked suddenly, "Your son. Is
    he safe, being tended to properly?"  

     

    "Yes. He's fine. He will be looked after for as long as I am away."
     

     

    "Good. Then come see me at Stone Court as soon as you can. Then we
    can discuss your future."  

     

    "I don't want charity," she said with a proud lift of her patrician
    chin.  

     

    Vanessa reflected with a pang how lovely she once must have
    been.  "I don't plan to offer any, just help to a friend to
    whom fate has been most unkind."  

     

    Penelope nodded. "Thank you. I would like to be friends."  

     

    "Even with Gerald's sister?" Vanessa asked softly.  

     

    The young woman fixed her with a level stare. "Listen to me. And
    heed me, so that you don't spend the rest of your life wondering
    'What it...' the way I have. You can't blame yourself, or your
    parents, Vanessa.  Lay the blame squarely where it belongs.
    With Gerald.  

     

    "Some people are born bad. Others are goaded to it by circumstance
    or defects of character. A lack of moral compass. The younger
    Cavendishes, for example. But Gerald and Edmund are born bad."  

     

    "Then pray God they get their just punishment, in this life and the
    next."  

     

    Henry helped the woman mount, while Clifford held Vanessa in his
    arms for a brief time.  

     

    "Go home to Stone Court and wait for me there."  

     

    "I will, if you still want me."  

     

    Clifford's eyes sparked darkly. "There's no if about it." He stroked
    her cheek, then ran down the front steps and swung up onto his
    horse's back in one fluid movement. She watched him head down the
    drive, and then Henry came up to her and grasped her elbow.  

     

    "Come. It's not safe here for any of us."  

     

    Vanessa gathered up her cloak and two of the boxes the servants had
    brought down, while Henry waved to the driver to hurry. They loaded
    the boxes into the farm wagon haphazardly, and she took only a
    moment to spring up into the saddle of her borrowed mare.  

     

    Even so, Henry still urged haste, and spurred his own horse almost
    viciously. They bolted out of the gate and down the road to Stone
    Court as if the Furies were pursuing them. Neither of them spared
    the horses until their destination was safely in view.  

     

    The wagon was far behind, so they slowed their mounts and waited for
    the driver to catch them up.  "It will be dark soon," Henry
    said, looking up at the cobalt sky.  

     

    "Please send some servants to escort Clifford back from Malcolm's."
     

     

    "I will. And we shall post guard all around the estate. The Army is
    out on regular patrol. They've instituted a curfew in Millcote and
    the adjoining villages along both main roads. Anyone moving abroad
    from six in the evening until six in the morning will be stopped and
    questioned. If Gerald is in the district, or the Cavendishes here,
    we'll catch them. I give you my word."  

     

    Vanessa wondered grimly, "But how many more people will he harm
    until we do?"  
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    The Jerome sisters were already at Stone Court waiting for Vanessa
    when she came in with her boxes looking disheveled and wild with
    worry.  

     

    She entered the front door and stopped dead. She looked up in awe at
    the twin staircases which ascended to the upper floors, and the fine
    moldings, busts, and paintings which filled the walls.  

     

    The staircases themselves were of snowy white marble, with gilt
    leaves decorating the posts and balustrades.  Fine Turkey
    carpets underfoot led up the stairs and to the large formal
    reception room through the double doors under the balcony formed by
    the two staircases meeting at the upper story.  

     

    The girls insisted upon leading her up to the chamber which was now
    hers by right as the wife of the master of the house. Ascending the
    right-hand staircase, they made their way through the door to the
    right, and she entered a chamber to the left which was lined with
    windows on two adjacent sides, giving a light and airy effect. She
    could see through the windows to the ornamental garden below, with a
    marble terrace and stairs descending onto a magnificent lawn.  

     

    In the center of it a huge bronze fountain bubbled gaily, while
    further below, past a rose garden, was a small waterfall and lily
    pond, and beyond that a wending stream with a rustic stone bridge
    leading into the fields beyond.  

     

    At the edge of the fields she could see the darkness that was
    Millcote Forest, and shivered.  

     

    The two sisters settled her on a low bench in front of the hearth to
    get her bearings as they helped unpack, and poured her some tea.  

     

    Vanessa finally felt her breathing slow as she soaked up the warmth
    from the fire.  Soon she stopped shuddering with cold and fear,
    and began to take notice of her surroundings with some degree of
    curiosity.  

     

    The rooms were surprisingly modern and well appointed, with fine
    walnut furniture and cheerful pale blue wallpaper and matching
    curtains and a satin bedspread all in the garland pattern.  

     

    In addition to several fine wardrobes and dressers for her clothes,
    there was a dressing room between her bedroom and her husband's, a
    full bathing chamber, and a small room obviously intended as a
    nursery for a new born or a sick child. Yes, these were rooms she
    could be happy in with her beloved, but she thought with a pang how
    much a good woman like Peneloped deserved to be happy too, and yet
    had had all of her joy and chance at happiness stolen from her.  

     

    She barely heard one word in ten as the Jerome girls chatted gaily
    about the wedding as they helped unpack and exclaimed over her finer
    dark gowns, including a midnight blue with cream sprigs and lace
    edging around the bodice and loose sleeves, which they insisted she
    change into.  

     

    But Vanessa did not feel very much like celebrating. She only wished
    she had taken Clifford's suspicions seriously when he had first
    voiced them. She had instead been furious, eager to defend her
    family, and as a result had perhaps cost even more innocent people
    their lives.  

     

    But as she looked around the suite, an elegant set of rooms intended
    for a happily married couple to share, she knew she could not let
    their marriage be haunted by the past.  

     

    She had done what she could to bring Gerald to justice by taking the
    stolen jewels and handing them over to the authorities. Now she just
    had to let the magistrates do their work and bring Gerald and his
    band of highwaymen to justice.  

     

    "Vanessa, you haven't heard a word I've said," Josephine complained.
     

     

    "I'm sorry, I was just thinking."  

     

    "I don't blame you for having a touch of the vapors. I know I shall
    on my big day, and Henry and I have known each other and had an
    understanding for quite some time. It must be strange marrying a man
    you've only just met again for the first time in years."  

     

    "And yet I feel I've known him all my life," she said with a winsome
    smile.  

     

    "Well, that sounds promising then." Josephine hesitated.  "I
    know it's a bit forward of me, but if you need to know anything
    about, well, men and women together, you have only to ask.  I
    know your mother died when you were very young. I'm not so sure your
    aunt had any notion of the matter. Mama is a very kind woman. She
    could explain..."  

     

    Vanessa blushed. "I think I have the theory, if not the practice.
    I'm sure it will be fine. Clifford is a good and patient man.
    Besides, that is really the least of my worries, with so many other
    things going on."  

     

    Josephine and Emma both stared at her.  

     

    Vanessa took a deep breath and began, "You might as well know now.
    It will be all over the district soon enough. My half-brother Gerald
    is one of the highwaymen who has been terrorizing the
    neighborhood.  I fear he killed that poor woman we found in the
    sluice-gates."  

     

    The Jerome sisters did not seem surprised, but the two items of
    information she revealed next shocked them to the core.  

     

    "I have to tell you know, there is no way to break this news
    easily.  We have an eyewitness who is giving testimony even now
    that the Cavendish cousins are also involved. I'm so sorry, Emma, if
    you have feelings for James, but he is not worthy of you.  I
    never liked him, thought him wild and boorish whenever he was at the
    house visiting with Gerald.  

     

    "As for the identity of the poor dead woman in the sluice gates, we
    have reason to believe she is your cousin Martin's new wife."  

     

    "Martin?" Josephine gasped. "But how-"  

     

    "They were supposed to be visiting after their wedding, as you know,
    but never arrived. I found his small chased silver family Bible in
    amongst Gerald's other stolen items secreted in the back of a hidden
    drawer."  

     

    Emma looked stunned, and now Josephine began to weep. "Martin's wife
    is dead? Where is he? He carries that Bible with him everywhere. Oh
    Lord--" Jo's sobs choked her.  

     

    Vanessa shook her head sadly. "I'm sorry. We have no idea. The
    Bransons are out looking for any sign of Martin at all. I'm praying
    for a miracle, of course, but fear the worst." She sighed heavily.  

     

    She swallowed the lump in her throat and managed to continue, "Given
    all that has happened, I will understand fully if you do not wish to
    know the woman whose brother has caused so much misery and
    unhappiness  to your own family. You must also want to go over
    to your cousins' in Barton to provide what comfort you can. I shall
    send for the carriage and Henry can take you there."  

     

    Emma managed to recover her composure first. "Oh, Vanessa, it is not
    you we blame," she said sincerely, rising and smoothing her skirts
    with trembling hands. "But we must go to see if we can help in any
    way."  

     

    "Of course, I understand. That's why I'm telling you. There can be
    no friendship without trust. I hope in time we can put this behind
    us. But I'll understand if you cut me the next time we meet."  

     

    A tearful Josephine put her hand on her shoulder. "No, I shan't. As
    soon as Henry and I wed, we shall be sisters. None of this is your
    fault. You must not blame yourself for Gerald's excesses."  

     

    Emma took her hand. "I don't blame you either. You've saved me from
    a most imprudent and disastrous marriage. I knew James was wild. I
    did not pay heed to the rumors due to the supposed size of his
    fortune and his excellent connections. I can see reasons for Gerald
    behaving as he does, with no money, desperate, but the Cavendishes
    have no such excuse. Not unless they have managed to conceal their
    affairs very well from the rest of the world. They have done this
    out of pure evil and malice. I'm glad I found out what he was truly
    like before it was too late."  

     

    "There is no excuse for any of it. It is all greed and malice, and
    uncontrollable licentiousness," Vanessa said with a shake of her
    head, thinking of Penelope's sad tale.  

     

    "I only hope Malcolm Branson can consider the difficult position I
    was in, committed as I was. Though I have loved him for some time, I
    could not break off my engagement to James without causing scandal."
     

     

    "Well, he's certainly caused enough scandal now, or will have done
    once he is exposed. I hope that will be soon. Clifford thinks if
    they are confronted, they will betray each other in order to try to
    save themselves."  

     

    Emma took Josephine's arm to help her to the door. "We must go. You
    will be all right, won't you?"  

     

    Vanessa came on the girl's left and aided her as well, then called
    down the corridor for Henry to come help. "I'll be fine. It will all
    be well. I'm in my new home now, and will be Clifford's bride
    tomorrow. He insists he wants to go through with the wedding
    regardless.  Nothing shall happen to me with him by my side."  

     

    She escorted the women downstairs and told Henry, who appeared from
    the library, to take them home.  

     

    "But Clifford said-"  

     

    "I'll be fine. I have a house full of servants, and a wedding to
    prepare for. I shall lock myself in my chamber, and await your
    return or Clifford's."  

     

    Henry still looked torn, but Vanessa shooed him. "Go on. The sooner
    you get the girls to Barton safely, the sooner you can be back here.
    I can hear the wind picking up. I fear there will be a storm. Go
    now."  

     

    Henry helped the women with their cloaks and led them down to the
    waiting carriage.  

     

    Vanessa pulled her shawl more tightly around her blue gown as a cold
    breeze swept through the house.  She shivered with unease. She
    watched the carriage drive away, then told the butler to watch out
    for Clifford and to let her know as soon as he arrived.  

     

    She went upstairs to her chamber and laid out all of her items in
    preparation for the morning. The vicar would be coming to perform
    the ceremony at eleven. Then they were to spend the night at Stone
    Court and journey up to London on Sunday after church for a few days
    on a honeymoon trip.  

     

    Clifford said he also wanted to show Vanessa the Stone family's
    small but elegant townhouse, and some of the delights of the
    capital. She certainly didn't care about anything so worldly, not
    after all she had discovered, and the only delights she was
    interested in could be provided by Clifford with his magnificent
    body.  

     

    But Clifford had other plans in mind for their trip, she was sure.
    He had not said it, but she could guess he also wanted to make some
    inquiries himself about Gerald, and now the Cavendish cousins. She
    hoped they would be able to get enough evidence to bring the men to
    justice. But she knew Gerald. He was nothing if not a plausible
    liar. He probably had a pack of untruths all worked out in case of
    discovery.  

     

    A small movement behind the curtains caused her to gasp and draw
    back quickly. But it was too late to flee. Far too late. Gerald
    emerged like the angel of death, a pistol pressed to the temple of a
    terrified young serving maid whose wide blue eyes were running with
    tears.  

     

    "Well, well, so you're marrying the bastard after all. Just thought
    I would come to pay my respects. Hope you don't mind that I let
    myself in the back door.  And this kind young lady was only too
    pleased to show me to your room."  

     

    "Gerald, how nice of you to call," she said in an even tone, trying
    not to panic. "What can I do for you?"  

     

    "You can come with me now. We're going to visit Mason and Rogers,
    and they are going to give me exactly what I want. Your fortune."  

     

    "Come now. Don't be absurd," Vanessa said in her most lofty tone,
    trying not to reveal how terrified she was with a show of false
    bravado.  "How much ready money do you think they would have on
    hand? Not to mention the fact that I have already signed a
    pre-nuptial arrangement with Clifford. I cannot go back on it now
    without leaving myself open to a breach of promise suit. As my
    solicitors they would never permit that.  They will not give me
    the money now no matter how much I beg.  

     

    "Moreover, as soon as they see you waving a pistol around, they
    would call for the local authorities and you would be put in
    jail.  Far better to take what I have now." She no longer had
    her reticule, so she reached for the pink band box in which she had
    placed her jewel casket. She offered it to him now. "Take all of
    them.  I shall send you more once I'm married.  I have
    never loved you as a sister should, Gerald, not after all your
    cruelties to me as a child, but I would not want to see you hang."  

     

    Gerald sneered. "So that's why you went into my room today to look
    for evidence of my wrongdoing? So you could save me?"  

     

    Vanessa paled, but steeled herself well enough that she did not
    flinch.  "I needed to know the truth. We all do. Those innocent
    people... Did you never stop to think how many people you were
    harming for your own selfish pleasure?"  

     

    "Why should I care? No one has ever done anything for me!"  

     

    Vanessa's temper snapped then. "Father did everything for you!
    Everything! You killed both of his wives, didn't you? Yet still he
    protected you! He covered up for you when you poisoned your own
    mother, didn't he? He claimed it was an accident when you shot my
    mother in the back with an arrow. That I was the one who done it in
    the midst of some innocent child's play. I've carried that blight
    for years, with people whispering that I was mad.  

     

    "Only she didn't die at the archery butts, did it? It happened when
    you chased her through the maze, hunted her down like an animal.
    Assaulted and killed her when she wouldn't give in. I remember it
    all now. I saw you! I was concealed in the shrubbery playing hide
    and seek. I saw it all.  

     

    "By the time Peter came along you must have pretended to have been
    trying to help her. Father let me take the blame, said it was brain
    fever, but he had to have known that I could never have wielded the
    bow and arrow with such deadly force."  

     

    "Aye, I did it," Gerald snarled, all pretence at an end at
    last.  "She was pregnant. Another child to drain the estate,
    another potential rival heir. I couldn't let it happen. Detested
    that slut for having you. I doubt you're even my sister!"  

     

    Vanessa restrained her temper. "It doesn't matter what either of us
    think or feel any longer. And you really have no reason to fear me.
    Father left everything to you, after all, apart from some minor
    bequests to our cousins. I only got a few things of my mother's.
    I've never taken anything from you.  And I can't do anything to
    you now, even knowing what I do.  Not after so many years.
    Besides, who would believe the word of a confused and hysterical
    eight-year old girl?  

     

    "But those things you stole will testify against you.  Even now
    your victims are claiming back their own items."  

     

    "I could say I bought them in London quite innocently," he bluffed.
     

     

    "And young Martin Jerome and his wife? How did you happen to get
    hold of his family Bible? It is not something any decent young man
    would ever have sold, and his wife was raped and murdered."  

     

    The maid, who had been hanging limply in his grasp, now began to
    struggle with all her might, kicking and scratching in a desperate
    bid for freedom.  

     

    The gun went off, sending shards of mirror flying in all directions.
    The hysterical maid dropped to the ground and crawled away.  

     

    Vanessa picked up a heavy candlestick and prepared to defend
    herself.  She could hear footsteps charging up the stairs and
    voices raised in consternation.  

     

    "They heard the shot. They're coming for you.  Give yourself
    up, Gerald, now."  

     

    "If I can't have everything, I'll make sure you and Clifford don't
    either." He grabbed the candelabra nearest him and held it up to the
    curtains, which began to flame like writhing snakes.  

     

    Vanessa threw the candlestick at him, hitting him squarely between
    the eyes.  

     

    She ran over to her boxes and snatched up the only weapon she had,
    her fine silver dagger her aunt had given her as a paperknife.  

     

    Gerald grasped her wrist in a crushing grip. Before she could stop
    him, he began yanking her toward the casement.  

     

    Vanessa pulled back desperately, but Gerald's manic strength
    prevailed.  He hauled at her hard and jumped out of the window.
    It was over thirty feet to the marble-slabbed terrace below. To fall
    or jump would mean almost certain death.  

     

    Vanessa yanked and twisted, trying to wrench her arm free. She could
    feel herself being dragged inexorably right along with him.  

     

    She threw herself to the floor and leaned back with all her might,
    wedging one hand against the sill, and jerked her other arm. Still
    unable to break free, she swivelled her wrist. The dagger still in
    her right hand gouged into the tender flesh of Gerald's inner wrist,
    forcing him to let go of her at last.  

     

    A flash of lightning lit the night sky, and was followed not by
    thunder, but an unearthly shriek.  Vanessa heard Gerald hit the
    paving slabs with a sickening thud. Then her room was full of
    exclaiming servants bursting through the door.  

     

    Clifford pushed his way through the throng and pulled her into his
    arms. "Are you all right?" he gasped. "We heard a shot."  

     

    "I'm fine," she panted, gripping her throbbing arm. "Gerald! He
    jumped.  Is he-"  

     

    Clifford scrambled over to the window and looked out, then ordered
    the servants to fetch water to help put out the conflagration as the
    curtains and wallpaper crackled.  

     

    Almost all of them obeyed, while two helped the hysterical little
    maid to her feet and carried her from the room.  

     

    Clifford and Vanessa stared at each other for a moment. She had the
    sensation of looking at him from across a great chasm. Her brother's
    scream echoed in her head, and she felt numbed, inert, as if caught
    in the throes of one of her paralyzing nightmares. Except she knew
    that it had been all too real. She had escaped death by a hair's
    breadth.  

     

    "He's badly injured, Vanessa. He hasn't got long. I'll send for the
    doctor, but--" He shook his head.  

     

    She stayed him.  "Are you going to save his life just so he can
    hang?"  

     

    He sighed.  "If we leave him there to die like a dog, we will
    be no better than he was."  

     

    "He assaulted my mother, tortured her.  Left her to die like a
    dog. Why shouldn't I do the same for him?" she asked bitterly.  

     

    He cupped her chin tenderly. "Because you're better than he is. If
    you do nothing but burn for revenge, he will have ruined all of our
    lives, just as he intended. Don't let him win. Let's send for Dr.
    Gold."  

     

    She nodded, and gathering her skirts stiffly, began to head down the
    stairs toward the back of the house.  
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    "You don't have to do this, Vanessa," Clifford said in a low tone,
    taking her elbow to support her as she marched down the stairs, her
    back ramrod stiff, to look her dying brother in the face one last
    time.  

     

    Vanessa said through tight lips, "I do. I have to make peace with
    the fiend, or he'll haunt me forever."  

     

    She made her way downstairs and on to the terrace as the storm
    roared overhead, the wind tearing at her hair and gown like a
    demon.  She approached the prone body, and saw his eyelids
    flutter for a second.  

     

    "I know you can hear me.  I just want to tell you I forgive
    you, Gerald. You thrived on evil and hatred. But I forgive you. You
    planned to lose me at cards to one of the Cavendishes, didn't you?
    They were the other highwaymen. Why rob people, take the risk of
    getting caught, when you could help yourself to my fortune another
    way?  If I married either of them, you would have had access to
    all of my money through them.  

     

    "Except that Clifford ruined your plot, he and Malcolm Branson. How
    ironic. Your perfect little scheme was destroyed by a trick of
    chance. Only it wasn't chance, Gerald. They cheated. Did you know
    that? They cheated that night in order to protect me."  

     

    Gerald groaned, utterly defeated by Clifford once again.  

     

    "I would have given you an allowance, if only you had asked, or
    tried to behave decently. You thought your plan was foolproof. You
    lost to an even more clever man than yourself. The money you got for
    me should have been enough to satisfy you. But you wanted it all,
    didn't you? Well, you've ended up with nothing, just as you deserve.
     

     

    "I have everything now, my estate, and yours, and a happy life at
    Stone Court with the man I love. Yes, Clifford and I love each
    other. We're going to be happy together. All you have to look
    forward to is an unmarked grave in Potter's Field, if that is all I
    choose to do for you. Even then, that would be more than you
    deserve."  

     

    "Damn you, damn you both to hell," Gerald growled.  

     

    She crouched lower to make sure he heard her. "I've already been in
    hell, those years I lived at Hawkesworth House with you tormenting
    me at every turn, you and Toby and Peter, if I'm not mistaken. I
    remember it now. What better revenge for me being born than to have
    me locked away in a mad house. Except that my aunt took me, loved
    me. You put me through Hell, and every person unfortunate enough to
    ever get close to you. It will be heaven for us all now that you're
    gone."  

     

    Upon hearing some halting footsteps approaching on the gravel,
    Vanessa looked up.  She shrank back in horror at the skeletal
    apparition which emerged from the shrubbery.  

     

    It appeared in a flash of lightning, and loomed over her like Death
    itself. As it came forward, the heavens opened up, drenching Stone
    Court and everyone on the terrace.  

     

    The cadaverous stooped man stepped up to Clifford's prone form, and
    bending a little further down, spat right in his face.  "That's
    for my wife. And this is for me." He kicked Gerald so hard she could
    hear her half-brother's ribs crack.  

     

    Gerald groaned in a final paroxysm of agony. "A fitting end," he
    cackled more to himself than anyone present, "and no less than I
    deserve."  The breath rattled in his throat, and he died as he
    had lived, unloved and comfortless.  

     

    Vanessa stared at her half-brother for a moment longer, to be sure
    he really was gone, that she really was free at last.  Then she
    turned to search the expressions of all those facing her.  

     

    The specter swayed, and Malcolm Branson caught him by the elbows and
    cradled him against his chest.  

     

    Vanessa pulled herself together, and swept the sodden auburn hair
    from out of her eyes as the rain poured down.  

     

    "Malcolm, take Mr. Jerome up to a spare room. It was very good of
    him to come from his sickbed to press charges against my
    half-brother, but he must be exhausted.  

     

    "Captain Jerome, I'm so glad to see you're still alive. We feared
    the worst for you.  I know you will not wish to know me, but I
    do apologize with all my heart for the wrongs my brother has done
    you and your family."  

     

    "I do not hold his actions against you, Miss, but I will not rest
    until we catch the other two men," Martin Jerome rasped.  

     

    Henry came up and supported the ailing man on his other side.
    "They've been arrested and are being brought here for you to
    identify. Please come inside and rest until then."  

     

    Clifford had covered Gerald's body with his cloak, and now gave
    orders for the servants to remove it to an outbuilding until they
    could decide what was to be done with the remains.  

     

    Then he came over to where Vanessa was standing still as a statue,
    staring out into distance unseeingly.  

     

    He put his hand upon her shoulder tentatively.  "It's over, my
    love. It's all over now. You're safe. You need not fear him ever
    again."  

     

    Vanessa shook her head, rain and tears dripping down her face. "It
    will never be over. People will talk. They will cut me dead in
    Society.  The scandal will be more than any of us could bear if
    I were selfish enough to ever marry you."  

     

    He kissed her cheek and brow tenderly. "I'm the selfish one,
    Vanessa. Having known the joys of your companionship, I cannot give
    them up, even if the whole world should censure me for it. I want
    you more desperately than anything in the world.  Nothing you
    have ever done or could do would make me love you less.  I
    don't know what I would have done without you, my dearest love. All
    I do know is I never want to find out."  

     

    "Clifford--"  

     

    He kissed her tenderly on the lips. "We will wed tomorrow as
    planned. We will start our new life together to show that evil can
    be defeated, and good can emerge victorious. I love you, Vanessa.
    Nothing I could discover about Gerald or your past will ever change
    what I feel for you.  

     

    "Besides, the Jeromes will be affected by the scandal as well. You
    would not leave poor Emma friendless, would you?"  

     

    She sniffed.  "Having been friendless until you helped me, I
    would not wish that on anyone. And love. Love is not something to be
    tossed away lightly."  

     

    She stared at him, tracing the raindrops that cascaded down his
    cheeks. Some of them were warm. Warm and vibrant, like the love they
    shared.  

     

    That simple fact was enough to convince her to relent. Nobility be
    damned. She could never give him up, not now.  

     

    At last she nodded. "No matter what Society says about me, mad or
    otherwise, I love you,  Clifford, and will try to give you in
    return all the joy you've brought me."  

     

    Clifford swung her into his arms and kissed her hard, with a sigh of
    profound relief. He parted her lips and teasing her with his tongue
    until she melted into his arms, panting.  

     

    "You don't have to try, darling. You always do. And tomorrow I shall
    be the happiest of men when we wed, and when we're together at last
    as husband and wife."  
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    Henry was the soul of sense and kindness as he helped get everyone
    comfortably settled inside Stone Court. Clifford was in no condition
    to play host after what had almost happened to his fiancée.
    But with the rain pouring down, no one sensible was going anywhere
    that night.  

     

    Tall, lanky, silver-eyed Martin Jerome was so weak after the ordeal
    that Henry and Malcolm had to carry him to a small sitting room on
    the ground floor, and lay him on one of the large Drouget-patterned
    sofas. Henry stared in horror at the livid purple mark around the
    man's neck from where he had been hung. The horrible bruises every
    color of the rainbow all over his face and chest. The man had to be
    tougher than India rubber to have survived such a brutal attack.  

     

    But he could see why he had. The quiet, handsome young man who had
    once studied to be a clergyman burned for revenge.  

     

    "The Cavendishes? Have you arrested them yet?" Martin rasped.  

     

    "Which ones? There are four."  

     

    "The middle two. Charles and James. Those bastards. Only sorry the
    eldest Edmund wasn't there too. You mark my words, he's in his up to
    his neck as well."  

     

    "We have no proof," Malcolm said with a sigh. He liked none of the
    Cavendishes except the dark-haired youngest, Gareth, who was away at
    university and was most likely not even home.  

     

    "Then get it. Get Gareth to testify against them all."  

     

    Henry shook his head. "He's a good man. He will be justly horrified
    by what's about to happen, but if we have no concrete proof we can't
    do anything."  

     

    "You know about that poor girl in London that Edmund and Gerald were
    involved with! And the one here, in Willesden. Everyone talked about
    it. Now is the chance to-"  

     

    Malcolm forced him to sip the wine he pressed to his lips. "There
    now, Martin, you're overwrought. Dr. Gold will be here soon. 
    Please try to rest."  

     

    "Don't humor me as if I'm some bloody child! I want them all to
    hang, just as they did me. It's no less than they deserve."  

     

    "They will, Martin, if you keep your head and tell the truth,"
    Malcolm reassured him. "You only saw three men. If you lie and say
    that Edmund made four and he comes up with an alibi, they could well
    dismiss the whole case against you. Mark my words, Edmund Cavendish
    will pay one day, but not for this crime. All right?"  

     

    Vanessa stood outside the door and shivered in horror. Martin Jerome
    was so beside himself he was like a wild animal in his grief and
    fury. She thought of his dapper and debonair youngest brother
    Samuel. Surely he must have been just as gifted and handsome before
    all this had happened.  

     

    Now he was almost foaming at the mouth and muttering the most foul
    execrations as he raged over the evil Gerald and how his own desire
    for revenge, and his very life, would only be over when the
    Cavendishes were dead.  

     

    So many lives taken, or ruined. It made her sick to think of it.  

     

    She turned to Clifford, who was helping her to stand against the
    portico. "Please, dearest, will you take me to my room?"  

     

    "Of course, my love, anything you need. All you have to do is ask."
     

     

    He swung her up into his arm and carried his precious burden
    tenderly up the stairs. He looked in the ruined chambers with a gasp
    of shocked dismay. The fire damage was terrible to look at, and he
    shuddered at the thought that it could have been so much worse if
    Gerald had not been stopped in time.  

     

    His stomach lurched and he almost tossed its contents onto the
    floor. He swallowed hard and laid her down on the bed as gently as a
    newborn. "Rest for a moment, my love.  We'll just get a couple
    of things for you from here, and put you in another bedroom."  

     

    "No, I shall sleep here in the chamber you gave me."  

     

    Clifford stared at her as though she had taken leave of her
    senses.  "You can't possibly stay here tonight."  

     

    "Why not?"  

     

    "The stench, the damage!"  

     

    "But this is the room you've given me. Part of the master suite. I'm
    not going to let Gerald poison things between us. I want to be happy
    in this house with you."  

     

    "You will be once it's all cleaned and repaired."  

     

    She shook her head. "I don't want it repaired. I want the damage to
    serve as a poignant reminder of how easy it is for everything to be
    won or lost in a split second of fate or chance."  

     

    "Oh, darling, don't think like that!"  

     

    "But it's true! If he had succeeded in pulling me down with him, we
    both would have lost everything."  

     

    Clifford gripped her shoulders and shook her lightly.  "Don't
    even think it."  

     

    Vanessa cupped his cheek, stroking his bottom lip with her
    thumb.  "I have to. I'll never take anything I have for granted
    ever again. If you hadn't found me, saved me, convinced me of your
    decency despite all of Gerald's lies, I would have died.  Every
    day of my life, I shall tell you how lucky I am to have found you,
    and to have won your love."  

     

    "As lucky as I am to have found you, and won your heart." He stooped
    to kiss her, and any lingering doubts about the wisdom of the match
    fled in the face of their mutual desire.  

     

    Her arms looped around his neck and pressed him down to her. Her
    heart hammered in her chest as his tongue teased her own, deepening
    the kiss into an act of possession.  

     

    Like a hummingbird devouring nectar, he dipped in past her
    petal-soft lips to taste of her sweetness. It was so addictive, he
    was left wanting more and more.  

     

    She rubbed her breasts against his chest to try to ease the ache in
    her nipples. He was so handsome, so compelling, she could feel her
    legs spreading, her hips seeking.  

     

    She ran her fingers through his lush blond hair, felt the pulse in
    his throat. Here was life, love, all for the asking. He had cheated
    Gerald to win her. She had cheated death to win him. And now they
    could be together at last.  

     

    She could just become his mistress now, to save him the ignominy of
    being married into a family tainted by such scandal.  

     

    But Clifford could sense the edge of desperation in her kisses and
    fumbling attempts to unbutton his waistcoat and shirt, and finally
    pulled away, grasping the ends of the two open garments shyly.  

     

    "No, love. One more night. I promise."  

     

    "And I promise you. We don't have to marry."  

     

    "Oh, but we do." He took her hand to kiss it.  "You are mine
    now and always, beloved wife of my heart, companion of my soul. Now
    and forever. I would never settle for anything less than a complete
    life with you right by my side. I would also never taint what we
    have together with uncertainty. Or blight the life of any innocent
    child with the stigma of bastardy.  

     

    "No, Vanessa, I'm afraid there's no help for it. I am a man
    accustomed to getting what he wants, and I want you as my wife for
    all time, do you hear me? And I don't give a fig what anyone says. I
    love you. That will be more than enough to help us weather any storm
    Gerald's actions may have pitched up."  

     

    Vanessa smiled up at him tremulously.  "Then who am I to
    gainsay you? So long as you promise me it's your dearest wish."  

     

    "It is, truly, my lovely Vanessa." He kissed her passionately,
    flooding her with feelings she could scarcely name.  

     

    All her reservations melted like snow in sunshine. She tried to tug
    him back into the bed, but he exercised Herculean self-restraint and
    tore himself away at last.  

     

    "I must say good night, my love. You need to try to get some sleep."
     

     

    "All right, Clifford," she said with a moue of disappointment which
    she hoped would be irresistible.  

     

    Unfortunately for them both, he resisted. "I can see what you're
    doing, love, but you won't get round me. You really do need to
    rest."  

     

    "I'll do my best," she agreed with a small sigh. "Good night,
    darling."  

     

    "This time tomorrow, it will be husband."  

     

    "Darling husband," she said with a grin. "Or will it be Husband
    darling?"  

     

    "Whatever you like, my sweet, once we've said our vows."  

     

    Vanessa was sorry to see him go for more reasons than one. At least
    if they had been together to chat, she could have probably drifted
    off to sleep.  

     

    As it was she tossed and turned all night, and still could not quite
    believe that she and Clifford were actually safe, and were about to
    be married.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 41]CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 

     

    The October morning dawned fresh and clear.  The tempest the
    previous night had swept away the clouds and chilliness, and the
    birds chorused their familiar melody.  

     

    Vanessa rose from her bed and performed her ablutions mechanically,
    staring every so often at the scorched curtains and paper with a
    pensive frown. She only wished she could be more sorry that her
    half-brother was dead.  

     

    Then she pushed the thought away with a shiver. That was the past.
    Clifford was her future. She would embrace it with joy. It might be
    selfish of her to run the risk of the Stone family name being ruined
    by association with her, but Clifford had sworn he wanted nothing
    more in this life than to be her husband. Who was she to deny him
    his fondest wish?  Even if no one was at their wedding except
    Clifford and his brother, she would still consider this a happy day.
    And the start of a happy new life for her after the suffering she
    had endured at the hands of her half-brother for so long.  

     

    Vanessa donned her pearl gray gown, and placed the blue garter on
    her calf. She heard the clock strike ten, and hurriedly took up her
    borrowed lace handkerchief and new silver bouquet holder, and
    descended the stairs.  

     

    Henry and Clifford were waiting below for her in the hall. Vanessa
    saw the spark of warm desire that lighted Clifford's eyes as he
    stared at her. Then he took her hand, and her heart soared.  

     

    Mr. Grayson was waiting for them in the small parlor.  But he
    was not alone.  With him were Josephine and Emma Jerome, and
    their parents, as well as Claire and Malcolm Branson.  Emma
    actually looked happy, and Vanessa noted the significant looks
    passing between her and Malcolm.  

     

    Claire had eyes only for Mr. Grayson, but shook hands and wished her
    well.  The Jeromes came up to her to shake hands also, and
    smiled at her indulgently as if she were their own daughter.  

     

    Her three cousins were also there, the two eldest looking decidedly
    nervous, and Paul as candid and open as she had always remembered.  

     

    He enfolded her in his arms, and whispered, "This is what you want,
    isn't it? No one's forcing you?"  

     

    "No, not at all."  

     

    "And Peter and Toby--"  

     

    "Didn't harm me, I swear. They upset me when they came with my aunt
    to threaten us.  Taunted and teased me as a child.  I
    think they might have tried to give me a sleeping draught to make me
    look as though I was ill, so they could get me to your house, and
    then try to marry me for my fortune. But they know when they've lost
    to a better man."  

     

    "He lost too. They knew Gerald was committing depredations. They
    broke a few fences themselves to let some of Clifford's better
    livestock wander onto our land."  

     

    "Oh dear. So it wasn't always Gerald."  

     

    "No, afraid not. I'm sorry."  

     

    Vanessa shrugged. "So long as you give me your word it won't happen
    again. If it does, I won't hesitate to point the finger, do you hear
    me?"  

     

    Paul kissed her cheek again more warmly. "I give you my word, they
    won't harass you.  I'm sorry. They acted badly against the
    Stones, I know. Their only excuse can be that believed Gerald's lies
    that Clifford was an evil man."  

     

    "I know that. I have to admit, I suspected them of far worse than a
    few cattle and horses," she confided in a whisper. "I was afraid at
    first, thinking they might be in over their heads with Gerald. I was
    too terrified to expose them. It would have killed your mother. She
    is greedy, but devoted. Perhaps too much so. And think what the
    scandal would have done to you too."  

     

    He patted her on the shoulder. "Thank you. We should have been the
    ones protecting you. I'm very grateful you tried to spare Mama any
    pain, and hope you can forgive us all."  

     

    "There's nothing to forgive. Greed truly twists and corrupts. 
    But I think they've learnt their lesson. And if they haven't,
    Clifford holding the note for your mortgage will teach them. But
    only as a last resort.  Otherwise, it's all in the past now.  

     

    "I'm to be married to a wonderful man in a few moments, and shall
    have a marvelous new life and lovely home. You're welcome here at
    any time. Just so long as you come up the drive in broad daylight,"
    she added with a wink.  

     

    Paul looked exceedingly relieved.  "Then I'm delighted for you,
    Vanessa. Be happy."  

     

    "I shall. I'll speak with you later, tell you all about it. And in
    the meantime, I'd be very glad if you would do me the honor of
    giving me away?"  

     

    Delight lit the handsome chestnut-haired man's features.  He
    bowed deeply. "The honor would be all mine."  

     

    He took her hand and placed it in the crook of his arm. Peter and
    Toby smiled with pleasure and obvious relief as they proceeded
    further into the room, now assured of a warm welcome.  

     

    Vanessa caught sight of Alistair Grant to her left, and curtsied.  

     

    He gave a bow and greeted her warmly. "You look lovely, my dear. I
    wish you much joy, and a most happy and fruitful union."  

     

    "Thank you for all your help in bringing this about."  

     

    Vanessa advanced sedately to the end of the room, her heart
    hammering at the prospect of being married in just a few more
    moments. She gave a tremulous smile to her patiently waiting
    bridegroom.  

     

    Two tall, distinguished gentlemen stood near Clifford. The first had
    hair as black as a raven's wing and was dressed in the height of
    fashion. The other had sandy-brown hair and was clad sedately in a
    conservative and somewhat old-fashioned suit.  

     

    "My darling, let me introduce you to my dearest friends, the other
    two of the original Rakehells.  This is Thomas Eltham, the Duke
    of Ellesmere, know as Thomas or Tommy," he said, indicating the
    darker of the two men.  

     

    "And this is Jonathan Deveril, now at Oxford studying for his Doctor
    of Divinity. Gentleman, Vanessa Hawkesworth, soon to be Vanessa
    Stone."  

     

    "My cousin, Paul Stephens, who has been kind enough to agree to give
    me away."  

     

    They shook hands cordially all around. Clifford patted her cousin's
    shoulder. "Delighted. So pleased at least one of her family have
    given us their blessings. Thank you."  

     

    "I'm so glad you could come to share with us our special day," she
    said to Clifford's friends, bestowing upon them a warm smile which
    dazzled them both.  

     

    They could certainly see why Clifford had become so enamored of the
    lovely young woman. Their shock over him gambling for her in a card
    game had been dissipated as soon as they had become aware of her
    situation.  They smiled warmly now, and told her how delighted
    they were to be there.  

     

    "As for Rakehells, well, if you are gentlemanly as my Clifford here,
    I need have no fear of being in your company. Divinity no
    less.  Well, then I'm sure I shall not be in any danger."  

     

    "Except of becoming bored to death with us reminiscing about our
    youth, and swapping war stories."  

     

    She smiled at the tall dark duke.  "War stories? What, all of
    you?  Do tell."  

     

    The Duke nodded.  "We all fought in Spain and Portugal together
    as part of Wellington's army, along with our friend Michael Avenel,
    Viscount Glyne, eldest son of the Earl of Hazelmere, and Dr. Blake
    Sanderson. Did Clifford not tell you all about our brave exploits?"
    he asked with a hint of irony on the word brave.  

     

    She looked at Clifford almost reproachfully.  "No, he only gave
    me the briefest of details."  

     

    "So delighted to hear it," Jonathan Deveril said with a puckish
    smile. "It is certainly not a fit subject for a wedding. However,
    since you evidently haven't seen his various tattoos, souvenirs from
    the war, I shall congratulate you on your finding such a virtuous
    treasure, Clifford, and exhort you to enjoy your wedding night!"  

     

    Vanessa giggled and blushed, and looked at Clifford with a newfound
    interest.  She had never imagined it could ever be possible
    when Gerald had first broken the news to her that he had gambled her
    away, but she was now dying to see exactly what he was hiding under
    his clothes, every inch of him.  

     

    She blushed and felt a surging in her bosom. And Vanessa had another
    reason for her heart lifting with joy.  Seeing so many friends
    at their simple ceremony after everything that had happened with her
    evil half-brother, was the best wedding present she could have had.
     

     

    Or so she thought, until a few hours later, when their vows had been
    exchanged, the cake had been cut, the speeches and toasts made, and
    gifts given and exclaimed over.  

     

    Clifford circulated around the room with his bride on his arm and
    thanked everyone handsomely for coming.  

     

    "Long life and happiness. She's a rare jewel, Clifford.  But
    then, I have a feeling Stone Court will be her perfect setting, and
    you her foil," the Duke said, bowing over her hand.  

     

    "Thanks, Thomas. I hope you find your fancy's queen one day soon."  

     

    "Perhaps. I'm not exactly fit to be running after anyone yet. But at
    least I still have both my legs, so I'll be more than glad to get
    them shackled when the right woman comes along."  

     

    To Vanessa's surprise, Clifford and the Duke embraced.  

     

    "Every blessing upon you both," Jonathan said, with a wistful look
    Vanessa could not quite interpret.  

     

    "And to you, my old friend. And both your families."  

     

    The Duke and Clifford moved to encompass Jonathan, and the
    sandy-haired young man drew her in to make a fourth. When they broke
    off, all four pairs of eyes were moist, though Vanessa didn't quite
    understand the emotionally charged atmosphere.  

     

    She would have asked Clifford once they were out of earshot, but
    before she could utter a word, he lifted her into his arms and took
    the stairs two at a time.  
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    "Clifford, what are you-"  

     

    "I'm sorry, my love, I just can't wait another moment."  

     

    "Good," she said, beaming. "I can't either."  

     

    Entering his chamber, he swung the door shut with a smart shove of
    his foot. He proceeded to drop Vanessa onto the four-poster bed and
    shower her face and neck with kisses.  The buttons at the
    bodice of her pearl gray gown were soon undone, and not long
    afterwards her corset and skirts followed the frock to the floor.  

     

    Amid gasps, deep kisses, and sighs of contentment, she managed to
    get Clifford's coat, cravat and shirt off. She admired his tattoos
    with both her fingers and lips, his name and town on each arm, and a
    George and the Dragon over his heart to declare both his identity
    and his nationality in the event that he had been killed in battle,
    he explained in a husky whisper.  

     

    As compelling as his torso was, there was still so much more to
    explore....  

     

    "I have a lot to tell you about my past, as you can guess from what
    Tommy and Jonathan have said, but for the moment the only comment I
    want to make related to the war is, wait until you see what I have
    tattooed on my legs," he murmured between kisses.  

     

    Vanessa almost purred. "I can't wait a moment longer, darling."  

     

    She was eagerly working with the fastenings of his trousers when
    Clifford stopped her with a tremulous laugh. "They're my only
    defense against you for the moment. I would have you ready for me,
    and that requires some patience on both our parts."  

     

    "The last thing I am where you're concerned is patient."  

     

    "Trust me, it will be worth the wait."  

     

    He removed her shoes and stockings, and then she was completely bare
    under his ardent gaze.  He kissed her eyes, lips and chin,
    before working his way down her throat and shoulders to one rosy
    tipped breast, then the other.  

     

    He stroked one hand down her cheek lightly.  "You know what's
    supposed to happen next?" he asked softly.  

     

    She nodded, swallowing hard.  "I've been told. It just depends
    on whose perspective you listen to. It's supposed to be wonderful
    for men and awful for women. Well, some women. For others, it's
    worth giving everything for, or selling themselves for."  

     

    Clifford gazed at her worriedly. "We don't have to do this tonight,
    or many nights to come, not until you're sure. I never want you to
    think you've allowed yourself to be sold because of what-"  

     

    Vanessa put her hand over his mouth, her thumb caressing his sensual
    lower lip. "I don't. Honestly. It may be wrong for me to admit it,
    but I want you. Want all the joy that I've been told exists for both
    the man and the woman if they trust each other, love each other."  

     

    "Trust is the hardest thing in any relationship. I never even came
    close to being married before for that very reason.  I couldn't
    trust any woman enough to share all my hopes and dreams. To be
    confident I could truly share everything with her and not be judged
    and found lacking."  

     

    Vanessa looked stunned. "Lacking? In what way? You're magnificent."
     

     

    Her tone of complete wonder made him laugh. "Oh, you know, not rich
    enough, well-connected enough, the house too small, that sort of
    thing. And yes, the sexual too. I mean, it was always pleasant, but
    not an experience I ever thought I would give my soul for until I
    met you," he confessed, drawing her to him gently so that their
    thighs touched.  

     

    "I want to make your first time splendid, Vanessa. And if not the
    first time because of the pain many women feel, then the second. And
    all the times after that. So long as you trust me, tell me what you
    enjoy and what you don't."  

     

    She snuggled against him. "I enjoy being here like this with you.
    Kissing you. Feeling your hands on me. Yes, I'm shy,  but I
    would very much like to see you without your clothes."  

     

    "And I you. Let's just clear this up right now, so there will never
    be any doubts. You're the most beautiful woman I've ever met in
    terms of both body and character. Never compare yourself or ever be
    jealous of anyone who has ever been in my life in the past. I have
    never kept a mistress, nor considered marrying before I met you.  

     

    "And once you trust me enough to remove all your clothes, never
    think for one moment that you are anything other than the gorgeous
    woman  I love. The woman I plan to spend the rest of my life
    being faithful to. The one I want to share all of my hopes and
    dreams and passion with. Do you promise me?"  

     

    Vanessa nodded. "I promise. It might be hard, but I do promise."  

     

    "Just as I promise to always be truthful with you. To love someone
    is to do no less."  

     

    "And do you trust me?" she asked softly.  

     

    His unwavering gaze met hers without a moment's hesitation. "With my
    life and all that I am, Vanessa."  

     

    "Then will you please remove your trousers, and let me see all of
    you? Touch you? I have to admit I'm dying of curiosity. I think any
    qualms I might have will be quelled if I can feel a bit less, well,
    swept away by you."  

     

    He began to slide away from her in the bed with a look of alarm. "I
    don't mean to-"  

     

    She shook her head. "I know you don't. I'm speaking of my reaction
    to you, not what you're doing to me."  

     

    He relaxed a bit, and unfastened the falls of his silk
    breeches.  He raised the sheet and slipped in under it, drawing
    closer to her until his head was on the pillow, and he lay flat.  

     

    "I would very much like to help you with your curiosity." He put his
    hands behind his head. "I'm all yours. Do with me what you will."  

     

    "But I don't know what to-"  

     

    "Whatever you like. You won't hear me complain. I don't want
    compulsion or force, and I don't want you to feel you have no
    control. You have every control. A woman has more power than she
    knows. So use that power now to bring us both to joy."  

     

    "Power?"  

     

    "Touch me, look at me. You'll see."  

     

    She felt his whole body tremble under one questing hand.  

     

    "Do you think you can bear to see me climax?"  

     

    "What do I have to do?" she asked with a worried frown.  

     

    "Nothing much. Just touch that divide in the flesh and the top. A
    couple of more strokes and--"  

     

    She followed his instructions timidly and watched in awe as his
    pelvis thrust upwards and he exploded on his own stomach. She was
    enthralled. She had never seen anything so magnificent in her life.
    Nor had she ever felt so powerful before. She had brought him such
    incredible pleasure. She swallowed hard with a certain amount of
    nervous eagerness as she realized he was calming, and it was now her
    turn as well.  

     

    He gave her a sheepish grin. "Sorry, but I thought I'd better get
    rid of the pressure so I could go more slowly.  Thank you,
    darling.  It's going to take me about half an hour to get back
    up to full force, longer if we draw this out. So we're going just
    relax, all right? Anything you don't like, or like a great deal, you
    let me know. Just say stop if it gets to be too much for you."  

     

    It was too much, and so much more as he stroked her whole body from
    head to toe with long, sweeping caresses with the palms of his hands
    until she was limp as a dishrag with longing.  

     

    From relaxed she went to aroused. From aroused she swept out of
    control to her pinnacle and tore her mouth away from his at last
    with a glad cry as the rapture filled her.  

     

    He had only used his hands, but Vanessa felt as though she had
    blossomed like a rose, and was now more than ready for the final
    step. She had the feeling that it was going to be even more superb
    than what they had already shared.  

     

    He finally touched her secret core with his warm hard fingers. 
    Her hips rose up to meet the questing caress, and she rocked and
    cried out his name until the tumultuous feeling at last subsided.  

     

    Turning to kiss Clifford full on the mouth, she gasped, "Oh, my
    love, that was so wonderful, I had no idea."  

     

    "And that's just the beginning. There is so much more, and a
    lifetime of it too."  

     

    She wasn't sure when his manhood had returned to its turgid state,
    but it was now pressing against her thigh so importunately she knew
    the time of crisis was at hand. But she felt an odd feeling of calm
    certainty as she panted, "Now, please."  

     

    "Are you sure, Vanessa? I don't think I've fully removed your tender
    barrier yet."  

     

    "It will be all right. I trust you. I love you."  

     

    Clifford was so moved he could barely speak. He gathered her into
    his arms as though she were a delicate blossom and slid himself
    along her moist secret space.  

     

    He pushed in carefully at first, looking for any sign of pain on her
    face. All was rapture as she smiled up at him and repeated again the
    magical words she had just said.  

     

    Clifford marveled at the wonderful woman he had married, who was
    going out of her way to reassure him when he should have been the
    one calming her. But the way she arched her hips upwards told him
    how urgent was her need.  

     

    He gently rocked up and down, rather than with an in and out motion,
    until she stretched to receive him, and drew him deeper and deeper
    into her welcoming body.  

     

    Her tight silken sheath enveloped him and he could feel his whole
    body sizzle with urgent need.  

     

    "God, this is bliss," he rasped, moving within her slowly, feeling
    every nuance and curve, trying to mediate on the sensation in an
    effort to savor it. Grasp it. Memorize it for all eternity.  

     

    Nothing had ever prepared him for the Heaven he found in his wife.
    He was almost afraid to let go. Almost afraid to lose this
    incredible first time with her, for it to be over too soon. And for
    it to be over at all.  

     

    It was taking every ounce of his willpower and self-control to not
    just pound into her. The two contrary impulses of holding back and
    pressing forward made him feel as if he were being torn in two. Yet
    only within Vanessa could he be made whole.  

     

    "Oh, God, Vanessa, I'm going to explode again."  

     

    "I am too. Don't be afraid. It's so beautiful. It'll be fine. I love
    you."  

     

    "Oh, Vanessa, I love you too, so very much. Always. From the time
    you were small, until now. My heart's delight. And my soul's desire.
    God, you are so lovely. I'm going to come now. Come with me."  

     

    The last three words were uttered with such urgency, she could
    already feel herself swirling all around him, clutching him tightly
    inside her as though she would never let him go.  

     

    "Oh yes, with you, always."  

     

    Clifford had never been so moved in his life, body, heart and soul.
    He soared and splintered into a million fragments of light which
    shimmered down all over Vanessa as she flew upwards into the
    vaulting sky to meet him. She clung to him, her arms and legs
    wrapped around his broad shoulders and the small of his back.  

     

    Then she was panting and sobbing, and drying the tears from his eyes
    as he too wept.  

     

    "Oh thank you, thank you so much. You've made me the happiest of
    men."  

     

    "And I'm most certainly the happiest of women," she replied with a
    watery smile, before pulling him down to her for a kiss.  

     

    "I'm far too heavy," he protested a short time later.  

     

    "No, please, please stay. I love it. The weight and feel of you,
    your wonderful smell."  

     

    "Not half as wonderful as you feel, I'm sure. The most delightful
    mattress, the most tender and soft of women. Lovely shapely hips,
    with just the right amount of cushioning." He gave her one teasing
    thrust and she gasped.  

     

    "I thought you said it takes half an hour to get it back," she said,
    her eyes rounded like Os.  

     

    "Apparently not in your case. I'm just so excited. And I have to say
    I've never done it three times in a row. So I'm more than eager to
    try.  But in fact, I would rather see you pleased as well. I
    want to count your zeniths. Every man I meet talks about how many
    times he climaxed the night before. Well, I want to count how many
    you have from now on."  

     

    "Very generous of you, I'm sure," she said with a happy laugh.  

     

    "Anything for my lovely wife. Just so long as you know I'm mad about
    you."  

     

    She giggled. "I don't think your chap down below has any intention
    of leaving me in any doubt of that. And I'm mad about you, as mad as
    they say I am. Oh, Clifford, I never imagined I could ever love
    anyone as much as I love you."  

     

    He grinned with sheer delight. "And will continue to love me more
    forever, I pray. As I will you. This is just the beginning, my
    darling. The best is yet to come. There's going to be so much more."
     

     

    She gazed at him in confusion and gave him a loving smile. "More?
    How could there be more than what I've already felt?"  

     

    He rolled himself onto his back and let the sheet fall away. "Every
    inch of the human body can be a seat of pleasure. I want you to
    touch me as much as you like, without shame. I'm all yours now, with
    no hesitations. And I hope one day you will let me do the same for
    you, touch, taste even."  

     

    She was surprised at his words. Taste. But when she saw his manhood
    pulsing again she knew. Knew, and admired. She felt the warm blush
    of love course through her veins once more as she marveled at the
    physical beauty of the man she had married.  

     

    She was tempted to ask about the scar on his stomach and back, but
    she had far better things to do with her tongue as he urged, "Kiss
    me, my love."  

     

    She was tempted to taste as he had suggested, but was too shy. She
    made for his mouth instead, and let all her emotions burst forth in
    that one simple gesture.  

     

    Clifford kissed and caressed her until every nerve ending in her
    body tingled. Then he took one hand and placed it on his yearning
    flesh, velvet and steel, and her other one on the satiny pouch
    below, cupping the fingers around his most delicate flesh.  

     

    Her fingers trembled, but she did not pull away, and gripped him
    more firmly with one. Sweat beaded his brow instantly.  "Easy.
    A bit more delicate with the left, and that's sheer
    perfection.  Then just stroke and tease, lick and nibble some
    day if and when you feel ready, and it will be heaven. And I hope
    you'll let me do the same to you."  

     

    "Oh, um, yes, I think I'd like that very much."  

     

    "Good. All you have to do is tell me. Share all your desires,
    fantasies. No secrets, nothing forbidden if it pleases us both.
    There's nothing you can say that will shock me. Nothing I wouldn't
    do for the woman I love."  

     

    She gazed into his blue eyes deeply, any lingering sense of shyness
    evaporating now like the morning mist as she saw the warmth blazing
    within their depths.  "So long as you're honest with me about
    what you want as well. I would never want to think you strayed
    because I was lacking."  

     

    Clifford laughed at that. "Lacking? If you were any more talented I
    would think you came from a harem." He swung around to rest his head
    on one satin thigh, and flickered out his tongue.  

     

    Vanessa grinned and gasped. "Is there a male equivalent of a harem?
    For I'm sure you must have visited it yourself."  

     

    "Hmm, you like that?" he asked between moist caresses.  

     

    "Oh my, yes," she said eagerly, stroking him with both hands a
    moment longer before boldly bending her head to worship her
    husband's magnificence as he was worshipping her.  

     

    "Come with me?" Clifford rasped a few moments later.  

     

    "Wherever you like, my love."  

     

    Their destination would be heaven and back, for the many long years
    of joy they would share.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: after] Afterword  

     

    This series of novels came about during lunch with some friends one
    day.  We wondered why serial killers seemed to be a
    particularly modern phenomenon.  Then we concluded that there
    must have been serial killers in the past, but they had never been
    classified in such a manner.  

     

    For one thing, without efficient countrywide or international
    communications and cooperating police forces, a killer could easily
    move from place to place without any pattern being discerned.  

     

    For another, without forensic investigative techniques, finding a
    commonality of method, and evidence left behind at the scenes, was
    very much a matter of luck and guesswork.  

     

    We discussed the fact that Jack the Ripper had never been caught,
    and how his serial killing spree still puzzles the best detective
    minds in the world to this day.  

     

    From there, my original story of a woman won in a card game became a
    dangerous tale of cat and mouse, and the uncovering of the dark
    secrets of Millcote.  

     

     

    In the next Rakehell Regency novel, The Missed Match, Thomas
    Eltham meets the woman of his dreams in a most unlikely way, and we
    will be seeing more of Jonathan Deveril and the Jeromes very soon.  
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    The wrong man! 

     

    Beautiful heiress Charlotte Castlemaine is just about to elope with
    "the man of her dreams," worldly seducer Herbert Paxton, when fate
    takes a hand in the form of handsome Thomas Eltham, the Duke of
    Ellesmere. She finds him waiting at the appointed place for her
    elopement, and thinking he is a friend of Herbert's and party to the
    plan, hops into his carriage. A few minutes alone with the sexy
    Thomas nearly proves her undoing.  

     

    Compromised by this near-stranger in front of her father, she faces
    the prospect of certain ruin, until Thomas declares that they are
    engaged. Charlotte's passionate response to the Duke is bad enough;
    the fact that Thomas persists in making wedding plans even though he
    knows she is in love with another seems a disaster of the worse
    magnitude.  

     

    Thomas has admired Charlotte from afar, but little thought he would
    ever have an opportunity to marry her, until he overhears three of
    Charlotte's supposed friends plotting her ruin. Determined that his
    long time enemy Herbert Paxton will never harm Charlotte if he can
    help it, Thomas warns her father that the young woman has fled, and
    races to the appointed meeting place before it's too late.  

     

    Thomas's single kiss in the carriage in order to make their supposed
    elopement look genuine sparks off an inferno of passion, jealousy,
    suspicion and revenge which can only have one outcome: the Duke, a
    former soldier, must fight for the woman he loves and all he holds
    dear in a winner-takes-all battle that he has no intention of
    losing.  

     

    The question is, will Charlotte prove Thomas's enemy, or ally? Can
    she ever come to love this stranger with kisses like fire? Or will
    she flee from the desire that blazes within her at his merest touch,
    scorching all reason and commonsense. Will Charlotte return to
    Herbert, or learn to trust the enigmatic Duke and help him defeat
    his nemesis?  
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    February 14, 1813  

     

    The tall dark-haired Duke of Ellesmere stepped into the anteroom,
    about to collect his cloak to depart. It had been a long evening,
    made even more tedious by the fact the only woman he longed to stand
    up with for the exquisite pleasure of even one single dance had been
    monopolised by every young buck in the region.  

     

    The Fates had most certainly conspired against him. But perhaps it
    was for the best, Thomas tried to tell himself. Perhaps the
    despondent ache in the region of his heart might somehow ease if he
    attempted to reason it away.  

     

    She might well be of age now, but that did not mean she was ready
    for marriage. Far better to let her spread her wings for a time,
    discover more of the world for herself, than lock her in a prison of
    his own choosing. A gilded cage was still a cage, after all.  

     

    He took up his black silk evening cloak and tossed it around his
    shoulders, before stepping out of the French doors into the
    orangery. It was a charming addition to the splendid old mansion, a
    man-made paradise with a white-painted wrought iron frame with
    crystal panels to let in the sun.  

     

    He could picture his lovely lady reclining on one of the low chaise
    longues with a book in her hand. It would no doubt be a Gothic
    novel, he thought with an indulgent smile, thinking his own sisters'
    reading habits. He watched her in his mind's eye as his lady love
    tittered over the truly terrifying bits in the safety of the broad
    daylight which poured through the glass panels.  

     

    But now all was cold and dark within. He wished to avoid any awkward
    goodbyes and expressions of gratitude for having come, or for his
    humble gifts. He would slip out the side door into the garden and
    walk around the house to the front to meet his carriage. He would
    enjoy the biting mid-February air for a few minutes before heading
    home. The bleak weather would be perfectly suited to his mood.  

     

    Just as St. Valentine's Day was the perfect birth date for his
    lovely blue-eyed goddess, he thought with a sigh. She was as divine
    as any on Mount Olympus, and just as out of reach.  

     

    He drew his cloak about him more tightly, longing for just one touch
    of her hand, some small gesture of affection and comfort. Then,
    telling himself to act his age, nearly thirty, not thirteen, he
    moved forward.  

     

    The Duke hadn't gone more than three steps when he froze.  

     

    The orangery was already occupied. He heard the hurried whispers,
    and drew back at once. He had no wish to interrupt a romantic tete a
    tete. Especially since he was fairly certain the white-gowned figure
    partly obscured by a tall potted palm was the lady of the house
    herself.  

     

    To his surprise, he heard the swish of a second woman's skirt.  

     

    Ah, discovery. And no doubt histrionics to follow.  

     

    But no. There was only more whispering, the third person's
    low-timbred voice indicating this was no gaggle of silly schoolgirls
    gossiping about the ball.  

     

    The hairs on the back of his neck prickling with a sudden,
    inexplicable fear, he pressed his back to the wall and silently
    sidled closer to the trio, straining his ears to hear.  

     

    "It's all set. I urged her as subtly as possible to press forward
    with the plan, and I'm sure she'll do it now," a woman's deep voice
    declared. "She'll be at the bottom of the bridle path leading to
    Millcote at midnight."  

     

    "Good work," a man's voice murmured.  

     

    "Are you sure you've done your part?"  

     

    "Never fear. All is ready. And mine will be easy enough. Tumble the
    wench, then see what we can squeeze out of her father. I'm counting
    on you to play your part to the letter."  

     

    "Haven't we done so already? The silly bitch doesn't suspect a
    thing," the second woman said with a gloating note of triumph which
    turned Thomas' blood cold. Her voice was lighter, more soprano than
    mezzo.  

     

    "Good. See that she doesn't," came the growled reply.  

     

    "It hardly matters now. Once she's in that coach, even if she has
    second thoughts, it will be too late," the deeper-voiced woman
    pointed out. "Just write to us as soon as you're at Gretna and the
    thing has been done safely. Then I shall come to you both to help
    manage her."  

     

    The man snorted in derision. "I'm sure I'll figure out a way to
    manage her once we're wed. Never met any woman I couldn't handle.
    It's her pa I'm concerned about."  

     

    "Never fear. Her friends will all see she wants for nothing. We just
    need to be patient for a short while, and then we can all have
    everything we've ever dreamed of."  

     

    "Aye, and then some. But you'd better go now. There's the cake to
    attend to, and after that she can slip away unnoticed."  

     

    "Good luck. And enjoy your wedding day."  

     

    The man let out a vulgar snigger. "It's the night I care
    about."  

     

    The first woman glided out of the orangery without noting the tall
    dark man's presence. He heard her slippers slap along the tiles of
    the anteroom hurriedly, leaving the other two conspirators far
    behind.  

     

    There was no more plotting and scheming for the moment, just the
    sound of clothing being fumbled with, and the moist sounds of
    clinging lovers. Then he heard the woman sigh.  

     

    "I can't wait until this is over," her muffled soprano voice
    declared. "I know why we're all doing it, but I just hate the
    thought of you and her--"  

     

    "I'm doing it for us, love, you know that," the man wheedled.  

     

    "But what you just said about the wedding night--"  

     

    "The marriage needs to be consummated for me to get her family right
    where I need them. Otherwise the silly chit can go to blazes so far
    as I'm concerned."  

     

    The Duke heard the sound of several ever more passionate kisses, and
    at last the rasp of their labored breaths as they broke away.  

     

    "We'll be together again soon, I promise. A few days at most, once
    we're sure of the money," the all too familiar male voice asserted.
    "Now off you go, lass. Fill the giddy Miss Castlemaine's ears with
    endless paeans of praise for me, and hold forth at length about all
    the joys of marriage that await her as soon as she's wed."  

     

    "I'm certainly an expert on that, aren't I," the woman practically
    purred.  

     

    He laughed in triumph. "You most certainly are. Once the mad dash to
    Gretna is over with, I'll look forward to an even wilder ride with
    you, my pet. Now off you go. I need to get ready."  

     

    He gave her a lusty thwack on the buttocks which echoed around the
    room. She giggled happily and scurried out of the orangery to do his
    bidding.  

     

    Thomas pressed back into the ornamental alcove formed by two Doric
    columns, his mind racing.  

     

    The girl was gone before he could even try to interfere, hurrying
    away to perform her nefarious part in this dreadful plot against an
    innocent, unsuspecting girl.  

     

    He let the woman go. He had a few keen suspicions as to who it might
    be, and in some senses, she didn't really matter. She was a mere
    pawn in all of this, greedy, foolish, but by no means as evil as the
    man who was engineering this foul plot.  

     

    No, it was the king he needed to deal with in this most deadly game.
    For he knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that Herbert Paxton
    betrayed everyone he knew, especially women, with all the skill of
    Judas. And that his latest intended victim was in the most deadly
    peril imaginable.  

     

    Thomas's head swam. Not again.   

     

    NO, not again. NOT while he had breath left in his body to stop him.
     

     

    He hadn't been able to do a damn thing for the last sweet, tender
    girl Paxton had abducted and ruined irrevocably.  

     

    But this time, he had stumbled upon the plot before the irrevocable
    had happened. He had to save Charlotte Castlemaine no matter what.
    He just needed time to think....  

     

    Paxton had been bloody clever. Charlotte too, come to that. She had
    been surrounded by so many beaux he had never even suspected
    that things could have progressed so far. Certainly not with Paxton,
    of all people.  

     

    Hare and hounds, what was he to do?  

     

    The Duke's fury was such that he would quite happily have throttled
    his worst enemy with his bare hands and left him for dead in the
    orangery.  

     

    But he wasn't prepared to leave what remained of his family to
    suffer the consequences of that brutal act. However vile the beast
    was, Paxton wasn't worth swinging at the end of a rope for. Not when
    Thomas had so many people depending upon him. Two pairs of green
    eyes in particular haunted him every night.  

     

    Think, Thomas, think...  

     

    He searched his pockets quickly. No, he would be damned if he would
    give Paxton the sapphire jewellery he had hoped to work up the
    courage to give to his heart's desire on this most special of
    nights, her eighteenth birthday.  

     

    It was just as well he hadn't dared. His secondary gift of a
    matching fan and reticule had elicited enough of a shocked response
    as it was. Not least because she could not fail to have noticed how
    they matched her gown so perfectly. But then he had taken such pains
    that it should do so, locating her modiste in Bath to be sure her
    ensemble would be perfect in every respect.  

     

    Damn. What was he to do? He could certainly buy the bastard off, but
    it was no permanent solution, of that he was sure. There was nothing
    to stop Paxton from pocketing the cash and coming right back to
    sniff around after Charlotte once more.  

     

    On the other hand, if Paxton had no chance to marry her because
    Thomas held his past over his head...  

     

    But no, that wouldn't work either, he determined as he continuedt to
    search his clothing with trembling hands. It would only expose many
    of the people he loved to certain ruin.  

     

    And a thwarted young miss was a force to be reckoned with. The Lord
    only knew how they could bear to cling to such scoundrels and
    reprobates. But many kind-hearted women did, even when it meant
    certain ruin, he recalled with a shudder.  

     

    And Charlotte Castlemaine would never believe him anyway. Not even
    if he marched into the ballroom straight away and confronted her
    with everything he had just heard. Not if she fancied herself so in
    love that she was willing to risk everything in the world to elope
    with Paxton.  

     

    Thomas dug desperately through his pockets while his enemy lit a
    cheroot and sat down on one of the stone benches to enjoy his
    leisurely smoke. He could just imagine the smug, satisfied smile on
    the blond man's florid face.  

     

    Well, he was going to wipe that look off it in a moment, he
    determined. That poor child...  

     

    He had to stop him. Now, and forever. Even leaving aside his own
    regard for Charlotte, it was the decent thing to do. And there
    seemed only one way to do it, though his mind rebelled at the
    dreadful underhandedness of the whole scheme. But needs must when
    the Devil drove.  

     

    The only way to ever be sure of stopping Paxton from eloping with
    Charlotte Castlemaine and marrying her would be to ensure she was
    already married.  

     

    To marry Charlotte himself.  

     

    The thought was enough to take his breath away. But how.... He
    wished now he had not been so aloof, had wooed her more overtly. But
    he had had just enough vanity to desire absolute certainty with
    regard to her being willing to marry him for himself, not his
    fortune or title. And for her to be sure that she was making a
    mature and considered choice.  

     

    But mature and considered be damned when there was love at stake.
    Love, and one's very life.  

     

    He stepped out from behind the pillar before he even realized his
    feet had moved. "I heard you, you bastard. Heard every disgusting
    word."  

     

    Paxton leapt up in alarm, flinging the cigar aside, poising for a
    fight.  

     

    "And what do you think you're going to do about it, Eltham?" he
    demanded. "Kill me? You haven't the guts."  

     

    "You remember our days in the Army as well as I do. I think you'll
    recall that I most certainly do. But I've never resorted to murder."
     

     

    "No, nor a duel neither?" he mocked.  

     

    "What purpose would be served? To expose my whole family to scandal
    and even further tragedy?"  

     

    "A real man-"  

     

    The raven-haired Duke flung his purse at him, almost striking him in
    the face with the heavy leather drawstring bag.  

     

    "All guineas. And a banker's draft you can draw five hundred upon.
    You'll get the same amount every month for as long as you keep away
    from Miss Castlemaine and my family."  

     

    "Ah yes, and how is the delightful Jane these days?"  

     

    Thomas gritted his teeth, determined not to be goaded. "Take it and
    get out, now."  

     

    "Ah, but you see, the lady is waiting for me even as we speak-"  

     

    "And if you want to see the sun rise on the morrow you'll leave now,
    and not look back."  

     

    Paxton's tone took on a plaintive note that made Thomas all the more
    furious. "Is this any way to treat an old friend?"  

     

    "It's certainly the way to treat a bad one. Get the hell out."  

     

    "All right," he said, weighing the purse in his grasping hand. "I'll
    take this now, but only because I'd rather have a bird in the hand
    than speculate on her father being talked around into granting his
    approval and her money.  

     

    "But mark my words, I'll be back. And I'll make you pay for poking
    your nose in where it doesn't belong, Eltham. I'll make all of you
    pay."  

     

    Thomas stiffened, and growled, "Threaten me all you like, but leave
    Miss Castlemaine out of it. She's done nothing to you. And if it's
    only money you're after-"  

     

    "You know what I'm after."  

     

    "You're not getting them!" he barked.  

     

    "Oh, I will, Your Grace, believe me, I will," Paxton threatened with
    a mocking laugh. "I'll bide my time, watch and wait. I'll have it
    all. You'll see if I don't."  

     

    "You can never prove-"  

     

    "Oh, I think I can. I'll be more than glad to give convincing
    testimony in front of the highest court in the land if you don't pay
    up. What will you look like then? The brave noble, decent soul who
    would lock a woman he claims he loves in a madhouse rather than-"  

     

    Thomas' fury began to claw its way upwards despite his Herculean
    efforts to keep it under control. "Get out, now."  

     

    Paxton raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. "I'm going. But
    mark my words, you'll pay. All of you. For as long as it suits me.
    Give Charlotte my best regards, and tell her I'll see her soon."  

     

    Thomas swung then, but Paxton had already vanished, fleeing through
    the orangery doors and out into the black night.  

     

    Thomas pivoted around on his heel. He knew he hadn't a moment to
    lose. He yanked out his pocket notebook and pencil, and scribbled a
    hasty missive, which he handed to the nearest footman as he charged
    through the anteroom and down the corridor.  

     

    "Give this to Mr. Castlemaine in ten minutes, do you understand?" he
    said urgently, pressing it into the young man's hand along with the
    last of the coins in his waistcoat pocket.  

     

    "Aye, sir, ten minutes. But, sir, you're going the wrong way-"  

     

    Thomas knew he couldn't risk being waylaid in the foyer of the
    mansion. Once more he returned to the orangery. He was out the
    garden door in a flash, and around the corner and up into his
    waiting carriage moments later.  

     

    "Take us around to the foot of the bridle path that runs from here
    to Millcote."  

     

    "Aye, sir, gladly," the startled coachman said with a nod. "But-"  

     

    "Don't ask. For God's sake, just hurry. Before it's too late."  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 1]CHAPTER ONE 

     

    Charlotte Castlemaine's elegant new gold and white reticule and fan
    swung gaily from the crook of her elbow as she trotted through the
    woods with her long-legged, graceful stride.  

     

    She wished she had taken her heavy boots, but there had not been
    time. Her beloved Herbert had been so importunate, the last thing on
    her mind had been sensible footwear.  

     

    But now, as she headed for the waiting carriage which would take her
    and her darling to Gretna Green, she realized there were a great
    many things she had not paused to consider. She was also lacking a
    warm cloak, a change of gown from the frothy white confection she
    had had specially made for today, her eighteenth birthday, and a
    goodly sum of ready cash.  

     

    She touched her throat and earlobes. Her diamonds would be enough to
    get them where they needed to go, and provide for their needs for
    some time longer. After that, well, they would have to just wait and
    see. Everything depended upon her family supporting her once the
    scandal broke.  

     

    But even if they did not, Charlotte thought with a defiant lift of
    her chin, she and Herbert would manage. As he had said many times in
    the past few weeks since they had met, love would find a way.  

     

    A dark lantern glimmering to the right showed her the correct path.
    Though it was a moonless, blustery late winter's night, she felt she
    would have found her way to the rendezvous point even blind-folded.
    They were meant to be together. Love would conquer all. She was
    drawn to him irrevocably as she headed for her ultimate bliss...  

     

    Charlotte began to laugh to herself. She had been reading far too
    many sentimental novels these past few months. She had had her head
    turned by her coming out in the district, and soon proving to be the
    most sought-after debutante. She had certainly over-indulged a bit
    in the fashionable pursuits expected of a girl of her social
    standing.  

     

    Though once she was safely married, with an establishment of her
    own, she could do as she liked, she thought gleefully. She admitted
    she was anticipating with no small degree of relish reading some of
    the racier novels she had heard tittered about. But what she was
    really looking forward to was running a household and helping her
    new husband run his estate, just as he had promised her.  

     

    Her money would make it possible, though if anyone dared call him a
    fortune-hunter, she would point out that his nobility of character
    more than made up for his lack of funds.  

     

    Besides, it was just too wonderful to be marrying already, without
    having even had to go through the marriage mart in the Ton. Everyone
    in her set had been green with envy over her popularity. To marry
    well would be the icing on top of a sumptuously rich cake.  

     

    She laughed aloud as she envisaged her triumph. To become a Lady was
    more that the daughter of a simple country squire could have hoped.
    Once they were able to buy Herbert a title, of course. Then
    everything would be just splendid.  

     

    The glimmer of the lantern became a steady glow as she advanced.
    Charlotte almost threw herself into the arms of the tall cloaked
    figure awaiting her. His decided air of calm contrasted with her own
    agitated state.  

     

    He turned. Her eyes widened, her heart jumped into her throat, and
    her head swam.  

     

    "Y-y-your Grace!"  

     

    "Miss Castlemaine. Charlotte. A beautiful evening, is it not?"  

     

    How typically English, to talk about the weather at a time like
    this, Charlotte thought ironically despite her panic. She gasped,
    "Er, yes, very."  

     

    "Just the right weather for a little jaunt, wouldn't you say?"  

     

    "A bit cold, being February, but fair and dry."  

     

    "Well, if you're going, you'd better make haste. Your carriage
    awaits."  

     

    Charlotte stared at him. Of all the people she had imagined Herbert
    enlisting to aid them in their elopement, the Duke of Ellesmere was
    the last person she had expected. It just showed that appearances
    truly could be deceptive.  

     

    Her past experience of him had revealed the tall raven-haired man to
    be little better than a Puritan compared to all her new friends. He
    had seemed to frown upon drinking and gambling, never went to hunt
    parties, and was altogether too quiet and unsmiling at social
    gatherings.  

     

    In fact, the Duke was the exact opposite to the dashing and
    flamboyant Herbert in every way. Well, as Herbert had told her, the
    guise of respectability went a long way in the world, even if it was
    far from the truth in practice.  

     

    "I'm ready, Your Grace. You have the lantern. Pray lead the way."  

     

    "Please take my arm, Miss Castlemaine."  

     

    She did so with gratitude, for her dancing shoes were bemired, and
    she was slipping everywhere in the leaf mold underfoot. She
    perceived the powerful sinewy muscles rippling under her hand, quite
    unexpected given his lofty station in life.  

     

    She felt a small shiver of fear run through her. Here was a man with
    hidden undercurrents, dangerous, swirling, a still pond that could
    suck her down into a quagmire of...  

     

    What? Terror? Desire?  

     

    She laughed inwardly at her fanciful turn of mind. She would have to
    ban Mrs. Radcliffe's Gothic novels from her nighttime reading pile.
    Still, as she slipped and nearly fell in her haste to be away and
    see Herbert again, the simile seemed an apt one.  

     

    Only instead of carrying her down to perdition, her companion swept
    her up into his arms, so that she was pressed against his chest most
    intimately.  

     

    She gazed into his emerald green eyes, made darker by the night
    which enveloped them, and noted a spark of... what? Amusement,
    desire? She could not tell.  

     

    He really was the most extraordinarily handsome man, she had to give
    him that, with his fine high brow, straight patrician nose, strong
    jaw, and sensual lips. Every woman in the County swooned whenever he
    entered a room. It was a pity he was so dour, with little racy
    entertaining conversation, and an air of such obvious disapproval
    for many of the local gentry that she wondered at him troubling
    himself to go out into Society at all. Though she did not exactly
    blame him, since Society seemed to prefer a good deal of heavy
    drinking, so far as she could tell...  

     

    Still, as a Duke, and also the wealthiest landowner in the district,
    he would be paid court to no matter what his disposition. Moreover,
    a man as rigidly upright and moral as he seemed to be would
    certainly deem it his duty to perform his social obligations
    punctiliously. He had certainly done that this evening, coming to
    her party, with the elegant gifts she now wore.  

     

    She frowned slightly. Darling Herbert must have forgotten to give
    her her gift...  

     

    She trembled in the Duke's arms, wracking her brain for the little
    she knew of him. She had never sensed even the slightest hint of
    impropriety. But now that she thought about it, she had heard he had
    not been much in evidence the previous Season. Scandalmongers
    claimed the rigid Duke had at last developed a grand passion which
    had resulted in one girl's ruin and an illegitimate child.  

     

    Yet this season, that of her coming out, he had been omnipresent,
    causing speculation that at last the great Thomas Eltham, Duke of
    Ellesmere, was preparing to set up his nursery.  

     

    She had seen him everywhere she had visited, always in the
    background, hardly speaking to her, yet always seeming as if he were
    on the watch for something. The perfect wife, no doubt.  

     

    On the whole she could not help envy the lucky woman just a little.
    But all thoughts turned to Herbert once more as they neared the
    carriage which would take her on her journey to love and freedom.  

     

    "Really, there's no need to carry me. The road is paved here. I can
    walk."  

     

    "Nonsense, we're nearly at the carriage. A little further will not
    inconvenience me, and you certainly would not want to run away, as
    it were, with a turned ankle."  

     

    She wondered if he was not holding her a bit more tightly than the
    occasion warranted. Her bosom was pressed against his broad chest
    most intimately. One simple movement of his head would bring his
    finely chiseled, sensuous lips down upon hers.  

     

    She wondered if what happened next was her fault for staring at him
    so. If the wish gave birth to the deed. For as he strode to the
    waiting vehicle and swung her up into the open carriage door, his
    mouth swooped down upon hers, stifling any cry of surprise or
    outrage she might have made.  

     

    His kiss was warm and thrilling, gentle and exploring one moment,
    hotly seeking the next. It was like being devoured. Yet she felt as
    if she too were trying to take all of him into her as she opened her
    lips and lightly sucked on his sinuously probing tongue. She grasped
    him around the neck to pull his head even closer.  

     

    She heard a gasp, and felt herself being fitted even more snugly to
    him. One part of her mind screamed that this was utter madness,
    allowing herself to be kissed as though she were some light-skirt.  

     

    The other part wondered why she'd ever thought she had been kissed
    before. The pecks on the cheeks and lips that Herbert had given her
    were as nothing compared with this act of... possession.  

     

    An apt word, possession, she thought wildly, as the questing mouth
    made her bones turn to jelly. Even if she had wanted to struggle
    against his embrace, she was powerless to do so. Her whole body
    arched up to meet his with a reckless abandon she had never even
    suspected within herself.  

     

    But she didn't want to struggle. She wanted more, so much more. Her
    arms crept up around his neck, caressing the silken dark hair, and
    his smooth, lightly tanned cheek. She touched his ebony eyebrows,
    thick jet eyelashes, stroked his soft earlobes, fascinated.  

     

    She tore off her gloves the better to revel in the sensation, and
    moved on to the strong muscular neck. Her bare hands made a frenzied
    exploration of any naked flesh she could find. Or create. Her
    fingers probed his shirtfront, delving as if trying to touch the
    very heart of him.  

     

    Her own cloak being draped back from her shoulders only made her
    quest more urgent and frenzied as she tugged at his cravat and
    stock, ruining their snowy perfection as she sought to press kisses
    down the marble column of his throat.  

     

    He nipped and teased at her lips playfully, before descending lower
    to kiss the pulse in her throat and one shapely shoulder. She
    pressed against him and was so lost in the moment that she did not
    realise the carriage was moving, indeed, was already near the
    village of Brimley.  

     

    It was the Duke who came to his senses first, shocked at this
    unexpected turn of events. Oh, he knew he desired her. Who would
    not? She was young and beautiful, and intelligent.  

     

    But he had not know the true extent of his passion until Charlotte
    kissed him with a responsiveness which he'd never encountered
    before, not even in women who earned their living in such a way.
    He'd never intended to allow himself such liberties, anything more
    than one heated kiss when her father arrived to make the whole thing
    look credible. His only aim had been to protect her and prevent her
    from throwing her life away on a worthless scoundrel.  

     

    Now he had to reassess the situation anew. For while the need to
    protect her was still there, he was not so sure that he could save
    Charlotte from herself, or from him. Was the woman a wanton, to give
    away so freely that which ought to be treasured and saved for
    marriage? Had Herbert already gone so far that he had ruined her?
    Turned her into a woman as debauched as he? Or perhaps...  

     

    No, surely it was not possible. Could it be that God had actually
    given him the one thing he had always longed for, true love, in the
    most unexpected way?  

     

    All of these possibilities swirled through his head as he nibbled
    her warm neck and she stroked his chest and shoulder with her small
    delicate fingers. She was either the most consummate actress he had
    ever met, or the most innocent and naturally sensual girl
    imaginable. He could not help noticing the way they fit so well
    together as he moved backwards on the seat, leaving her prostrate on
    his chest, his hands stroking her back but not holding her so
    tightly that she could not pull out of the embrace if she chose.  

     

    Thomas wondered how far he should let Charlotte go. After all, she
    was only going to hate him on the morrow. He suspected the extent of
    her hatred would be in direct proportion to the degree of
    embarrassment and shame she would experience at the recollection of
    her passionate behavior tonight.  

     

    Unless of course she really was a ladybird, in which case he was
    going to have an entirely different set of problems to contend with.
    Either way, his life was going to be anything but peaceful when she
    at last realised what she was doing and broke off the kiss, and
    confronted him with his seeming perfidy. If he was any judge of her
    character, Charlotte was going to be furious, and very, very bitter
    at having been thus thwarted in her attempt to run off with Paxton.
     

     

    He stroked her cheek soothingly, tenderly, willing her to see that
    he did care about her, no matter what little drama was about to be
    played out in front of her whole family. He had to use every ounce
    of willpower not to roll her under him and press his attentions
    further, but she was doing an admirable job enough for them both. So
    much so that his body felt tremblingly hot and cold, and his longing
    for this to be a real elopement hammered in his head. And loins.  

     

    But no, here at last was the sound he had been half-listening for
    during the last few minutes, galloping horses approaching at a
    breakneck pace, making the whole carriage vibrate under them.  

     

    Thomas opened his eyes to make sure that her breasts were still
    confined within her low cut gown. There was no sense embarrassing
    the girl more than necessary.  

     

    Now he tugged at the gold ribbons laced in her jet-black hair. Her
    complicated coiffure tumbled down her back, making her look a
    complete wanton. He rasped his lightly bristled chin against her
    delicate face and neck to give her a thoroughly kissed look. He slid
    one sleeve of her shoulder and nuzzled there as well. A tug of her
    frothy white silk skirts and petticoats to bring them up over her
    knees and bunched about her waist would be the final apt touch.  

     

    There, that would convince them all, he hoped. Enough to get her
    father to force her to marry him.  

     

    Woe betide them both if it didn't.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 2]CHAPTER TWO  

     

    By the time the Duke's carriage, with its prominent coat of arms,
    was halted at the Brimley Market Cross by Charlotte's outraged
    father and cousins, she had rendered Thomas a most
    disheveled-looking gentleman, a far cry from the impeccably groomed
    man of Society everyone had previously known him to be.  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine was appalled at the thought of his daughter eloping
    after all the care he had given her. But it was no real surprise
    given her looks and fortune that some young buck should try to pluck
    her out of the nest when his back was turned.  

     

    The true shock, not unmingled with a tinge of delight, was the
    identity of her beau. For the young man trapped under his daughter's
    passionate embrace turned out to be Thomas Eltham.  

     

    The Duke of Ellesmere, of all people. The most eligible bachelor in
    the County. If not five counties! He could not have been more
    surprised if they had sprouted wings and flown to the moon.  

     

    "Charlotte, what is the meaning of this!" Mr. Castlemaine demanded,
    leaning forward to open the carriage door and then dismounting to
    confront the fleeing couple. "Eloping! After all the trust we placed
    in you."  

     

    "But Papa, I can explain..."  

     

    She looked at her furious parent, and then to the Duke, who was
    calmly adjusting his clothing with a Devil-may-care air, as if they
    were in a drawing room discussing the latest poetry.  

     

    She became conscious of her own wild appearance, her hair tumbled
    about her shoulders, lips throbbing, bosom heaving, and stared at
    the Duke again. What on earth had happened here? How had she allowed
    herself to behave so wildly?  

     

    "You will come back to the house this minute, young lady, and start
    packing your things. No daughter of mine can ever be forgiven for
    behaving in such a disgraceful manner."  

     

    "There's no harm done. It was all an honest mistake," she protested.
     

     

    Her father looked black as a thundercloud. "Mistake, yes, but not an
    honest one."  

     

    "But His Grace the Duke and I weren't eloping. I was going..." She
    clamped her jaws shut as she realized what she was about to say
    would only damn her further, and indeed completely irreparably in
    the eyes of society. She had been caught in a most passionate
    embrace with one man. She could hardly admit that she had been
    trying to elope with another!  

     

    She looked up at the Duke with confusion, fear and anger.  

     

    "If you will allow me, dearest," he said, placing a reassuring hand
    on her bared shoulder that was like a red-hot firebrand of passion.
     

     

    "I'm sorry I've caused you all this trouble, sir. The plain truth is
    I love and admire your daughter. When I saw her looking so lovely
    tonight, like an angel, I couldn't wait a moment longer. I knew I
    had to have her for my own. I could not be bothered with the tedium
    of marriage settlements and long engagements and the interminable
    months of waiting for a trousseau to be made.  

     

    "Charlotte evidently feels the same, for she consented to come with
    me. Honest marriage has always been my intention, sir. So if you
    will kindly allow me to come back to the house with you, I would
    like to request formally Charlotte's hand in marriage, and ask for
    your blessing."  

     

    Charlotte turned abruptly to refute his words. She saw the warning
    glance he gave her. Despite the terrible feeling of entrapment
    squeezing her heart, she remained silent.  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine stood staring, caught in a paroxysm of anger and
    relief not unmixed with pride.  

     

    "Please, sir, no harm has been done," Thomas urged. "If we head back
    to the house now, all of your guests at her birthday party will
    think she tore her gown or went to fix her hair. Only you and her
    cousins shall know what has taken place here. I will certainly never
    speak of it. I care about Charlotte too much to wish her name to be
    bandied about in a disparaging manner. She will be my lawful wedded
    wife, and I shall never allow any scandal to touch her. I give you
    my word, there will never be any seven-month child. My solicitors
    can call in the morning, and the marriage can take place without the
    tedium of delay."  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine looked at his nephews Samuel and James, both
    strapping young men with dark hair who would quite happily pound the
    Duke into dust if requested to do so.  

     

    They seemed to be as astonished as he, but both nodded to their
    uncle and assumed a more relaxed position.  

     

    At length the older man nodded, satisfied. "Samuel, you go back in
    the carriage with Charlotte. You, sir," he said, directing a sharp
    look at Thomas, "come with me. We will all act as if nothing is
    amiss in front of everyone at the party. Samuel and James will keep
    an eye on Charlotte to ensure she does not do anything foolish to
    give herself away. The Duke and I shall meet in the study in half an
    hour."  

     

    "Thank you, sir."  

     

    "But Father, I-"  

     

    His brows knit fiercely. "Be thankful I don't have the pair of you
    horsewhipped. I can't believe any daughter of mine would be such an
    ungrateful minx. And you, sir, have abused my hospitality and trust
    most shamefully."  

     

    Thomas bowed humbly. "Love and youth can be my only excuses. I hope
    my abiding regard for your daughter will make up for that in some
    small way in the future."  

     

    "Humph. We shall see, young Eltham. We shall see. I am prepared to
    make the best of a bad situation here. But if you ever so much as
    dare breathe a word of this to anyone, I shall blacken your name
    from one end of the country to the other."  

     

    "I give you my word, sir," Thomas said, hand on heart, "no one shall
    ever hear the truth of what happened here this evening from me."  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine nodded, satisfied at last. He tugged down his
    burgundy waistcoat over his paunch, puffed out his chest, and
    squared his shoulders. "Very well. Come. We have little time before
    people start to wonder where we've got to. In case they ask why we
    rode out, we can say we got a message that there was a fire at
    another part of the estate, but it turned out to be a false alarm."
     

     

    Thomas nodded. "It was rather stormy before. It will lend credence
    to that tale. A stray bolt of lightning is a common enough
    occurrence."  

     

    Charlotte had tried to hold her tongue up until this point,
    terrified and stunned by this unexpected turn of events. She now
    looked at the Duke and whispered, "Your Grace, you can't mean to
    persist in this folly."  

     

    "Why not?"  

     

    She stared at him in consternation. "Why not? Because you don't love
    me! I don't love you! This is all a mistake, a sham," she whispered
    back.  

     

    He laughed shortly and drew her over to one side, meriting a glare
    from her father, though he did not verbally protest. "Love is a
    vastly overrated sentiment bandied about by novelists for the
    entertainment of unreflective minds, Miss Castlemaine. And people of
    my station do not marry for love. They marry for family connections,
    land, property, and fortune. Every man in the County has been after
    your fortune. I simply got there first."  

     

    She raised her arm to smack the smug smile from his face, but he
    grabbed her wrist and bowed over her hand as if he were kissing it.
     

     

    "You still have time to tell the truth," he murmured with what
    appeared to be a mocking gleam in his eyes. "Tell them you were
    going to elope with another man, not me. Where do you think you will
    be then? Do you think your father will welcome your truly chosen one
    into the house, into the study, into your family? Welcome him as
    compared with me, a duke? I think not. You'll lose everything. With
    me you will have everything you ever wanted, and perhaps more."  

     

    "But not love," she hissed, trying to jerk her arm away, but finding
    herself completely in his power.  

     

    He caressed her fingers intimately, sending shivers up and down both
    their spines. "Are you so sure of that?"  

     

    His mouth moved so near that she could not fail to be reminded of
    the torrid kisses they had shared, kisses she had enjoyed, sought
    more and more of. Kisses which she had continued even when the Duke
    had tried to alert her to the presence of her father.  

     

    No, she wasn't sure. She wasn't sure of anything at all, except that
    she was being manipulated. Bent to everyone's will like a puppet,
    treated as though she were a mindless piece of property with no
    wishes of her own, easily handed over from one man to another.  

     

    "Come, Daughter, into the carriage with you," Mr. Castlemaine
    commanded imperiously.  

     

    "But Father, what if I do not wish to marry the Duke?" she ventured
    in a tremulous voice.  

     

    He scowled. "Then you are no daughter of mine, and I will lock you
    away in a madhouse. Surely no decent woman would behave as you have
    done." He flicked the cloak over her scantily clad bosom as though
    he could not bear to look at her. "No sane one would refuse the
    opportunity to marry a peer of the realm such as His Grace."  

     

    "But Father, I was just-"  

     

    "How can you think to back out now after what you've done? This is
    no trifling matter, a mere ballroom flirtation. You have been alone
    with him, exchanged embraces, for pity's sake! Has your aunt not
    taught you the consequences of such actions?"  

     

    She blushed. "Yes, but--"  

     

    "This situation is of your own making. You were in the carriage
    eloping with him. You were behaving as, er, as a wife would with her
    husband, and should behave with him only. I saw you with my own
    eyes, though I can still scarcely credit it."  

     

    "I know I was wrong, Father, but still--"  

     

    "Enough!" he barked, thwacking his riding crop along the side of his
    silk-clad leg. "If I weren't such a loving parent, I would horsewhip
    the pair of you. Even if it was a little game of yours that went too
    far, a harmless flirtation, it's too late to back out now, my girl.
    You had a choice, and you made it, for better or worse. Now I am
    making mine. Go back to the house now and await my instructions."  

     

    She found herself actually clinging to Thomas for support in the
    face of her parent's harshness. "But Father--"  

     

    His normally florid face grew even more flushed. "And don't try to
    tell me he forced you. Carried you out of the house kicking and
    screaming. I know what I saw. What we all saw."  

     

    Tears of mortification and shame welled up in her deep blue eyes.
    "No, Father, he didn't force me," she admitted. "But I can't--"  

     

    Thomas had not relinquished her wrist, but his grip had gentled, and
    he now took her hand in both his own. "It will be all right, I
    promise. I give you my word as a gentleman that as my wife you shall
    never have cause to repine. Never be subjected to cruelty or want.
    It will be all right, you'll see."  

     

    He kissed her lightly on the lips, causing shivers to race up and
    down her spine. She actually found herself leaning into the comfort
    of his huge strong frame for an all too brief moment.  

     

    Then he tugged up the shoulder of her gown and patted her gently.
    "Go now, go with your cousin Samuel, my dear. I shall see you
    later."  

     

    Charlotte looked at him doubtfully for a moment, her emotions
    warring within her over the kiss they had shared, the bad luck that
    had brought about their discovery, and the poor timing which had led
    them to be found together instead of Herbert and her.  

     

    And that kiss...  

     

    Had ruined her life utterly in a split second, she thought with an
    inward groan.  

     

    But there was no doubting her father, she decided as she began to
    twitch her gown back into place, groaning inwardly at the thought of
    what she must look like. One peep at Mr Castlemaine's furious face
    told her he meant every word he said.  

     

    Suddenly, the prospect of being ruined for the sake of love did not
    seem as attractive as it had once been when Herbert had persuaded
    her to run away with him.  

     

    She pushed back her heavy fall of tumbled black tresses and sighed.
    Herbert too had let her down. He had convinced her to act against
    her better judgment, against all of her morals and principles. How
    could she have loved someone so unscrupulous?  

     

    And yet, he had seemed so sincere, so in love with her. How could
    she have denied him?  

     

    But where was he now? What on earth could she say to him if she was
    forced to confront him back at the house? How could she bear being
    without him?  

     

    Marrying another?  

     

    But another chilling though hit her. How could she bear being poor,
    alone and despised?  

     

    She began to comb through her hair with her fingers to untangle the
    mass of gold ribbons as they all stood staring at her, awaiting her
    answer. Time was pressing, and her whole future was resting on the
    next words she would utter. Pray God they would be the right ones.  

     

    She shivered against the wintry blast of wind that wafted around her
    and the Duke as they stood facing her family. Once again, the warmth
    of his hand seemed to spur her on.  

     

    She had hoped to win her father around to her marriage to Herbert in
    the end. Now she saw it would be complete folly to try. He had high
    hopes for her. As did everyone. Now that the Duke had offered for
    her, her father would never countenance someone like Herbert, with
    so little to recommend him other than his charm.  

     

    Moreover, she would never get such a chance ever again. What man
    would ever offer for a woman haughty or foolish enough to turn down
    a Duke?  

     

    And it was truly all up with Herbert now. He would not want to be
    linked to her once the news was carried abroad that she had tried to
    elope with Thomas. It was a small community. There was bound to be
    talk, no matter what her father and the Duke had pledged regarding
    keeping mum. No amount of pleading that it had all been a terrible
    mistake was going to remedy the situation, of that she was certain.
     

     

    She had no real experience of the world. However, she certainly knew
    what happened to women who had lost their good name. Who were cast
    off by their families. Alone, without resources, the subject of
    scandal, ruined beyond redemption, unwelcome in any respectable
    household, they not only fell, but fell far, off the scale of
    decency altogether in many cases as they were forced to make ends
    meet in whatever manner they could.  

     

    Charlotte had all the worldly accomplishments of a girl of her
    station in life, but few of them were practical enough to enable her
    to earn a living. Standing literally as well as figuratively at the
    crossroads, her whole future lay before her.  

     

    She did have a choice. One unenviable, the other, full of material
    wealth beyond anything she had ever dreamed, with a duke no less.
    She had admired the duke well enough, as had every other woman in
    the county, but even in her wildest dreams, she had never thought to
    aim so high.  

     

    She glanced around the crossroads, and knew time was of the essence.
    If they were seen together thus, it would be all up with her anyway.
     

     

    She took a deep breath, and steeled herself. She had to make the
    right choice now. There would be no going back from this one, and
    she might never be able to make another.  

     

    The trouble was, there wasn't really much of a choice. She was
    trapped like a rabbit in a snare by the very Devil himself. She
    desperately thrust aside her inner whisperings which told her that
    he was indeed a most magnificent man. She summoned every remaining
    shred of her tattered dignity before she screamed and wailed in
    front of them all.  

     

    With one last look at Thomas, Charlotte squared her jaw. "Very well.
    We shall go back to the house, and I shall marry the Duke of
    Ellesmere. Thank you for being so understanding, Father."  

     

    His beetle brows knit. "Don't thank me yet. There is still much to
    do before I get you off my hands and all of this is concealed."  

     

    Charlotte cringed in near horror at the phrase 'off my hands.' Was
    that really what her own father thought of her?  

     

    "Very good," Thomas said with a bow, and kissed her hand. "Now,
    let's make haste before anyone departs from your birthday party and
    finds us out here like this."  

     

    "Aye," Mr. Castlemaine said with a nod, and readied his mount.  

     

    The Duke conducted Charlotte to the carriage, but at his officious
    manner, she balked, snatching her hand away as thogh she couldn't
    bear his touch.  

     

    At once she felt bereft, which only made her more angry. She shot
    him a furious look and tried to step up by herself, but the floor
    was too high.  

     

    She would have sprawled headfirst into the coach if Thomas had not
    caught her around the waist and lifted her under the arm. His hand
    came perilously close to her breast, and she felt it peak with
    delight. She jerked out of his grasp and dropped into the seat with
    a flounce, her face flaming.  

     

    With a barely audible, "Thank you," she sat staring stonily ahead
    until the taller of her two cousins had seated himself and shut the
    door.  

     

    The coachman whipped up the horses, and the carriage began to head
    back to the Manor. Only then did Thomas take the reins of Samuel's
    horse and mount.  

     

    "Come along, young man. Don't dawdle. There is much to do and little
    time. That is, if you are in earnest about avoiding scandal."  

     

    "I'm coming, sir. I give you my word, I shall do everything I can to
    protect your daughter. I will never give her cause to regret her
    decision this night."  

     

    Satisfied at Thomas's good intentions, Mr. Castlemaine spurred his
    horse and led the way back to the Manor, with James following on
    behind the Duke to be sure he would not bolt.  

     

    Thomas allowed himself a small sigh of relief as he followed the
    older man. His rescue mission had achieved its end. Charlotte was
    safe, for the moment at least. She most assuredly hated him, but she
    was at least out of danger for the present.  

     

    Now he would have to ensure that the marriage took place as soon as
    possible. He dreaded the battleground his life was about to become,
    but he had no choice. Time was of the essence. He had absolutely no
    doubt that though Herbert Paxton had taken the money and might be
    gone now, he would most assuredly be back. For Charlotte, and for
    revenge upon him and his family.  

     

    The Duke spurred his horse hard, and prayed to God that he could
    keep them all safe.  
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    Charlotte remained silent throughout the short carriage ride back to
    the house. Her feelings were far too tumultuous to even attempt to
    discuss her seeming elopement with her cousin Samuel.  

     

    At any rate he was glowering at her most disapprovingly. They had
    never been close. He and his brother James were both excellent young
    men, in a stolid, countrified way. Throwing herself on his mercy and
    begging for his help was not going to get her out of her
    predicament.  

     

    She did her best to re-arrange her hair and gown, and sat back with
    a sigh. Her mind whirred, seeking some way out of this dreadful
    muddle. To think the Duke of Ellesmere of all people had taken such
    liberties! It was just too awful to contemplate. Herbert had been
    sorely mistaken in his friends.  

     

    But perhaps she could find him, explain...  

     

    Was he even now waiting at the end of the bridle path for her,
    waiting eagerly, hopefully? And did the poor lamb think that she had
    changed her mind? Oh, she had to go to him! It couldn't be too late!
    It couldn't!  

     

    As soon as the carriage returned to the manor, she jumped out of the
    door of the carriage in a trice, determined to run back up the
    bridle path, but Samuel's firm grip on her elbow put paid to her
    flight.  

     

    It was too late, she knew that as soon as she caught sight of the
    look on his face. If her family were so irate about the Duke, they
    would certainly never forgive her for Herbert.  

     

    "Stop squirming. You're making the horses nervous."  

     

    "I'm sorry. It's cold."  

     

    He gave her a withering glance. "Running about half naked all the
    time, 'tis no wonder. Come on. Quietly."  

     

    They got out at the back of the stables, careful to ensure that they
    kept to the shadows. They made it to the back entrance of the house
    without incident, and slipped in unnoticed. After checking her
    appearance, her cousin gave her a little shove towards the stairs
    and told her to go up and change her dancing slippers.  

     

    "Then come back down to take a turn around the floor with me," he
    ordered.  

     

    She blanched. "Oh, no, I couldn't possibly--"  

     

    "For God's sake, try to look happy," he said, his fleshy lips
    thinning with disapproval. "It is your birthdaym after all. And
    you're about to marry one of the most eligible bachelors in England.
    You've managed to get everything you were angling for, and then
    some, didn't you, Missy, so you certainly have no cause to
    complain."  

     

    She cast Samuel a look of outraged disgust, and marched up the
    servants' stairs, her back ramrod stiff. Happy, indeed. How on earth
    had this happened? How could such an error have come about? And how,
    how in the name of all that was holy, could she have behaved like
    such a complete wanton?  

     

    But the Duke's kisses... And his warm hard hands... They were enough
    to drive even the sanest of women out of their minds with delight.  

     

    She quashed that thought in an instant. It was too awful, too
    disloyal to her darling. Oh, what was she going to say to Herbert?
    She prayed fervently that he would not do anything desperate now
    that their desires had been thwarted.  

     

    People died of broken hearts all the time, according to the current
    literature of the day. She could not bear it if he did away with
    himself a la Romeo. Though she had to admit to herself, she
    was no Juliet. She would not die for love. She would just have to
    make the best of the nightmarish situation which had come about so
    inexplicably.  

     

    As Charlotte made her way up to her room, she began to wonder how
    her father had discovered her missing so soon after she had fled. If
    he hadn't followed so hard upon her heels, she might have been with
    Herbert by the time they caught up with them. Then she would have
    been marrying her intended, not this man who was little more than a
    stranger to her.  

     

    The Duke was handsome enough, true, and exceptionally powerful by
    all accounts, but he was so, well, quiet... He never laughed, sang,
    danced if he could help it. He never gossiped or gambled that she
    could see. He had always appeared to look down his nose at her and
    her family. The very thought of marrying the Duke of all people was
    just too strange to contemplate.  

     

    And yet she was going to have to do more than contemplate it, she
    was going to have to consummate it...  

     

    Oh God, Herbert, she thought with a trembling sigh, once more
    toying with the idea of fleeing back down to the bridle path.  

     

    But no. It was too late. All too late. If she valued her status in
    society and reputation, she had to stick to the course the Duke and
    her father had laid out for her, even if it was a cinder path which
    would bring her only misery.  

     

    She slipped into her chamber without running into any guests or
    servants, and paced up and down in the prettily decorated pink and
    cream room for an instant in an agony of indecision. She trod to and
    fro in front of the mirror, wielding her hairbrush to tame her thick
    ebony tresses back into some semblance of order before she had to go
    downstairs once more and face the consequences of what had just
    occurred.  

     

    "Think Charlotte, think," she muttered, yanking her hair up into a
    tight coil at the crown of her head. There was still time to rectify
    this appalling state of affairs, there just had to be. She would go
    to her father, explain what had really happened, no matter how awful
    it sounded. Anything had to be better than marrying a stranger when
    she loved another.  

     

    Her hair now as ruly as she could make it without the help of her
    ladies' maid, she threw off her ruined white slippers and snatched
    up a pair of pale blue ones. She exchanged her gold satin sash for
    one which matched her new shoes.  

     

    She reluctantly removed the elegant fan and reticule from her wrist,
    the most lovely she had ever owned, both presents from the Duke. She
    laid aside the ivory and lace confections with a sigh.  

     

    She forced herself to harden her heart against them. They hadn't
    been the gifts of a kind stranger, but a man intent upon her ruin.
    She turned her back on them, trying to staunch the pang of genuine
    regret which rose up in her as she did so. Pausing only long enough
    to tie on her sash and shoes, she made a dash down the main stairs
    to her father's study. Just as she put her hand on the door latch,
    her cousin Samuel seized her arm.  

     

    "They're all asking for you. You must come."  

     

    She opened her mouth to protest, but he had already dragged her
    halfway to the ballroom. She could not put up a struggle in front of
    all of her guests. They joined the nearest set, and she performed
    the L'Ete figure of the quadrille mechanically whilst she scanned
    the room to see if anyone had taken especial note of her absence.
    She also desperately searched for Herbert, but he was nowhere to be
    seen.  

     

    Looking to her left, she caught sight of Thomas chatting with some
    of the older men of her father's acquaintance. They were bluff,
    hearty country types with florid complexions from too much sunshine
    and wine. She could just imagine their conversation. The price of
    corn, how their beeves were this year, and wasn't the Castlemaine
    girl a lovely little filly.  

     

    She was no better than a piece of livestock to the Duke, of that she
    was sure. She wondered that he hadn't checked her teeth before
    agreeing to take her off her father's hands. No doubt he would be
    investigating the family tree to see if they were good breeders...  

     

    She began to bristle again at the injustice of the circumstances she
    found herself in when the Duke caught her eye and winked.  

     

    Charlotte stared, mouth agape. How could he be so audacious! She
    felt a complete fool as she wondered what his recollections were of
    their passionate interlude in the carriage.  

     

    If she was being completely honest, she had enjoyed every second of
    being with him. But her wounded pride and resentment over her
    predicament made her insist that he was the most despicable,
    revolting...  

     

    He took out his fob watch, looked at it, and began to excuse himself
    graciously from his companions. He started to head out of the room,
    no doubt to her father's study. She had one more chance to stave off
    disaster. Dare she take it?  

     

    She stepped out of the set and away from Samuel's grasping hand.  

     

    "Your Grace, pray dance with me."  

     

    "Thank you. But time is pressing, Miss Castlemaine," he said with a
    bow. "I fear I have an important appointment, and my kind host must
    not be kept waiting in the circumstances."  

     

    "Please," she whispered, "let me speak with you, get you to try to
    see reason before it's too late."  

     

    He could not leave her standing there in such evident distress in
    front of all of her guests. Her color was high, her lovely blue eyes
    pooling brightly with unshed tears. He only hoped that speaking with
    her would not precipitate even more of a scene.  

     

    He bowed again and took her hand, and swept her up into the nearest
    set, though it was down at the bottom of the room, and as such was
    for the lower orders rather than such a lofty personage as himself.
    But it was practically in the corner of the ballroom, and relatively
    private considering the crush of people at the party.  

     

    The surprised couple at the top of the set gave way graciously,
    though the shock was evident on their faces.  

     

    He and Charlotte began the La Poule figure. She noted as always that
    he was the most superb dancer, the best in the room the rare times
    he ever indulged. His hand in hers was so delightful, his body's
    nearness as compelling as a heady drug...  

     

    She pulled herself up short at that thought, then plowed on through
    the figure once more, earning herself a look of surprise from the
    Duke, who held her even more intimately.  

     

    Once she felt sure-footed enough to speak, she took a deep breath
    and plunged.  

     

    "I know you are no fool, sir, so I shall be forced to speak
    plainly," she said in a low tone. "I was supposed to elope this
    night, it's true, but not with you. I don't know where the other
    gentleman is now. Perhaps you do. I can understand you kissing me
    to, er, wish me well in my future happiness with your friend. It is
    thus that we were discovered, through no fault of your own. You were
    only trying to help your friend with his arrangements, nothing more.
     

     

    "All this being true, surely you cannot mean to marry me? It was all
    a mistake, and not one we should both be forced to have to make the
    best of. It is kind of you to try to rescue me from my father's
    wrath. But you cannot wish to be bound to me irrevocably. Not when
    you know full well that I'm in love with another."  

     

    She had been growing more and more agitated with each word. Thomas
    looked down at her pityingly for a moment. He always believed in
    telling the truth, but in this case it would be so dreadful that she
    might not be able to bear it.  

     

    Even if she believed him, which he very much doubted she would, it
    did not matter if he hurt her and deceived her, for Charlotte had no
    feelings for him. But to discover that the man she loved had
    betrayed her? Was a fiend, if not a murderer? It might well prove
    too much for the poor girl. She was spoiled and petted and vastly
    wealthy, with no more thought for common sense than any other girl
    of her age, but he thought she had a certain something.  

     

    Potential. That was it, she had potential. Given time, and the
    chance to discover the world of ideas instead of the world of
    fashion, she might prove a perfect companion one day. She was
    spirited, beautiful, and desirable. He had had a hard time
    maintaining his composure and subduing his passions when she had
    reacted to him so ardently in the carriage.  

     

    Truth to tell, he had admired her long before that. The never-ending
    bevy of swains all chasing her for her fortune, and then Herbert
    singling her out for his next victim, had left him with very little
    opportunity to be with her other than somewhere in the background
    watching, observing, and yes, aching for her too.  

     

    Perhaps it was a mistake to take a bride so young, and in such a
    seemingly cruel and opportunistic way. But even if they never came
    to care for each other, he simply could not let Herbert prey upon
    another unsuspecting victim. Too many had died at his hands
    already...  

     

    "My dear Miss Castlemaine, I am under no illusions as to what you
    were doing this evening. Nor was it in error that I drove off with
    you in the carriage. Nor was it an unfortunate coincidence that your
    father and cousins arrived when they did. I felt it incumbent upon
    myself to intervene. I shall not mention the other, er, gentleman's
    name, only that he does not deserve that appellation."  

     

    Her eyes flashed fire. "And yet you do, Your Grace? You, who, er,
    intervened, and molest-- er, manhandled me so in the coach?" she
    hissed.  

     

    "Please, call me Thomas. I will not have my wife speak to me as if
    we are strangers at an Assembly Ball. I can understand your
    confusion and dismay, my dear Charlotte, but I make no apology for
    my intervention. I believe in calling a spade a spade. I intervened
    because I want your fortune for my own. A sudden family
    embarrassment, you see," he lied.  

     

    Her face went white as her jaw dropped. "Wh-what?"  

     

    He attempted to clarify her stunned confusion with a ruthless lie.
    "I made sure your family would catch us, and gambled that they would
    want to hush it up by consenting to our marriage."  

     

    He mouth rounded into an O of dismay. "How could you--"  

     

    "As for my behavior in the carriage, I did not see you attempting to
    break off our kiss, for all your protestations that you are in love
    with another. So now that all our cards are on the table, so to
    speak, mark this well. I shall allow you whatever freedoms you
    choose within our shared household save one. I will not force you to
    be a wife to me in the physical sense, but in exchange, you will
    give me your word that you will never see your, er, gentleman friend
    again. Ever."  

     

    She had not been paying attention to the figure, and missed several
    steps in the dance. He had been holding her up under her elbow as he
    had spoken. His last sentence caused Charlotte's knees to buckle
    completely.  

     

    "Some refreshment, perhaps. You have overtaxed your strength with
    the excitement of the day," he said loudly enough for the other
    dancers in the set to hear.  

     

    He took her off into the small chamber where the punchbowl and ices
    had been set up, and pressed a cup of lemonade into her hands. She
    drank thirstily, while he kept one steadying hand around her waist.
     

     

    "Do you want a drop of brandy in it?" he whispered.  

     

    "The better to dull the pain of what you've just said to me? I think
    not." She stared up at him through narrowed blue eyes which had
    turned from balmy ocean to deepest winter frost. "What kind of
    monster are you?"  

     

    He shrugged, looking for all the world as if her opinion of him
    mattered not one whit. "No better and no worse than any other man. I
    look after those I care about the best I can. 'Needs must' and all
    that."  

     

    "There certainly must be a Devil driving you for you to behave in
    such a manner. When my father hears about this..."  

     

    He looked almost bored with the subject, though in reality he was
    struggling hard to continue playing his detestable role. All he
    really wanted to do was kiss her and comfort her, and reveal his
    true feelings at last.  

     

    "Men, and women, I might add, marry for fortunes all the time. They
    dress it up with wooing and pretty speeches, but it is the same
    result in the end. One person fancies him or herself in love, and is
    doomed to disappointment and frustration, not to mention outright
    misery, or even cruelty.  

     

    "I know you're not in love with me, so there can be no
    disappointment. For my part, I give you my word I shall not be cruel
    to you physically or mentally. You look surprised, but there is such
    a thing as mental cruelty, I assure you. I know from your embraces
    that you do not find me utterly repulsive- No, no, temper, my dear,"
    he cautioned, grabbing her wrist and holding it down to her side to
    stop her from slapping his face in front of everyone.  

     

    "So on the whole, Charlotte, we shall just have to muddle together
    to make the best of this."  

     

    She glared at him. "Make the best of a sham of a marriage to a
    beggar?"  

     

    "Make the best of marriage to a nobleman who has taken the trouble
    to save your reputation and offer you a decent home and his
    protection," he said patiently, "and does at least deserve enough
    gratitude from you to warrant common civility. You are young, and
    full of romantic notions. 'Love will find a way,' and all that. Do
    not deceive yourself for a moment into thinking your father would
    have come around to the idea of you being wed to your other
    'gentleman.' That's even assuming that man would have ever married
    you at all after he'd had a taste of what you offered me so freely
    in the carriage. No, temper," he warned again, as she once more
    lifted her hand to strike.  

     

    She glared impotently at him, feeling as though her whole world had
    come crashing down around her ears.  

     

    "I may be a beggar, as you say, Miss Castlemaine, but I am a beggar
    with a title, and that goes a long way in the circles you choose to
    inhabit."  

     

    She stared at him, taking in his dark emerald eyes, so without
    passion, his finely-chiseled, even features, as if he had been
    carved of marble, not made of flesh. She longed to smack the
    supercilious expression off his face. Or kiss it off...  

     

    But she also wouldn't have minded a soft word, a gentle
    demonstration of some regard, though she despised herself for
    wanting any consideration at all from a man who obviously held her
    in such contempt. She tried to puzzle out his words.  

     

    "And you don't inhabit the same circles?"  

     

    He shrugged the broad shoulders, and she could not help admiring his
    physique in his magnificently cut black evening coat. His handsome
    features were the model of cool control as he replied, "I don't
    believe in living my life according to what other people judge to be
    acceptable. I go my own way, do what I judge to be correct. It is
    correct for me to marry you, since I would like your money, and I
    compromised your virtue and position to get that money.  

     

    "In exchange, you will have an establishment of your own, and to all
    outward appearances, a husband who has great respect and regard for
    you. If you are willing to maintain that appearance in public at
    least, and in front of our servants, we shall get along well
    enough."  

     

    His hand upon her waist and the curve of her hip so intimately would
    have earned any other man a slap. But with his warm smile down at
    her, and his obvious concern, she found herself leaning into the
    caress for a brief moment before stepping away.  

     

    He was too seductive. Too tempting. How on earth could he make her
    melt so with just one light touch of his hand?  

     

    She struggled to find the words which would get Thomas to see
    reason. But just then her father entered the refreshment room,
    evidently impatient to begin his audience with the Duke.  

     

    "And now, my dear, I must go. I shall see you shortly." He bowed
    over her hand, and planted a warm moist kiss upon it which caused
    her stomach to clench with nerves and desire. She realized with a
    pang of horror that she had actually been dancing without her gloves
    on. Her face flamed as she recalled how she had torn them off in the
    carriage, the better to touch the Duke....  

     

    At that recollection, she felt as though she could hardly breathe.
    Much as she wanted to run after the two of them, to tell them to
    stop all this madness before it was too late, the desire, fear,
    confusion and anger all warring within her rooted her to the spot.  

     

    God, he was right. She couldn't admit the truth, not now, not ever.
    Neither her father nor Herbert would ever forgive her even if she
    did dare tell the truth, and she would end up in far worse case than
    ever before. She had behaved like a wanton. Society would label her
    one, and her wonderful life as she knew it would be over forever.  

     

    Her friend and confidante Agnes came in just then, and looked as
    though she had seen a ghost. She exclaimed, "La! You look all done
    in. Whatever is the matter? I saw you talking to the Duke of
    Ellesmere for such a long time. Dreadful old stick, isn't he?"  

     

    Agnes cast a long look around the room from under her long lashes.
    "I say, is Herbert about anywhere? I thought you were with him
    before. In fact," she said dropping her voice to a more
    conspiratorial tone, "I felt sure you and he were going to come to
    an understanding tonight. Something about a bridle path, eh?"  

     

    Charlotte caught the speculative gleam in her friend's eye, and
    stiffened. She was filled with sudden misgivings even stronger than
    those she had experienced a moment before.  

     

    They increased tenfold as her widowed Aunt Margaret, still
    beautiful, if somewhat heavy-set, but worldly and clever in a
    manipulative sort of way which Charlotte had always found vaguely
    disquieting, came bustling up.  

     

    "And just what have you done with Herbert?" she demanded, scowling.
    "I felt sure I saw you on the terrace with him not long ago." She
    raised her quizzing glass to peer straight into Charlotte's face.
    "Goodness me, why do you look so pale? Have you had a falling out?
    Or can we tell everyone some wonderful news?"  

     

    Charlotte felt even more cornered than she had when she had been
    with her father and the Duke at the Market Cross in Brimley. She
    raised her chin haughtily. "No, Aunt, there's nothing to tell where
    Mr. Paxton and I are concerned. There never has been, and never
    shall be."  

     

    She would have flicked open the elegant ivory and gold fan the Duke
    had given her, had she been carrying it. Once again, she marveled at
    how the pattern on it had been an exact match to that of the
    embroidery on her gown.  

     

    "I can't think where the two of you got such a notion. Mr. Paxton is
    simply not the thing at all. He is as poor as a church mouse, and
    has nothing but his charm to recommend him. He is a great rattle, to
    be sure, but not a man with whom I would condescend to have my name
    connected as anything other than a passing acquaintance. Now, if you
    will excuse me, I must tend to my guests."  

     

    She swept away, her long train swishing behind her regally as she
    fought to remain upright. She wishes she had her new reticule for
    her smelling salts, and once again reflected that the Duke's gifts
    had truly been most thoughtful.  

     

    What would Herbert's gift have been...  

     

    And where was he? What would she say to him when he did arrive? And
    why did the words she had said to Agnes and her aunt seem so wrong,
    but so right as well?  

     

    Tears blinded her, and she prayed they would not fall onto her
    cheeks and wash away her faÃ§ade of cool aplomb.  

     

    What on earth had happened to her? In less than an hour, her whole
    world had tilted on its axis, and was now careening completely out
    of control.  

     

    She blinked and halted as she heard her name called. Her cousin
    Samuel stepped in front of her, blocking her way.  

     

    "Charlotte! Come, daughter," her father summoned her from across the
    room, gesturing emphatically.  

     

    Samuel took her elbow and led her forward to the foot of the hall
    stairs.  

     

    She stared up at Thomas, waiting patiently on the first landing of
    the grand marble staircase as if he had not a care in the world. How
    was it the interview in the study had come to an end so quickly? Was
    she about to be exposed, publicly disgraced?  

     

    "Your attention, please, everyone. I have a few words to say about
    my daughter which I would like you all to hear."  

     

    Charlotte cringed and tried to draw back. Samuel steadily kept the
    pressure on the small of her back, propelling her onwards.  

     

    The Duke reached down to take her hand, his green eyes glowing
    with-what? Mirth, desire, triumph?  

     

    Her stomach lurched, and she tried to pull away, but his fingers
    fastened over her bare ones, soothing and yet rousing her, sending a
    heated blush to her cheeks.  

     

    "I want to thank you all for coming to celebrate with me my
    daughter's eighteenth birthday. By rights she should come into her
    inheritance today, and be able to exercise her own freedom and
    discretion.  

     

    "But that is not to be. For a most unexpected turn of events has
    taken place, and as Charlotte's devoted father, I must do my duty,
    painful though it may be."  

     

    Charlotte's could feel her knees buckling, but the Duke noted her
    alarm and held on to her tightly.  

     

    "It will be all right," he whispered. "Trust me."  

     

    Trust him? It was all his fault! She was about to be denounced as a
    light-skirt in front of all her family and friends....  

     

    "It is my unhappy yet joyful task to have to give her over into the
    keeping of a husband. Ladies and gentleman, I am proud to announce
    the engagement of my daughter to a man you have all come to know and
    respect and admire over the years. Please take a glass of wine or
    punch, and drink to the health of Charlotte Castlemaine, and Thomas
    Eltham, the Duke of Ellesmere. Long life and happiness together, and
    many many children. Charlotte and Thomas."  

     

    "Charlotte and Thomas," came the astonished, but undoubtedly
    delighted voices.  

     

    Agnes gasped and stared in shock. Aunt Margaret choked and
    collapsed, her large frame tumbling into the arms of the hapless
    gentleman unfortunate enough to be standing near her, almost
    oversetting him completely.  

     

    The Duke pulled Charlotte into an intimate embrace, kissing her long
    and thoroughly, until her father cleared his throat and Samuel
    nudged him, while the guests tittered or gasped.  

     

    "Er, sorry, my dear, my emotions overcame me," he apologized
    audibly.  

     

    Once again, Charlotte felt as though the carpet had been pulled
    right out from under her. She trembled from head to toe, her breath
    coming in short gasps. She didn't know who to despise more, the Duke
    for his playacting, or herself for enjoying the kiss so much even
    knowing it was all a sham.  

     

    "Time to dance, my dear," Thomas said with a seemingly warm smile.  

     

    Her chin quivered. "Oh no, I couldn't possibly...."  

     

    Her father beamed at her, and even her cousin James was smiling.  

     

    "Go on, Daughter, enjoy the moment. Just remember that all pleasure
    has to be paid for sooner or later."  

     

    She blushed to the roots of her hair. Her father's message was
    unmistakable. He was not going to forgive her any time soon for
    having tried to elope. But nor was he going to expose her true
    character. She would have to make the best of the situation, and she
    had no one to blame but herself.  

     

    Well, she would blame the Duke if she wanted to, she thought with a
    huff as she accepted congratulatory kisses from James and Samuel,
    and then swept up her train and fastened its loop over her wrist.
    Thomas Eltham was not entirely guiltless in all this, though she
    wondered at her father giving in to a fortune hunter's demands so
    easily. Hadn't he been the one always harping on being careful,
    making sure she was not taken in by suave manners? Yet now he was
    shaking Thomas's hand as if he were a long-lost son.  

     

    She sighed, causing Thomas to urge her in an undertone. "It's your
    birthday. You're young, happy and wealthy. Smile, and enjoy the
    moment."  

     

    But she couldn't. For the sad fact was that she was certain now of
    something she had always suspected as she looked at the two men who
    had just decided her whole future in an instant. That her father had
    always regretted her being only a daughter, not a much-loved son. It
    was not fair or just, but it was the way of her world.  

     

    Some women sought to change it, she knew. She had dreamt of it
    herself, freedom. She would have been in control in her marriage
    with Herbert, she imagined, in charge of her own fortune,
    responsible for buying his title, the estate she would purchase once
    they were finished touring the Continent and ready to settle down.  

     

    She had dreamed of even going as far as the Americas or India,
    though war these days made it hard to travel safely abroad.  

     

    Now she would be under the thumb of a complete stranger who cared
    only for himself. If she was lucky she would get pin money as he
    squandered the rest of her fortune on his own pleasures, which
    undoubtedly included wenching if his kiss was anything to go by. He
    was so stolid in company, he had to be a mass of seething corruption
    underneath, she thought with a shiver, recalling the remarkable
    sensations his hands had produced. And her hands upon him...  

     

    There would be no escape. This was not London, where she could have
    relative freedom and exercise her own discretion. Or where she could
    escape from her husband's watchful eye and strictures any more than
    she had been able to escape her father's. In their sleepy little
    corner of the country miles from the cosmopolitan atmosphere of
    London, she would have to accept her narrow lot. She had just moved
    from being a firmly disciplined daughter to someone's obedient wife.
    Her father and the Duke had ignored her every word of protest, and
    had decided her whole future between them in an instant over a glass
    of sherry.  

     

    She had just exchanged one jail for another. As everyone drew around
    them to offer their congratulations, she could almost hear the
    prison gates clanging shut.  
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    The sound of prison gates clanging shut was ever-present in her mind
    as the preparations for her wedding go under way. Charlotte managed
    to get through the rest of her birthday party without disgracing
    herself, thanks to the Duke, her two cousins, and her father, but
    she was soon caught up in the whirlwind of licenses, clothes, gowns,
    and as hurried a trousseau as could be managed given such short
    notice. Only five days, in fact.  

     

    When Charlotte had braved the inner sanctum of her father's study to
    demand to know what all the hurry was, since no one knew of her
    failed elopement apart from the five of them, her father replied
    brusquely, "I'll be damned if any daughter of mine is going to
    produce a seven or eight month child."  

     

    Her mouth dropped open. When she could find her tongue again she
    protested, "Father, I give you my word, that's not possible."  

     

    "Aye, but only because I came in time to prevent it. The sooner you
    marry, the sooner the temptation to give in to your passions can be
    fulfilled, but in a respectable manner. As for your word, well, we
    all know what that's worth." He grimaced and fiddled with a few of
    his papers for several long, silent moments.  

     

    She swallowed hard, fighting back the tears.  

     

    "I only hope," he added, sitting forward in his high-backed oak
    chair, "that the Duke, er, Thomas, knows what he's doing marrying a
    little filly like you. You're most certainly not easily bridled, and
    are bound to be a handful. But then some men like a handful. You
    could do worse than have a good time in the marriage bed. All too
    often women let their men stray, with disastrous consequences for
    all concerned. If you, er, keep him in hand, dear, as you evidently
    have done thus far, you'll do well enough."  

     

    Her eyes grew round as saucers. "Really, Father, the birds and the
    bees, from you?"  

     

    "Well, why not? I'm sorry to shock your fine sensibilities with
    these country matters, but they're a fact of life and marriage that
    have to be faced. Better to know now than cope with an unfaithful
    husband, or worse, the dreaded French pox."  

     

    She threw her shoulders back and lifted her nose in the air. "I can
    assure you, that the Duke can do whatever he likes once we are wed.
    Most husbands of the Ton seem to anyway."  

     

    Her father's silver brows knit above faded blue eyes which had once
    been very much like her own until experience had hardened them. "I
    never did. No decent Christian man would. Not if he respected his
    wife, no matter what the circumstances. Your mother, God rest her
    soul, was always the best of women, but weak, delicate." He blushed.
    "It wasn't easy, but a proper gentleman does not take the primrose
    path of dalliance. There are always consequences, as any man of
    intelligence knows.  

     

    "But you will have no such difficulties, I'm sure. You are much more
    hearty and strong, a fine match for any man. If you give him the
    consideration which is his due, you will get it in return."  

     

    "I expect nothing of the Duke," she said haughtily.  

     

    Her father laughed then. "Just as well. If he too expects nothing of
    you, then you are obviously marrying for love. Ah, these young
    people and their ideals."  

     

    He actually smiled, causing Charlotte to stare at him. What on earth
    could her father be looking so pleased about?  

     

    He must be delighted that a scandal was so narrowly averted, she
    concluded, smoothing down the skirts of her navy blue day gown. But
    really, with the way he was carrying on, one would have thought that
    he was the happiest of men, without a care in the world.  

     

    But she had more things to worry about than her father's
    embarrassing and cryptic remarks. The most grandiose wedding
    preparations were now under way, and the only people helping her
    were, surprisingly, the Duke and his housekeeper, and Thomas'
    younger sister Elizabeth, a quiet but beautiful girl of fifteen with
    dark hair and green eyes very like her brother's.  

     

    She was looking forward to coming out when her brother permitted,
    she said, but did not seem to have any great sense of fashion and
    style considering her lofty rank, and dressed rather plainly for a
    woman of her vast wealth and station in life. Well, Thomas had said
    he was marrying her for her money. Perhaps it was to help his
    sister? she considered.  

     

    To her dismay, she found herself very much alone apart from the
    Elthams. Agnes, whom she had considered a close friend, had not
    returned any of her messages. Her Aunt Margaret had taken to her bed
    with a fit of the vapors. Evidently the shock of Charlotte's news
    had been too much for her.  

     

    Yet the vague feelings of disquiet which these desertions caused
    were as nothing compared with the overall lack of any company apart
    from her new relations.  

     

    She knew quite a few of the neighboring girls, but she had always
    cultivated a healthy rivalry in the hunt for beaux. Every one of
    them was fairly green with envy for her having been so clever as to
    catch the Duke of Ellesmere of all people.  

     

    Life simply was not fair. A title, riches, a handsome, virile young
    man of twenty-seven. Oh, it was just too bad.  

     

    She could imagine them saying all that and more, and she was almost
    tempted to agree with them. If she had to be forced into a marriage
    of convenience, she could have done a great deal worse. But the fact
    that it was his convenience, not hers, galled her.  

     

    So did his high-handed manner with regard to the wedding. It was to
    be held at the Duke's magnificent estate, Eltham Castle, for as he
    had pointed out, her own smaller house would not be able to
    accommodate the crush of guests to be expected even at such short
    notice. He would have to send invitations to every couple whose
    wedding he had attended, as would she.  

     

    "But I would have thought, given the circumstances, that a much more
    quiet and sedate affair would be in keeping with both your character
    and our predicament," she said the day after her birthday ball, as
    they sat together in his favorite snug wine-colored drawing room.  

     

    She was surrounded by ells of fabric, ready-made gowns, jewels, all
    manner of things which he had sent to nearby Bath for. The chamber
    resembled a dragon's treasure horde.  

     

    He shook his head, and explained patiently, as if to a small child,
    "There is no predicament. No whiff of scandal regarding the
    elopement will come to light."  

     

    "But the haste in itself is peculiar."  

     

    The Duke gave a tight smile. "I think I can manage the role of
    love-addled swain for one day, enough to convince everyone that I
    have done something so unfashionable as to fall in love with my
    wife."  

     

    She rolled her eyes heavenward. "Far better to just be truthful,
    that the marriage is a business arrangement between two families."  

     

    He shook his head mildly. "And expose my, er, circumstances, as you
    put them, to all and sundry? No, appearance is everything. We must
    keep them up on our wedding day if at no other time," he maintained.
     

     

    Charlotte took a steadying breath, and ventured to say, "Well,
    that's just it. If you're in Queer Street, then why the show and
    expense? Surely my money would be put to better use in some other
    ways than one day of showiness and frivolity."  

     

    His brows raised. "What other ways did you have in mind, pray?"  

     

    Charlotte shrugged. "I don't know the extent of your predicament.
    I'm willing to learn, though. I shall try to be a good housekeeper
    and chatelaine of your household, if you'll teach me."  

     

    He stared at her. "Am I given to understand, then, that you do not
    like the gown, the jewels, the menus which have all been prepared?"
     

     

    "No, not at all." She blushed. "That is to say, I like them very
    much indeed. But they are more than I ever could have expected or
    hoped for. The dress is so grand. Something much more simple which I
    already possess would do just as well, and the jewels, well... They
    are exquisite, of course, and you are to be complimented on your
    taste. However, they are luxuries which we can ill-afford. You can't
    eat them, clothe yourself with them, put a roof over your head with
    them."  

     

    He looked surprised at her commonsensical approach to what, in
    normal circumstances, she would have been all too delighted to
    possess.  

     

    "If, as you have led me to believe, you are now financially
    embarrassed, would it not be best to pay off any of your debts
    first, and put some money aside as dowries for your sisters?" she
    suggested in a mild tone. "I'm assuming it is they you seek to
    protect?"  

     

    "I only have one sister, and she is well provided for, thank you,"
    he said curtly.  

     

    "Oh, I thought..." She drew her ebony brows together. "Never mind, I
    must have been mistaken. In any event, please do not be angry with
    me for speaking to you so frankly. Better to have some small
    embarrassment now, than a much greater one down the line. I'm trying
    to be a good and dutiful wife, Your Grace. Please don't think I'm
    thwarting you merely to be contrary, or that I'm displeased with
    your arrangements in any way. They are fit for a queen, and I'm just
    plain old Charlotte Castlemaine."  

     

    He smiled down at her, and she noted with a pang of desire how
    indescribably handsome he was when his cheeks dimpled like that. It
    was a pity smiles were so rarely seen upon his countenance.  

     

    He placed a warm hand on her shoulder, and she fought the impulse to
    flee. Or to melt into his arms. "Plain and old, never. It's good of
    you to try to worry about our family affairs. But the gown was my
    mother's, as were the jewels. Call me sentimental, but I would like
    to see my bride carry on some of our family traditions, at least."  

     

    "Surely your sisters..."  

     

    "Sister. One sister," he gritted out.  

     

    "I'm sorry. It was a slip of the tongue. Pray forgive my
    foolishness." She blushed and shook her head as if to clear it. "I
    was going to say, surely it should be your sister who would wear
    your mother's things."  

     

    "Elizabeth may when she decides to marry, but that will be a long
    time from now, God willing. So it must be you. It will be the first
    wedding in our family for many years. Thus the appropriate forms
    must be observed. And being a peer of the realm does come with
    certain obligations and duties."  

     

    "But the menus are so lavish, the wine..."  

     

    "From my cellars. The game from my estate. We are not quite, er, I
    believe the word was 'beggars'."  

     

    She blushed at the recollection, and smoothed the lap of her russet
    gown with trembling fingers. "No, not now that you have my dowry,"
    she could not resist saying.  

     

    He cleared his throat and said with a sharp look, "I will never
    reproach you for your loose behavior that night, if you will not
    throw your fortune up in my face every minute of the day, or at
    least every time we have a disagreement."  

     

    She stared up at him, and felt tears spring to her eyes. "I cry your
    pardon. I was not trying to... Oh, what's the use."  

     

    She paced up and down in front of the fire, rubbing her arms to try
    to get warm. Then, emotionally spent, she threw herself down upon a
    little burgundy and cream-striped sofa and looked around hopelessly.
     

     

    The charming decor soothed her as she sat and stared. In the end,
    she decided that he was right. Why make such a fuss? Everyone
    expected a grand show, her father most of all. It was pointless to
    keep battering at the bars of her cage.  

     

    And as she looked around the room, she began to see just how much
    his family meant to him, from the portraits, silhouettes, the
    workbasket which belonged to his sister, the pile of books they
    evidently shared and took pleasure in discussing.  

     

    It was not as grand as most of the downstairs chambers, but he said
    it was one of his favorite rooms in the vast mansion, the other
    being his magnificent library. He had told her to make free with the
    drawing room as a base of operations for the wedding. She had to
    admit that the more she got to know him, the more he seemed devoted
    to the people he cared about, generous and kind.  

     

    But Thomas was also clearly determined to get his own way, which
    inevitably led to their clashes. The trouble was, she decided,
    worrying a ragged nail with her even white teeth, he always seemed
    to best her in their spats, which only left her feeling more
    confused than before. And feeling so completely swept away by the
    force of his personality and magnetism that she ended up saying yes
    to him even when she was certain she categorically meant no.  

     

    How could she marry a man who threatened to take over her life so
    completely? What on earth was she to do?  
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    Charlotte was stunned at the extent to which the Duke of Ellesmere
    involved himself with the wedding preparations, leaving her scarcely
    a moment to herself, or a second of the day unoccupied.  

     

    She sure that Wellington in the Peninsula could not have matched the
    precision of Thomas's maneuvers. Everything was being planned by
    him, his sister, and his housekeeper, with an attention to detail
    which was as startling as it was alarming.  

     

    Why so much trouble and expense? And why was she so hesitant about
    accepting his kindness and largesse?  

     

    Perhaps because she disliked feeling such a fraud. She was worried
    about money, worried about sharing her future with a man who had
    proven himself more than unscrupulous, yet who in any other
    circumstance she might have found attractive, charming even.
    Handsome. Sensual.  

     

    By the beginning of the second day in his company, she did not find
    the thought so startling as it had been originally. She observed him
    carefully, trying to discover the mystery of why he had settled upon
    her of all people, when he could have undoubtedly secured a woman
    with a title as well as fortune with only a bit more trouble. He was
    certainly handsome and suave enough, and try as hard as she could,
    she could detect no discernable flaw. If she had not heard with his
    own lips that he was only marrying her for her fortune, she might
    have almost believed he cared about her, he was so kind and
    attentive.  

     

    She began to fear him as a cunning, inscrutable actor, displaying a
    facade to the entire world as he cornered her, pretending to be
    happy that she was marrying him.  

     

    His character puzzled her in the extreme, and try as she might to
    look for answers from the enigmatic Duke, the harder she sought, the
    more questions she had.  

     

    Perhaps it was true that people were different in the privacy of
    their own homes, compared to being abroad in company. But in the
    Duke's case, the former seemed to be his best face, not the latter.
    He was gentle and kind to his sister, and deferential toward the
    housekeeper Mrs. Jennings, though she was but a servant. She had
    even seen him hold the door open for the maids, when he could have
    had no inkling that she was watching him.  

     

    By comparison, her father and cousins paid no more attention to the
    presence of their servants than they would to a speck of dust.  

     

    In other circumstances she might have wondered if he was putting on
    a show for her benefit, but she had observed his many kindnesses to
    his household when he could have had no idea of her being near to
    observe.  

     

    Who, then, was the real Duke? If the man he had shown her the night
    of her thwarted elopement and birthday party was not the genuine
    Thomas Eltham, what on earth was he trying to conceal? And why?  

     

    She tried not to be nervous and on edge in the Duke's presence, but
    it was hard to subdue her confused thoughts. Charlotte wondered if
    she were losing her mind. The more time she spent at Eltham Castle,
    the more she began to question everything she had ever taken for
    granted, from her aunt's seeming care of her, to her own personality
    and deportment. The world which had made sense to her once was now
    irrevocably altered. She felt a stranger in a strange land.  

     

    With his sister, the Duke was as tender as any mother, let alone an
    aunt. He certainly would never permit her to elope, nor be
    indiscriminate in the friends she kept. He also seemed to find no
    fault with her for being a woman, and treated her like an equal in
    most respects except for her age.  

     

    Charlotte found herself longing for him to care for her in so
    solicitous a manner, only to quash that thought as impossible,
    disloyal to Herbert, and foolish on her part. He already had enough
    power over her without her behaving like a schoolgirl whenever he
    was near. God help her if she ever came to love such a ruthless,
    calculating man.  

     

    Charlotte's sensation of utter confusion over her entire predicament
    was only exacerbated when the first of the Duke's guests for the
    wedding began to arrive. His special friend Clifford Stone and his
    wife Vanessa were a splendid couple, he tall and blond like an
    Adonis, she well formed and graceful, with a lovely head of auburn
    tresses.  

     

    They greeted the Duke and Elizabeth with a warmness and decided lack
    of deference which contrasted strongly with her father's stiff
    formality.  

     

    The clergyman who was to perform the ceremony, Jonathan Deveril,
    sandy-haired and handsome, arrived with the Stones, and they too
    hugged like brothers. The affection between them was obvious, though
    there was an odd restraint and sadness too when they were together
    with Elizabeth which she couldn't quite put her finger on.  

     

    Jonathan brought with him a tall, distinguished looking dark-haired
    woman some years younger than he whom he introduced as his sister
    Sarah. She got a hug and twirl from Thomas as though they were still
    merely boy and girl sporting themselves in the garden, not a Duke
    and clergyman's sister in a huge marble foyer which would have
    rivaled that of any royal palace.  

     

    Charlotte noticed at once that none of them addressed the Duke by
    his title, but Thomas or even Tommy. The ladies tugged him by his
    hands into tea, while the men brought she and Elizabeth into the
    small wine-colored drawing room and made themselves at home as
    though they lived there themselves.  

     

    She was predisposed not to like them, she had to admit, thinking
    they were part of a loose set he had fallen in with, thus leading to
    his impecuniousness.  

     

    But the truth was that after a few moments her stiff, chilly
    formality simply thawed under their jovial kindness. Once again she
    found herself comparing Herbert to these dapper, gifted men, and
    found Paxton wanting.  

     

    The trouble was, she also found herself lacking as well. They did
    their best to make her feel included, but much of what they spoke
    about made no sense to her.  

     

    Slavery, the question of chimney sweeps, the rights of women, the
    need for educational reforms, all of it jumbled in her mind, making
    her head pound. She began to grow fractious under what she perceived
    as their pitying looks and air of superiority, she who had never
    before been condescended to in such a manner before.  

     

    "And have you heard about Napoleon's Russian campaign?" Jonathan
    asked.  

     

    Thomas nodded. "Over a quarter of a million dead, by all accounts.
    And the great general just left them there to perish, while he raced
    back to Paris to bolster up his power. If that doesn't tell the
    French everything they need to know about their so-called leader,
    nothing else will."  

     

    Clifford shook his head slowly. "I've heard he's still conscripting,
    old men and young boys now. Any other man would give up. He seems
    determined to press on until the end."  

     

    "I've had a letter from Blake in Portugal," Jonathan said, patting
    his pockets and drawing out the much-crinkled missive.  

     

    Thomas shot him a warning look. "We can share it later," he said in
    clipped tones.  

     

    "Oh, er, yes, of course," Jonathan said, looking at Charlotte's
    carefully neutral expression and stuffing the paper back into his
    sleeve.  

     

    "Have you read his paper on sanitation yet?" Clifford said to
    Thomas.  

     

    The Duke gave his other friend a quelling look. "Er, no. Not yet.
    More tea, anyone?"  

     

    "Is this man Blake a particular friend of yours?" Charlotte asked
    without much interest, trying only to fill the silence which had
    suddenly descended upon the room.  

     

    Thomas nodded as he brought empty cup to her to refill. "Yes. Dr.
    Blake Sanderson. His serving in the Peninsula at the moment."  

     

    Jonathan began to try to elaborate helpfully. "He enlisted at the
    start of the war, with--"  

     

    "Cake?" Thomas offered, now passing around the plate himself.  

     

    Her eyebrows rose, but his friends seemed to take the hint, and
    desperately sought another topic of conversation which might
    interest the increasingly piqued-looking bride-to-be.  

     

    Charlotte shot her fiance an irritated look. Really, how could he
    make such a show of her? He might as well have shouted right out
    loud how terrible a hostess she was.  

     

    "And what news of the bill being put forward on Catholic
    Emancipation?" Sarah said almost desperately.  

     

    "We shall see when the Houses sit again."  

     

    "Though surely as a Radical, you can do no good at all," Charlotte
    observed in a dismissive tone, plopping two more sugar lumps into
    her own cup with an insouciant air.  

     

    "Oh? And what would lead you to that conclusions, pray?" Thomas
    asked quietly, though she could once again see the tic in his cheek
    which proclaimed his irritation as loudly as a raised voice.  

     

    In fact she almost wished he would shout as her father did, lose his
    temper, show some sort of passion for something. She had the feeling
    he would really look most rousing with his feathers ruffled. His
    hair and clothes rumpled...  

     

    She quashed the heated thought and looked down her long nose at
    Thomas, every inch the superior Tory. "One must be a party man to
    have power. Safety in numbers, don't you know?"  

     

    "More like mindless fear, and a sheep-like slavishness to the old
    order. Why have we gone through war and revolution if all we're
    going to end up with is the same old world we had before?"  

     

    Jonathan cleared his throat and nodded. "He's right, you know. Much
    needed to be changed before the war. Even more will have to be once
    it's finally over."  

     

    "Stuff and nonsense," Charlotte said with a lift of her chin,
    repeating what she had overheard her father say often enough. "The
    Tories have been in power for, oh, as long as any of us can
    remember. Everything is just fine. If those wretched revolutionaries
    hadn't started causing so much trouble, we would all be at peace
    now, and could have continued enjoying all the marvelous fashions
    from Paris."  

     

    Vanessa rolled her eyes heavenward, while Sarah choked on her piece
    of cake and clamped her napkin over her mouth in an effort to
    disguise a most unladylike noise reminiscent of a snort.  

     

    "Which revolutionaries, my dear?" Thomas asked with interest. "The
    American ones, or the French?"  

     

    "Oh pooh, what does it matter?" she said in a bored tone.
    "Troublemakers, the lot of them."  

     

    "Yes, well, that's as may be--"  

     

    She glared at her fiance. "Surely you can't possibly approve of
    Robespierre and the guillotine?"  

     

    Thomas shook his head and said mildly, "No, indeed not, but the
    original sentiments of the French revolution were noble enough, and
    derived, if I may say so, from our own English writers and
    philosophers, such as John Locke. Let us not forget that England had
    a civil war and revolution less than one hundred and fifty years
    ago. And is fortunate enough as a result to have a government run
    mainly by ordinary men, not kings."  

     

    "Or dukes?" she sniped.  

     

    He shook his head again. "No, indeed. Not dukes either. But then my
    family were ordinary in those days. 'And when Adam ploughed and Eve
    span, who was then the gentleman?'" he said, reciting the common old
    adage.  

     

    Jonathan and his sister nodded approvingly, but Clifford Stone could
    see Charlotte tensing as if for another fight.  

     

    "Well, as jolly as this is," Clifford said in his heartiest tones,
    slapping his thighs as he rose, "I believe the ladies have much to
    arrange before the big day."  

     

    Elizabeth nodded gratefully. "Yes, indeed. It's not every day my
    brother gets married, now is it? Do please let me help you with
    those cups, Charlotte, and then we can show Vanessa and Sarah all
    that we have organized thus far."  

     

    "Splendid," Vanessa agreed. "Go on, my dears, off you go to read
    Blake's letter."  

     

    Thomas looked mildly concerned. "Are you sure you don't need--"  

     

    "Nonsense, my dear Thomas," the auburn woman laughed. "I'm sure
    Charlotte has had more than enough of your interference."  

     

    Never had a truer word been spoken, Charlotte thought with a scowl.
     

     

    Thomas caught her glowering look and decided to beat a hasty
    retreat. "Clifford, coming?"  

     

    "Yes, indeed." He pecked his wife on the cheek, and hurried after
    him.  

     

    Jonathan looked inclined to linger, no doubt to try to act as
    peacemaker, but Vanessa and Sarah sensed Charlotte's bad humor even
    if they couldn't guess the cause of it, and shooed the vicar into
    the Duke's library.  

     

    Once the four women were alone, the visitors began to go through all
    the items on display in the drawing room, exclaiming over her gown
    and jewels.  

     

    "Oh, just look," Sarah said in awed tones. "It must have been Mama
    Eltham's?"  

     

    "Indeed. That's what the Duke says," Charlotte said frostily.  

     

    Elizabeth gave a pained look and said nothing.  

     

    It irked Charlotte that she was being made a virgin sacrifice upon
    the altar of the Eltham family, but decided it wasn't the poor
    girl's fault if her brother couldn't manage their affairs better.
    She decided to make a conscious effort to be kinder to the rather
    graceless girl, as she viewed her.  

     

    "Yes, it is rather pretty," she conceded, resorting to vast
    understatement.  

     

    The gown was exquisite, like the shepherdess-style gowns so popular
    thirty years before, with flounces of Brussels lace. The pale blue
    sash had faded over time, so Charlotte was not sure what accessories
    she should use instead, and asked their opinion.  

     

    "Any color will look well with white. Why not decided upon the
    jewels first?" Sarah suggested. "Then you can choose the
    accoutrements."  

     

    "The dress is lovely, but I'm sure it's not as fine as yours must
    have been," Charlotte said to Vanessa, trying to befriend the
    interesting if imposing woman.  

     

    She gave an airy wave. "Bless you no, dear. My marriage was, er,
    shall we say, under some rather difficult circumstances. All I had
    was a plain dove gray gown."  

     

    Sarah gave Vanessa a sympathetic smile, but Charlotte could feel
    herself stiffening. Really, what sort of people was Thomas
    permitting in his house?  

     

    She looked over the jewels, a full set each of rubies, pearls,
    sapphires, and emeralds. The diamonds were so fine, they rivaled the
    chandeliers in the formal rooms of the house. She was totally at a
    loss as to which to choose. She didn't want to appear too greedy, or
    gaudy.  

     

    "Pearls are the tradition, so I shall have them," she said at last,
    though her eyes kept glancing up and down at the row of cases.  

     

    "You don't sound so sure," Vanessa observed quietly.  

     

    "It's just that the emeralds are lovely. They remind me of the
    Duke's eyes." She flushed with color at the admission, and then
    pointed to the sapphires, which were in a much more modern setting
    that she might have expected given that all the items were supposed
    to have belonged to the former duchess. "Just as these are like
    mine."  

     

    "Whatever you like. It's your choice," Elizabeth reassured her with
    a kind smile. "The sapphires do seem perfect for you, though, don't
    they."  

     

    Charlotte would have asked what they planned to wear, in an attempt
    to be polite to the women, but just then a fresh tea tray arrived.
    She looked from to the other, and realized that again they expected
    her to pour.  

     

    She sighed and moved into place behind the small table. This was
    another thing that was going to take some getting used to. Not that
    the servants had been anything except kind and patient with her. It
    was just that she has assumed with pride that she knew everything
    about running a household.  

     

    She now recognized that many of the simplest tasks her aunt had
    taken upon herself as her prerogative, jealously guarding them as if
    she were the woman of the household, and not merely her chaperone.  

     

    Now all of that would change. She was to be a wife, and felt as
    unsophisticated as the greenest girl from the country.  

     

    Charlotte tried to make small talk with her company, but just as it
    had been before, it was heavy weather trying to find any topics they
    had in common.  

     

    She was next scandalized by Vanessa, who began to talk of epidemics
    of cholera and typhus as if they were the most natural topics of
    conversation over the tea table, describing the symptoms in all too
    gruesome detail until Charlotte put down her cup and saucer with a
    grimace.  

     

    "I'm sorry. Why don't we talk about how you will wear your hair?"
    Vanessa suggested when she saw her revulsed reaction.  

     

    But it was clear that these women were unlike any others of her
    acquaintance when Elizabeth began to chat about ways of preventing
    children from getting rickets.  

     

    Charlotte sighed noisily with evident irritation until they finally
    got the hint, and reverted to that tried and true topic, the
    weather, still wintry, but dry.  

     

    She tolerated this fairly well, or so she thought, for a few moments
    longer. The final straw came when Sarah asked both of her companions
    to subscribe to a special medical clinic for prostitutes in London's
    West End which they were setting up. Charlotte dropped the teacup
    she had been about to resume drinking from with a splatter and
    clatter, and stood up quickly, her face flushed.  

     

    She grabbed a linen napkin and began to dab at her gray day gown.
    "Pray excuse me. Sorry to be so clumsy. I must tidy myself. I shall
    send in a servant to clean up the mess."  

     

    "Nonsense, 'tis nothing," Sarah said breezily, as she began to mop
    up the spill herself.  

     

    Charlotte made a beeline for the door, and practically slammed it
    behind her. She stood there panting in an agony of indecision. Where
    could she go? She felt like a caged panther, eager to be out and
    free.  

     

    But there would be no freedom in her marriage. HIS friends, HIS
    family, his house, his interests, his money and property now. There
    was nothing of hers any longer, and she was expected to accept her
    fate meekly, as either a daughter, or a wife.  

     

    She heaved a huge sigh, and swallowed hard to fight back the tears.
    And to think that less than a week ago she had considered herself to
    be the most fortunate of women...  

     

    Until a grievous error and abortive elopement had made her realize
    just how powerless she was in the world. How powerless all women
    were, she reflected, her stomach heaving at the thought.  

     

    Knowing this now, how on earth could she marry Thomas Eltham? Or
    indeed any man?  

     

    Yet how could she stay at home with a tyrant of a father who had
    shown himself all too eager to be rid of her? That was even assuming
    he were to permit her such an indulgence.  

     

    That was most unlikely given how much he had his heart set upon her
    marrying a Duke, and how much gossip there would be in the district
    if she dared try to break it off.  

     

    She stood wringing her hands together, darting glances right and
    left in her search for some means of escape.  

     

    Everyone expected her to marry Thomas Eltham.  

     

    What on earth was she to do?  
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    Distraught, Charlotte hovered in the foyer in an agony of
    indecision. She knew she had to do something, and quickly. She
    steadied herself, tugging her cloying tea-stained skirts away from
    her thighs.  

     

    She would ask for the carriage to take her home. The splattered
    dove-gray gown would be the perfect excuse to get out of this mad
    house.  

     

    But she couldn't just go without saying farewell to the Duke, now
    could she? She wasn't that much of a coward, surely.  

     

    She ventured down the corridor, and tapped on the library door. She
    overheard laughter and merriment and the sound of raised male
    voices. When there was no reply however, she knocked again, then
    poked her head around the portal. She was horrified to see all three
    young men in a state of partial undress, including the vicar.  

     

    "I beg your pardon, I-"  

     

    Charlotte choked at the sight of three bare chests, with some sort
    of bizarre colored pattern marked upon them. She fled out of the
    library then, straight through the main hall, and out the back of
    the house toward the stable block.  

     

    What on earth were they, Satan worshippers? Members of one of the
    more debauched gentlemen's clubs in London that she had heard her
    Aunt Margaret and her friend Agnes whisper about? Where virgins were
    sacrificed to the insatiable lust of the Rakes who attended...  

     

    Her stomach heaving, she caught the attention of the head groom, who
    agreed to have her driven home instantly.  

     

    She was just heading down the long gravel-covered drive away from
    the fine neo-Classical house when the Duke appeared on the front
    lawn and waved down the carriage. He had hastily donned his shirt
    and jacket, and with his bared throat and lightly tanned chest
    peeping out, he looked the most youthful and handsome she had ever
    seen him.  

     

    Boyish, almost, she thought wistfully.  

     

    But that was just the trouble. Men like him could be charming if
    they so chose... Though he had never chosen to be charming before
    they had become engaged, she noted in all fairness. It was not as if
    he had a reputation as a known seducer. She decided he probably
    confined his raking to the relative anonymity of the Ton.  

     

    He stepped up to the window and said breathlessly, "I'm sorry we
    were, er, indisposed when you came to the study. You're going home,
    I would guess. Is there aught amiss?"  

     

    "No, Your Grace, nothing apart from my frock," she replied stiffly,
    indicating the damp stains.  

     

    "Ah, I see." He frowned. "It wasn't one of the servants, was it?"  

     

    "No, not at all. It was my own stupid fault."  

     

    He looked at her consideringly for a moment, then leapt into the
    carriage and tapped on the roof with his knuckles. "Drive on."  

     

    "There's no need to come with me, Your Grace."  

     

    "I know that. I choose to come with you. And I would appreciate it
    if you would kindly use my given name. I would like it if we could
    at least try to be friends, Charlotte."  

     

    She glared at him. "I'm sure there's something you would rather be
    doing than coming home with me. I give you my word I will not try to
    fly the coop."  

     

    He met her gaze levelly. "That thought had not even occurred to me.
    No, something has upset you apart from a damp gown. I should like
    you to tell me what it is."  

     

    She snorted in derision, crossing her hands over her chest in a
    defensive posture. "What could possibly be troubling me? Being
    forced to marry a complete stranger when I love another. Your
    friends making so little attempt to be civil to me. Your female
    acquaintance nothing but a pair of trollops, and your male friends
    and you drunk and debauched at this hour of the day in a state of
    undress."  

     

    He looked thunderstruck. "Charlotte, wait--"  

     

    Charlotte's ire was in full flow now. "What sort of other
    depravities am I to be subjected to, I wonder, once we are
    irrevocably bound together? And if these are only the first of your
    guests, what other charming companions do I have to look forward
    to?" she said with a roll of her eyes to emphasise her biting
    sarcasm.  

     

    He looked confused and concerned with her second and third charges,
    but a small smile played about his lips at her first and fourth
    complaints.  

     

    "I shall take your points in order of the ease of explanation. I do
    apologise for the turn of events two nights ago, but the situation
    was not entirely of my own making, as I'm sure you will agree."  

     

    She blushed and looked away shyly, but conceded his point with a
    small nod.  

     

    "I thought you were more resolved in your own mind about our
    marriage, my dear. The other charges you have laid at my door have
    perhaps made you apprehensive once again about going through with
    the wedding."  

     

    "There is no perhaps about it, sir!"  

     

    He put his hand on his heart. "I give you my word, there is little
    cause for concern. We were not drunk, though we were drinking. We
    were toasting the health of our former comrades in the army, and
    remembering those lost. Several of our so-called Rakehell set served
    in Portugal and Spain since the start of the war over four years
    ago. The three of us have a tradition, silly I know, but we show our
    tattoos. One day we shall tell you the whole story, if you would
    like to hear it. But suffice it to say that we have a deep and
    abiding friendship which has transcended miles, and even death."  

     

    He rolled up his right sleeve and showed her the words on his arm.
    "Thomas Eltham, Brimley, Somerset," was tattooed on his forearm in
    blue ink. Rolling up his left sleeve, the message was the same.
    "Forgive me, but in the interests of offering proof..." He parted
    his shirt to one side and showed her a George and the Dragon on his
    impressive pectoral muscle, then began to fasten his garment once
    more.  

     

    She stared at his magnificent bare chest, dusted with a light
    coating of dark crisp hairs, her mind bursting with questions and
    the most shockingly explicit thoughts. Of running her hand over his
    bare skin and back, kissing down his flat copper-colored nipples...
     

     

    She only just managed to hold her tongue. In fact, she put her hand
    to her mouth shakily to check for saliva, he was so mouth-watering.
     

     

    He continued to dress himself as best he could in the moving coach
    as he explained, "As for the second and third accusations against us
    all, they are much more serious. I can comment on the second, since
    I was present. They were trying to make you feel welcome, to include
    you in our conversation. I admit we do go on sometimes. Our youthful
    idealism has not quite worn off. We're known as the Rakehells
    because we would laugh, fight and play hard, and we always played to
    win. Some of us even loved hard, though we're really more reformers
    than Rakes.  

     

    "We don't just stir things up for the sake of it. We were and still
    are all Radicals. I know what you said before, but to speak truly,
    it sounded more like what your father would say than any well-formed
    opinion of your own."  

     

    Her nostrils flared. "How dare you speak ill of my father!"  

     

    He shook his head and replied patiently, "Nay, Charlotte, I do not.
    He is the best of men. He speaks his mind, and I admire him for his
    principled stance, even if I do not agree with it.  

     

    "But I'm more interested in what you truly think yourself. I don't
    wish to browbeat you into agreeing with me. I would like you to at
    least try to consider other ways of perceiving, of seeing different
    sides of the same question."  

     

    "What difference could it possibly make?" she asked waspishly. "I am
    a mere woman. My opinion, as I have discovered all too clearly these
    past few days, counts for nothing."  

     

    Thomas shook his head. "I'm truly sorry if you feel that way, my
    dear. It was never my intention to make you feel so slighted, nor my
    friends' either."  

     

    She flounced her hand into her lap dismissively. "Yet still you
    persist in this folly of insisting we marry!"  

     

    He gazed at her levelly, his green eyes calm and patient. "You have
    just spoken of the status of women in society. You know what will
    happen if you are cast out by your father."  

     

    "But if you were to call off the marriage--"  

     

    He sat back in the coach seat with a sigh. "You would be seen as
    jilted."  

     

    "Then let me call it off and--"  

     

    He shook his dark head quickly. "That would be even worse for you,
    my dear. You would be seen as a conscienceless flirt. And let us be
    honest about the situation, shall we? Your gentleman friend will
    never support you after what has happened between us," Thomas lied,
    "and no one else of any consequence will receive you again if you
    were to throw me over, and try to marry him."  

     

    She crossed her arms over her chest, frowning darkly. "Damnation! It
    simply isn't fair! Oh, why were I not born a man," she exclaimed in
    frustration.  

     

    Thomas rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. "Do you honestly
    think we all have such an easy time of it? Oh, I will grant that
    many do, those who seek only pleasure, but for those with an
    intelligent, reflective mind, and a clear notion of duty, are tied
    down just as much as women by cares and responsibilities."  

     

    "Like looking after Elizabeth?" she asked more calmly.  

     

    "Yes, and the estate, and my tenants. And yet there are still larger
    questions for those of us who choose to look beyond our own narrow
    lot."  

     

    "You mean like serving in the war?" she guessed, her curiosity
    piqued despite her wanting to remain aloof from this magnetic man.  

     

    He nodded, pleased. "Precisely. I admit I felt a great deal of
    admiration for the French Revolution, until Robespierre and then
    Bonaparte turned tyrant. Then I knew I had to do my part and fight
    that tyranny and injustice, and help pull up the old order by the
    roots. That is the very meaning of the word Radical.  

     

    "I don't expect you to understand or even sympathize, since it is
    not the way you were raised. Politics and social ills probably hold
    few attractions for a pretty and pampered young miss like yourself.
    But you could at least try to listen, perhaps join in? You may not
    agree with a word we say, it's true. but none of us are your enemy.
    None of us wish to harm or embarrass you, my dear. So will you at
    least make an effort to listen graciously to my friends and I for
    the sake of common politeness?"  

     

    She nodded grudgingly. "I shall try, it's just..."  

     

    He looked at her expectantly. "Go on, you can tell me the truth. I
    won't be angry."  

     

    She sighed and looked away. "It is just that they make me feel,
    well, so stupid and frivolous. You all do. I wish, well, I find
    myself confused one minute, and wishing I were more like you the
    next," she admitted in a low tone, blushing.  

     

    He smiled at her kindly. "I'm well aware of my station in life. I
    have had every privilege lavished upon me, and every advantage in
    being male in a society run by narrow-minded men who are eager to
    keep all the power for themselves. None of us can fault you for
    turning out to be anything other than what you are, Charlotte. There
    will be plenty of time for improvement and maturity later."  

     

    She shot a resentful glance at him. "But that's just it, Your Grace.
    Thomas. Maybe I don't want to change. Maybe I was happy with things
    exactly the way they were before your friends arrived. Or before you
    pulled me out of my world and dragged me into yours."  

     

    He considered her stinging accusation for a few moments. "I don't
    think you're so very unhappy now, my dear. It sounds to me more like
    a bad case of nerves, a bit of envy, and the denting of your sense
    of pride and accomplishment. I'm sorry you've been wounded. It has
    been entirely unintentional, and we shall all do our best to see
    that you don't feel slighted again. Is that fair?"  

     

    She nodded.  

     

    "But now we come to the last point. My female acquaintance a pair of
    trollops? Sarah and Vanessa are the best of women, above moral
    reproach. What on earth could they have said or done to lead you to
    that conclusion?" He would have laughed, had the charge not been so
    damaging to his friends.  

     

    "Vanessa Stone said she did not have a fine gown because the
    circumstances of her wedding were highly irregular, and then Sarah
    Deveril began to talk about, well..." She blushed to the roots of
    her hair.  

     

    "What, exactly?" he asked patiently, when the silence between them
    had lengthened to such a degree he began to grow alarmed.  

     

    "Well, giving money to prostitutes," she said so quietly that he had
    to strain to catch the words.  

     

    His brows raised in understanding at last. "Ah, for her clinic, you
    mean. Well, what is so wrong with that?"  

     

    "It should be stamped out, not encouraged. That's what's wrong with
    it!" she hissed.  

     

    He shook his head pityingly, and tried to remain calm. He saw red
    every time the subject was mentioned, but it would not do to take it
    out on Charlotte. She could never know what a lucky escape she had
    had....  

     

    "It's a profession mentioned even in the Bible. I doubt it will ever
    be eradicated, so the best thing to do it to regulate it."  

     

    "Whaaatt?" she gasped.  

     

    "Make it legal, so the women don't have to go underground and be
    victimised by the authorities as well the people who use their
    services," he said with a shrug of one shoulder. "In that way, they
    won't have to hide in dark corners, where they are more likely to be
    harmed. Through proper clinics, we can make sure the women stay
    healthy, and are protected from venereal disease. If they should be
    unlucky enough to fall pregnant, we must make sure they don't do
    anything desperate to themselves or their babies."  

     

    Charlotte paled.  

     

    He saw her rapid change of expression and nodded. "Often they are
    subjected to cruel and brutal treatment. They are frequently forced
    into prostitution by a male relative or lover. At the clinic, which
    I provide funds for, they not only look after their physical well
    being, but their spiritual as well, if they want to escape their
    past and lead a better life. Before you judge these women, just
    think about your own privileged upbringing and be grateful for it,
    rather than being so priggish."  

     

    He could have kicked himself for allowing the last sentence past his
    lips. But he was weary of always having to justify himself to the
    woman for whom he had turned his whole life upside down just because
    he had taken upon himself the task of rescuing her from the odious
    Herbert Paxton. It was infurating to think that despite everything
    he had done to make her feel welcome and cherished, Charlotte was
    persisting in pining for Paxton as though he were a paragon of
    virtue, when in fact he was even worse than the type of men he had
    just described.  

     

    She gritted her teeth and said stiffly, "I'm sorry. I was not
    brought up to discuss such matters over the cucumber sandwiches."  

     

    "Apology accepted."  

     

    She shot him a startled look. "Really, how can you be so..."  

     

    "Irritating?" he supplied with a grin.  

     

    "That is the mildest word I can think of." She glowered at him. "And
    you still haven't denied my accusation against the women."  

     

    He shrugged his shoulders, setting his impressive muscles rippling
    once more. "I didn't think I had to. But if you insist. Sarah is
    truly what she claims to be, the respectable sister of a vicar. As
    for Vanessa, I will let her tell you the story in her own way, since
    it is not my habit to discuss my friends' personal affairs. But
    suffice it to say that she was not eloping, as you were, or pregnant
    or compromised in any way, but in mourning for a deceased aunt. That
    is why she had a plain dress. And not everyone has a fancy gown to
    be wed in. You yourself complained my mother's gown was too fine. I
    do not expect you to always be sensible, Charlotte, but you might
    try applying the same standards to yourself as to others."  

     

    She said stiffly, "I've already told you, I do not need an
    extravagant wedding."  

     

    He gave a tight little smile. "But at least be willing to admit that
    you would love to have the chance to queen it a bit over your local
    rivals."  

     

    "And give you and your friends even more opportunity to mock me?"
    she asked with a lift of her chin. "No thank you."  

     

    He shook his head mildly, and reached across to pat her hand. "Not
    at all. These are perceived slights, not deliberate ones. I've told
    you, I have no intention of being cruel to you physically or
    mentally. Do you at least acknowledge that part of the fault may lie
    in you jumping to conclusions about what you heard or saw?"  

     

    At length she admitted in a grudging tone, "All right, I own it. I
    was upset and angry. I felt at a disadvantage, a bit slighted, and
    did not give them a fair chance. I was determined to think ill of
    them all because I'm angry with you, Your Grace."  

     

    Thomas flashed a tight smile. "There now, honesty isn't such a bad
    thing, is it?"  

     

    She gazed at him levelly for a moment. "Perhaps not."  

     

    "Is there any other reason you might be angry with me, apart from
    the obvious?" he asked softly.  

     

    She sat back in her seat with a pout. "No, I think that's more than
    enough cause, don't you?"  

     

    His emerald eyes sparkled now. "I do, but there can be no doubt that
    I ought not to allow my fiancee to feel neglected."  

     

    He swung over to sit next to her on the facing seat, and put his arm
    around her.  

     

    She tried to back away into a corner, but he cut off her retreat,
    pulling her into his arms for a soul-stirring kiss. She bunched her
    fists to press against his chest, but after her initial shock at the
    bold gesture, she could feel the by now familiar sensation of desire
    flooding through her.  

     

    He was right, drat the man. She hated feeling ignored by him. Hated
    feeling there was some part of his life that she would never be able
    to comprehend or touch.  

     

    After the initial embrace, he ran his hands lightly up and down her
    shoulders, so that she was free to pull away any time she chose. She
    noted it vaguely as she slanted her mouth across his, deepening the
    kiss, some determined devil in her brain intent upon breaking
    through the wall of his seeming indifference and calm.  

     

    The fact that she might be playing with fire with a man she hardly
    knew did not occur to her, but it concerned Thomas not a little. Was
    she an innocent, or uncontrollable in her desires?  

     

    She was most certainly a passionate woman. Days and nights with her
    would never be dull. But was she one of those ladies who simply had
    to have male attention no matter what? Or had something else set off
    this ardent embrace? Was it possible that she really did like him
    after all? In spite of how badly he had hurt her with his lies?  

     

    Well, better the abortive elopement and the lies, than the reality
    of life with Herbert, a man who was no better than a degenerate and
    murderer so far as Thomas was concerned.  

     

    As for relations between them, many couples had started off in worse
    circumstances, Vanessa and Clifford for one, with her gambled away
    by her half-brother, Gerald, who had been Clifford's sworn enemy.
    When Clifford had won her, there had been hell to pay, and a great
    deal of suspicion and mistrust to overcome. But they had learned to
    love each other, and were happy. Surely marriage would be what they
    chose to make of it, so long as they worked together as a true
    partnership.  

     

    He would be more than happy if he could share this incredible
    bone-melting passion with her every night, he decided, relinquishing
    all thought at last as he kissed her back with equal ardor.  

     

    At some point in the next few minutes, he realised their vehicle had
    stopped moving. "My dear," he murmured, lifting his lips at last,
    "we're here. Much as I would love you to continue with your tender
    demonstrations of regard for my humble person, your father will
    wonder if we do not get out of the carriage soon."  

     

    Her blue eyes flew open, and started to focus at last. She blinked,
    and stared at him in horror.  

     

    Her expression of utter dismay grated on a raw nerve, provoking
    Thomas to say, "I can understand you pretending that I'm your other
    gentleman in order to make your situation more bearable, but it's
    rather unflattering. I am Thomas, or Tommy if you prefer, not Your
    Grace, or the Duke, or any other social formula you would care to
    use."  

     

    "I, uh--" Her hand flew to her mouth, and she scurried out of the
    carriage and into the house as if all the demons of Hell were after
    her.  

     

    Her father stood in the white and gilt marble foyer, looking at both
    of them speculatively as they each entered the house.. He took in
    his daughter's damp gown, spotted with what looked to be tea, but
    otherwise undamaged. Then he surveyed future son-in-law's disheveled
    appearance, and lack of cravat and waistcoat. Well, they were to be
    married in a couple of days. Where was the harm in a little rough
    and tumble? he decided.  

     

    "Lover's tiff already, lad?" he asked heartily.  

     

    "Something far worse."  

     

    The older man's face fell. Surely the engagement wasn't off! It
    would be too shaming.  

     

    "A ruined gown," Thomas supplied with a smile.  

     

    "Lord, is that all?" The older man rolled his eyes and shook his
    head in relief.  

     

    "Well, spilled tea does tend to wreak domestic havoc."  

     

    "Good of you to bring her back. Please come into my study for a
    glass of something while you wait for my daughter to change."  

     

    "That would be most agreeable, thank you."  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine led the way into the snug walnut and burgundy study
    which had been the scene of their last private interview together.
    He gestured for Thomas to sit.  

     

    He cleared his throat and said, "I know circumstances have been a
    bit, er, strained, but I don't blame you for what I just saw. It's
    clear my daughter has a passionate nature after all, and knows what
    she wants."  

     

    "Er, yes, sir, thank you, I think."  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine ventured a smile. "Please don't stand on ceremony
    with me. You will have to take us very much as you find us here, but
    you are of course always welcome. With the excellent hunting and
    shooting here, I would hope to see you often."  

     

    Thomas bowed politely. "Thank you, but I'm afraid I do neither these
    days, sir."  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine's eyebrows rose heavenward. If anything, he looked
    more shocked than he had when they had got out of the carriage a
    moment before. "Why, pray tell?"  

     

    He cleared his throat, and then took the plunge. "The honest answer
    is that I had more than my fair share of killing in the Peninsula. I
    do not find it sporting to chase foxes through lands which do not
    belong to me, causing the sheep in the fields to panic and
    spontaneously abort. Nor do I believe in terrifying a creature for
    hours, a creature which we do not even have the courtesy to eat."  

     

    The older man stared at him. "You certainly have the most decided
    opinions for a man so young. Even if I don't agree with them, I have
    to admire your spirit."  

     

    "Thank you, sir."  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine poured them both some sherry, and sat down in the
    chair opposite. He allowed the warmth of the fire to course through
    his old bones for a minute. "I must say, and please do not take this
    as a criticism, that I always wondered why you were so, well, set
    apart from all of the other men. Oh, you have impeccable manners and
    are unfailingly polite, but you've never exactly been, well, chatty.
    Now I see why. It's because your opinions are strong, and
    unfashionable, so rather than risk causing offense, you say
    nothing."  

     

    Thomas nodded. "How perceptive of you to guess."  

     

    The older man looked at him appraisingly. "At the same time, if your
    beliefs are sincere, do you not have an obligation to discuss them,
    to expose other people to new ideas?"  

     

    "I would never want to be accused of indoctrination, sir, and these
    days, a Radical is about as welcome in a respectable drawing room as
    a fox in a hen house."  

     

    "A nice comparison, my lad, very apt. Heh, heh, I shall have to
    remember that." Mr. Castlemaine chuckled. "But then what is your
    position on a fox in a hen yard? Surely you would not let it destroy
    your poultry?"  

     

    Thomas sipped his sherry for a moment before replying. "It is a
    vexed question. It is the fox's nature to hunt. I believe there is
    such a thing as a balance of nature, that everything is in
    proportion. We have chosen to domesticate the fowl, treat them as
    our own property, when once they were as wild as the fox. We put
    them in cages to prevent them from getting out, but it is just as
    easy for something to get IN.  

     

    "We do not kill a man for stealing a chicken, or at least not too
    often in this day and age, fortunately, compared with past ages. Why
    should we treat the fox any more harshly than the man? The fox is
    acting by instinct, and cannot really help himself. The man is
    acting either out of need, as the fox is, or out of greed. But
    either way, the man has a choice. The fox does not. We have a choice
    regarding hunting. Therefore, I choose not to. I'm not saying I
    don't utilise the livestock and game which abound on my lands, but
    we eat everything which is killed. We also do not allow ourselves to
    fall prey to the sin of gluttony."  

     

    "Nor to one of the other seven deadly sins, avarice, I think," Mr.
    Castlemaine observed, moving the conversation around to the question
    which had vexed him ever since their last hasty interview. "We did
    not get to speak at length the evening of Charlotte's birthday, as
    you well know. But I would like to ask you something now. If you're
    not willing to take one penny of her dowry, why on earth are you
    marrying her?"  

     

    Thomas tugged at his cuffs and replied, "I should think it was
    obvious to any man who looked at her."  

     

    His shrewd old eyes grew sharp. "Perhaps, sir, but not in reference
    to you. You're obviously a man of intelligence. Why take a flighty
    little thing like her for no money? Why, her upkeep alone in gowns
    and fans...."  

     

    He waved the question away with a sweep of his hand. "Money is not a
    problem for me. She will earn her keep, if you choose to call it
    that, by being a good wife and mother."  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine did not know whether to be angry or pleased. "Ah, so
    that's the way of it."  

     

    Thomas stared back, his emerald eyes glittering. "No, no, you
    mistake me, sir. I was talking of a future happy event. I assure
    you, your daughter is completely unsullied by my hand or any other."
     

     

    Mr. Castlemaine sat back in his chair, relieved. "I'm glad to hear
    it. I have been too indulgent a parent, I fear. Sorry to speak so
    bluntly, son, but I will own now that I was very worried.  

     

    "I can't say I was surprised by the attempt to elope. I had
    suspected she was up to something. I just never imagined it to be
    you. I don't think I ever saw you speak more than ten words to each
    other.  

     

    "But your marriage is timely, and I'm glad she has chosen so well,
    though ratiocination hardly came into the question at all, I fear. I
    dare say her head has been turned with all of her popularity. She
    has been getting altogether too worldly for her own good. I know
    you're wealthy and move in the most exalted circles, but please
    ensure that her feet are kept firmly on the ground if you wish to be
    happy."  

     

    He nodded. "I shall. When not on a footstool, or in bed, or in her
    stirrups, of course."  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine laughed at the little witticism, the gray curls of
    his powdered wig dancing merrily. "Not too much of the footstool,
    either. Too often women fancy themselves ill when they are not.
    Charlotte has an excellent constitution, is hardly ever ill or prone
    to the vapors. That is not to say she will not get pettish when
    thwarted."  

     

    "Thank you for the warning. I shall keep it in mind."  

     

    The older man looked at him assessingly once more. "And one other
    thing, if you don't mind my seeming too heavy-handed and personal."
     

     

    Thomas hoped he was not going to get a lecture on the nature of
    marital relations. "Yes, what is that?" he asked in an even tone.  

     

    His brows knit for a moment. "I don't have any reason for saying
    this, except my instinct, as you call it, but I would not encourage
    either her Aunt Margaret or that brash young miss Agnes to come
    visit you too often. I have overheard some of their more recent
    conversations, and find them altogether too worldly. I would not
    like Charlotte to become either discontent, or worse still, led
    astray."  

     

    The Duke nodded. "Thank you for the admonition. I shall keep it in
    mind."  

     

    The older man's brows knit. "I only mention it because I know her
    aunt even now is packing. Since Charlotte will no longer need
    chaperonage, there is no longer any reason for her to stay here with
    me. But I fear that she will try to persuade my daughter to take her
    in at the Castle. However, do not let her deceive you. My wife's
    sister has more than enough money for an establishment of her own.
    She has lived with us for quite some time, ever since Charlotte's
    mother died, God rest her soul, several years back. She should have
    managed to live frugally here, so there is no reason for her to
    prevail upon you and your wife. And since you have given up all
    claim to Charlotte's dowry, I would hope that she would not do
    anything so foolish as to give it away."  

     

    "I hope you will not tell her, then. After all, even if I do not
    wish the money, I'm not blind to the fact that it will be a goodly
    sun for our children to divide amongst themselves when the time
    comes. Though I do hope the good Lord does not see fit to gather
    Charlotte to His bosom for many years to come," he added sincerely.
     

     

    "Amen to that. Very well, I shall not tell Charlotte."  

     

    "There you both are. Tell me what?" she asked, standing poised in
    the doorway smoothing down the skirts of the navy blue velvet gown
    she had just donned.  

     

    Both men rose to greet her.  

     

    "Tell me what?" she insisted.  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine looked to Thomas.  

     

    "That we do not allow fox hunting on my lands, or hunting parties,"
    Thomas said smoothly.  

     

    She stared.  

     

    "Is that true?" she asked, turning to her father. "Is that what you
    were discussing?"  

     

    "He's a remarkable young man. Very decided in his opinions, but I
    like that." His father beamed at them both.  

     

    "You shall of course have any mount you like, my dear, once we are
    married, but riding to hounds is out of the question."  

     

    She was genuinely disappointed. She had always felt sorry for the
    fox, but the thrill of the chase had been compelling.  

     

    He smiled down at her confusion. "We can always have point to points
    if you feel the need to test your speed and agility, but no hunting
    or shooting."  

     

    "I had no idea I was marrying a Puritan," she said with a shake of
    her head.  

     

    "If you would just listen to him, Charlotte--"  

     

    She thrust her nose in the air, resentful of her wishes once again
    being ignored. "You evidently agree with him, so there's nothing to
    discuss, is there," she said in clipped tones.  

     

    Thomas turned the conversation quickly before she grew even more
    sulky. "The carriage is waiting. If you're ready, shall we go back
    now?"  

     

    "What, er, no. It is kind of you to ask me, Your Grace, but I really
    am rather tired, and I shall leave you to an unadulterated enjoyment
    of your visiting friends' companionship."  

     

    The familiar tic in the muscle of his cheek told her she had
    succeeded in genuinely annoying him, but he was admirably restrained
    as he nodded and bowed over her hand. "In that case, I shall send
    the carriage back for you at five."  

     

    She looked at him in bewilderment.  

     

    "The rehearsal supper," he reminded her, anger sparking in his eyes.
     

     

    Her face fell. "Oh, yes, of course. I'm so sorry."  

     

    He thought her contrition seemed sincere, so he let his anger
    evaporate. She was young and foolish, he reminded himself, and this
    was only supposed to be marriage of convenience. What more could he
    expect? But he certainly wanted so much more....  

     

    He quashed the thought before he acted upon it, to both their
    regrets.  

     

    "We shall be ready at five on the dot," her father said.  

     

    Thomas bowed and departed, leaving Charlotte alone with her father.
     

     

    She rounded on Mr. Castlemaine at once. "Ready at five! I have no
    one and nothing prepared! I have no friend or bridesmaids to stand
    up with me now that my aunt and Agnes are in such a huff about my
    sudden engagement. They are angry that I did not consult with them.
    And there is no one else in the district with whom I have been as
    close. What on earth can we rehearse?"  

     

    Her father looked at her, calculation in his sharp gray eyes.
    "Forgive me for saying this, Daughter, but if you had not sought to
    be the most popular woman with the men in the district, you might
    have been more popular with the ladies."  

     

    Charlotte stamped her foot and went over to the window. She did not
    mind the criticism so much as the fact that it was true. She had
    behaved foolishly, and was now paying the price. If she had been
    more pleasant to Thomas's friends, perhaps she would have got them
    to agree to stand up with her.  

     

    She bit her lip as she watched the carriage getting ready to move
    off.  

     

    What on earth was she to do now?  
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    Charlotte knew she had to act at once to find herself a suitable
    wedding party, or look a pitiful fool forever. There was no help for
    it other than to confideher predicament to Thomas, much as it shamed
    her to do so.  

     

    It shocked her to realise that the people she had counted upon as
    friends and family, whom she had trusted implicitly, had let her
    down so badly.  

     

    Yet Thomas never had, not once, not throughout all the problems of
    the last two and a half days, she acknowledged with a deep pang,
    ever since the night of her abortive elopement. She could see now
    that she had behaved abominably toward him. She really had no right
    to expect any further consideration than the many she had already
    had.  

     

    But surely he was enough of a gentleman to overlook all that had
    gone amiss between them, and not fail her now. Not over something so
    momentous as her reputation in the entire district.  

     

    Without another moment's hesitation, Charlotte ran out of the study
    and down the hall to the front of the house. She lifted her navy
    blue velvet skirts high with one hand, and began to charge down the
    drive after the coach, pressing forward urgently with her other hand
    waving before she changed her mind.  

     

    "Your Grace! Thomas! Please wait!"  

     

    He poked his head out of the carriage window, looking mildly
    alarmed. "Stop," he commanded, and hung onto the strap as his
    well-trained servant did his bidding immediately and pulled up the
    team of four matched bay geldings.  

     

    "What is it? What's wrong?"  

     

    "I, well, that is to say..." She drew level with him, then blushed
    and dropped her head, looking for all the world like a wilted
    cabbage rose.  

     

    He took pity on her confusion, opened the door, and stepped out of
    the carriage.  

     

    "Come, we can walk and talk at the same time." He took one of the
    travelling rugs out of the carriage, and draped it over her
    shoulders as protection against the wafting winds of late winter.
    "There, are you warm enough?"  

     

    She was oddly touched by the gesture, and snugged the black watch
    plaid patterned wool around her slender frame. "Yes, thank you."  

     

    They walked down the drive toward the back of the house and the
    ornamental gardens in silence. He admired the evergreen topiary for
    some time, but when she still did not speak, he took her arm and
    tucked it closely against the side of his chest.  

     

    "Would you care to tell me why you ran out of the house after me? Is
    it because you want to return to Eltham Castle after all? But you
    have no cloak-"  

     

    She cast her eyes around the chilly frost-edge garden nervously.
    "I'm fine. Yes, no, well, not exactly, but I have to-" Her breath
    caught in her throat, choking off her words.  

     

    Thomas patted her shoulder and said kindly, "Slow down, my dear, and
    tell me what you need. If it is in my power to help, I shall."  

     

    "It is just that, well..." She blushed.  

     

    "Go on, Charlotte. If I can be a friend to you in any way, offer you
    some humble service, you have only to name it," he promised gently,
    looping his arm around her shoulders. He chafed one arm up and down
    to keep her warm. The contact was so distracting she almost forgot
    what she had been about to say.  

     

    She swallowed hard, and stepped away from the compelling contact
    slightly. "It's just that I have displeased my Aunt Margaret and my
    friend Agnes, whom I considered to be a loyal companion. I fear they
    do not approve of our match."  

     

    His ebony brows lowered. "Let me guess. They were in favor of your
    elopement with the other gentleman," he said, trying to keep the
    bitterness and sarcasm from his tone. So THAT was who it had been.
    Her own aunt had cared so little about her that she had encouraged
    her to elope? Worse still, had betrayed her for money? It was just
    too terrible to think of. Mr. Castlemaine had been right all along
    in warning her about the two untrustworthy and mercenary women.  

     

    She sighed. "That's right. Of course I have other friends, girls I
    went to school with at the Ladies' Academy in Surrey I attended for
    a time when Mama was ill. But many of them live far away, in various
    parts of the country, and at such short notice..."  

     

    He nodded. "I see. So apart from your father, and your cousins,
    there is no other family or friends, no one to stand up with you?"  

     

    She blushed hotly. "Er, no, no one. Not at such short notice, and
    with a great deal of inconvenience to all concerned." She sighed and
    looked away from his piercing emerald gaze.  

     

    He nodded and hugged her around the shoulders again. "I'm afraid I
    did not stop to consider this when I was so importunate as to insist
    upon the wedding taking place at once. But we can send any message
    you like, or one of my carriages to fetch anyone you choose."  

     

    Charlotte shook her head. "If you'll forgive me, this marriage is
    irregular enough without me broadcasting it far and wide. If I were
    to send for any of them, they would only wonder at the undue haste.
    Better for them to hear later that it was only a small quiet family
    wedding."  

     

    "Still, I'm sorry that you have no friends."  

     

    She blushed profusely. "It is not that I have no friends, it is
    that- Oh drat this! You're doing it to me again." She stalked off to
    a bench in the rose garden, where she flung herself down and pouted,
    looking for all the world like a small child who had been thwarted
    or chastised in some way.  

     

    He sat down beside her and dared to ask, "What have I done, do you
    think?"  

     

    "You always manage to make me feel, well, small. Inferior."  

     

    "That isn't my intention," he reassured her in a soft tone. "It was
    merely an observation, poorly expressed, perhaps-"  

     

    "Very well, it's true! I admit it!" she exclaimed, throwing up her
    hands in exasperation. "I am in the wrong, and it's all my own
    fault. I've behaved badly, foolishly. I have triumphed over my
    friends, flaunted my number of beaux, my fortune, my education, and
    cut them because I was so prideful. I deserve to be friendless after
    the spiteful way I've behaved.  

     

    "And now I've done the same with your friends. Envied them, competed
    with them because I wanted to be the center of attention. Because,
    well, because I wanted everyone to hang on my least little utterance
    as if I were some sort of Oracle. I'm spoiled and foolish, and have
    hurt everyone, including myself. There, does that satisfy you?"  

     

    Hot tears of mortification spilled down her cheeks as she made her
    confession, and she rose from the bench and turned her back to him
    so he would not see her cry.  

     

    But see he did, and smiled. He felt sorry for the poor child, but
    relieved too. Now that she had admitted her faults, she could begin
    to correct them, and without him seeming unduly harsh and untender
    toward his young wife.  

     

    He followed her and rubbed her back, which trembled under her
    gulping sobs, and turned her gently to face him. "No, dearest, I
    take no delight in your predicament. What sort of husband would I be
    if I triumphed over your woes? I'm truly sorry things are thus with
    you, but they are easily remedied. My friends would be delighted to
    stand up with you, and my sister as well if you like. Since she is
    unmarried and so young, I would suggest her in the role of
    bridesmaid or flower girl.  

     

    "I know it is little enough, but I would like to do more if you will
    allow me. I would be pleased if you would allow me to invite all the
    young ladies of the neighborhood to our house as soon as we are
    married. If you can resist the temptation to crow over your good
    fortune in making such a fine match, I think we can mend fences. I
    would offer to do it tomorrow, but it might appear as if you were
    showing off. Far better to do it at a decent interval after the
    ceremony."  

     

    She nodded, and accepted the pristine white linen handkerchief he
    offered to wipe away her tears. "Thank you. I am sure it's more than
    I deserve."  

     

    "Not at all." He could not resist pointing out teasingly, "You must
    be feeling ill if you did not take umbrage at my words regarding a
    fine match."  

     

    She gave him a tremulous smile. "I'm not a complete simpleton, Your
    Grace. I'm the first girl in my set to be wed, and to a Duke, no
    less. And you are not an unattractive man."  

     

    "Why thank you. And the name is Thomas, remember?"  

     

    "Very well, Thomas." She offered a tremulous smile. "You are young,
    and certainly uncommonly intelligent and brave."  

     

    "What would make you draw the latter conclusion?" he asked,
    frowning.  

     

    "Why, you fought against Bonaparte, for the sake of your
    principles."  

     

    He shrugged. "Any fool can fight. It's not brave. It's the last
    recourse when intelligence and diplomacy fail."  

     

    She stared up and him, and replied, "Still, it must have been hard.
    A man of your station would not normally choose to fight in the
    Army, to put himself in harm's way like that."  

     

    "I dare say not," he said with a touch of impatience. "In the olden
    days they would have sent one of their hapless tenants to go off and
    get killed in his place."  

     

    Her sapphire eyes lifted to examine him with renewed interest. "You
    really are a Radical, aren't you!"  

     

    He stroked the back of her hands to keep them warm as the sharp
    February wind began to pick up. "It is merely a label, but it will
    suffice. I despise injustice in any form, and work to secure a
    better world for my children whenever I can."  

     

    The world 'children' was like a shower of cold water. "And how many
    side-slips have you, pray?" she asked stiffly.  

     

    He looked straight into her eyes. "None. But I look forward to
    begetting a vast horde of children with you in the fullness of time,
    my dear."  

     

    She colored and looked away from his piercing emerald stare.
    "Really, you are the most forthright man."  

     

    "I adore children, Charlotte. I hope you do too. Would you rather I
    lied to you?"  

     

    She tried to avoid looking at him, but he lifted her chin coaxingly.
    Sapphire mingled with emerald.  

     

    "Would you?" he demanded, his lips moving closer to hers, so that
    she longed for him to kiss her once again.  

     

    She fought the attraction, and tried to concentrate on the matter at
    hand. It was too important to allow herself to be distracted by his
    charms, considerable though they were.  

     

    "Er, no, not in matters such as these. Though perhaps a more polite
    turn of phrase might help?"  

     

    He smiled, showing even white teeth. "I shall try my best. But I see
    you are still looking at me doubtfully. I give you my word I shall
    not disgrace you on our wedding day, or discomfit you in front of
    any of your friends. Private matters between husband and wife are
    just that, private. I hope you will remember that as well."  

     

    "Yes, of course." She squared her shoulders and leaned away from his
    sensual mouth. "No, I was looking at you doubtfully because I find
    it hard to imagine that you have not had any amorous liaisons which
    could have resulted in children. Forgive me for doubting your word,
    but how can you be so sure?"  

     

    He rose from the bench and took her hand in his own. He turned back
    toward the warmth of the house. He declared in a serious tone, "I
    own that my friends and I were known as the Rakehells, but that is
    not to say that we did not pay heed to the consequences of our
    actions. My father always taught me to treat others as I would like
    to be treated myself. Most men would not wish their daughters or
    sisters to be despoiled. Why would they permit themselves to commit
    acts upon others that they would be appalled to have committed upon
    one of their own?"  

     

    She stared up at him in astonishment. "A good point, though not one
    that many of the men of my acquaintance would subscribe to."  

     

    He replied stiffly, "We shall have to improve your acquaintance,
    then."  

     

    She nodded.  

     

    "Therefore, I have never permitted myself to get carried away with
    my roistering, not even in the Army, where the opportunity to love a
    woman and then leave her was ample. There are discreet, childless
    widows one can visit, who are lonely and like company. But what
    raises us above beasts is our ability to resist the temptations of
    the flesh. The physical act is an outlet, a release, no more, where
    there is no regard or esteem."  

     

    She had shrunk away from him when he had spoken of his past, but now
    turned to face him squarely once more. "Is this your way of trying
    to tell me that I need have no fear of you once we are wed? That you
    are prepared to be patient with me?"  

     

    "You shall have all the time you need. As Dr. Johnson said,
    'Marriage had many pains, but celibacy no pleasures.' The delights
    of the marriage bed are considerable, with the right person, of
    course."  

     

    "But there's the rub! You're the wrong person!" She withdrew her
    hand from his, and began to walk away.  

     

    He grasped her arm to halt her sudden flight. "Then you must be
    inordinately fond of carriage rides."  

     

    She covered her face with her hands and groaned. "Oh, this is too
    much."  

     

    "You didn't struggle or pull away either of the times that I kissed
    you. You don't shrink away from me when I touch you, my dear." He
    illustrated his point now by stroking down the long line of her back
    to the rise of her buttocks. "I shall take that as a good sign that
    you do not find me repulsive. If you want me, you know where I shall
    be. Ever at your side as your devoted husband. But it will be your
    choice, Charlotte. I will not take by force that which is in fact my
    right by law. It is an antiquated law anyway, as are many others in
    this country, and ought to be changed."  

     

    He straightened and released her. "But that is a subject for another
    time. Now we must get back. It is too cold out here for you, and I
    must see to my guests. There is still so much to do, and we're
    running out of time. Shall I ask Sarah and Vanessa to help you on
    Saturday, or not?"  

     

    She nodded. "Yes, please. And Elizabeth as flower girl too, just as
    you've suggested. And thank you. I'm sure this is more than I
    deserve."  

     

    "Not at all. Now, go back in the house, and I shall see you at
    five." He bent to kiss her on the brow, a peck, no more, and strode
    toward the carriage.  

     

    She began to return to the house pensively, almost changing her mind
    and going with him. But she needed time to be alone, to think, and
    to compose herself before seeing his friends again.  

     

    She turned to look after him, and started. "Thomas, your carriage
    rug!"  

     

    He waved it away airily, and smiled. "Go back in the house, darling,
    before you freeze. I shall see you later."  

     

    The force of his handsome smile made her grin back. Really, he was
    the most extraordinary chap, so fearsome in some ways, so kind in
    others. And those kisses... And his physique...  

     

    She shook her head. Woolgathering about Thomas's attractive
    attributes was not going to get her ready for the evening's
    activities. She wanted to dress especially well, so that he would
    have no call to feel embarrassed by her again. So she would not feel
    at such a disadvantage...  

     

    Realising the way her thoughts were centering on the Duke once more,
    she rebelled anew. Drat it, she would dress to please herself! She
    didn't give a fig what Thomas and his friends thought of her. If
    they didn't like it, that was simply too bad.  

     

    All the same, as she headed inside the house, she wondered what her
    future husband's favorite color was.  
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    Charlotte was ready for her wedding rehearsal supper shortly before
    five, dressed in a simple white gown with a fine sheer lace white
    overgown, and midnight blue sash and matching slippers.  

     

    She had finer frocks, but had decided it was silly to try to outdo
    Sarah and Vanessa. They were no threat to her happiness. She would
    only make herself miserable by trying to compete with them, and thus
    render Thomas even more despairing of her common sense. She would
    show him that she could be sensible, and join in intelligent
    conversations without embarrassing herself or him. That she could be
    a gracious hostess, a woman who would grace his home, not make it
    into a battlefield.  

     

    She dressed her jet-black hair simply, with matching ribbons the
    same color as the blue sash of her gown. With a pair of simple
    sapphire ear bobs, choker and bracelets, she felt more than ready.  

     

    Making her way downstairs to the hall, she put on her black velvet
    evening cloak, and checked her reticule to make sure she had all she
    needed. Then she went in search of her father. She was informed by
    their steward that something had come up, and he would be along
    later with Samuel and James in their own conveyance.  

     

    Thomas's large coach bearing his family crest, pulled by a different
    team of finely matched black geldings, arrived in front of her home
    promptly at the stroke of five. She was surprised to see the vicar
    and his sister in the carriage. They greeted her warmly.  

     

    "I thought we would just go over the order of service, and which
    hymns and music you would like as we traveled back together,"
    Jonathan Deveril explained upon seeing her astonished expression, as
    he swung open the door for her. "Is your father not coming?"  

     

    "In our carriage, with my cousins, in a little while. Some estate
    business which needs to be dealt with has delayed them," she
    replied, taking his hand to step up into the comfortable velvet
    lined interior.  

     

    "Very well, we shall look forward to seeing them later."  

     

    The vicar helped her get settled in her seat under the carriage rug
    Thomas had loaned her that afternoon, with a footwarmer tucked
    beneath her. Then he began to explain the sheaf of papers he offered
    her.  

     

    "This is the order of service. The guests will be seated, and we
    will have music playing whilst this takes place. I have Thomas's
    list of suggestions. He wrote down The Adagio from the 'Sonata in
    E-Flat,' by Mozart, The Air from Handel's 'Water Music,' Air on the
    G String, from Bach's 'Orchestral Suite Number Three,' or the
    Allegro, from Bach's 'Brandenburg Concerto Number Four in G.' Which
    would you like?"  

     

    She was impressed with his choices, and pleased too. It showed he
    was fond of music, and had excellent taste. Had she and Herbert ever
    discussed music...  

     

    "I think the first two would be fine. It will give everyone time to
    get settled," she said, trying to put the strangely disturbing
    thought to one side.  

     

    "Good point." Jonathan put tick marks next to her choices. "Once the
    ushers have everyone seated, they will give the signal. Normally the
    groom's parents and the bride's mother would make their entrance,
    but in this case it will just be your cousins and their mother and
    father, as your own father is giving you away and will come in with
    you. Once they are seated, Thomas will enter with his groomsman,
    Clifford, and then I will come in. If you have a flower girl, then
    she would enter next."  

     

    She nodded. "I had thought to ask Elizabeth, but have not yet had
    time." She wondered if Herbert's parents were still alive, and
    thought with a pang of all Thomas must have suffered, inheriting at
    such a young age...  

     

    "I will welcome you as the bride, and your processional music shall
    begin. Again, we have a few good choices here. They are 'The Trumpet
    Tune,' by Purcell, the 'Canon in D,' by Pachelbel, or one of the
    'Heroic Marches" by Telemann."  

     

    "The Purcell, please," she replied, delighted one again by the
    Duke's exquisite taste.  

     

    Jonathan noted it down in his careful manner. "Fine. As the music
    plays, you will come in with your father, and walk down the aisle
    toward us. Thomas will meet you at the altar, and I will make my
    opening remarks. Next will come our first hymn. I have a whole list.
    We can decide on those later depending upon what we choose for the
    rest of the ceremony."  

     

    "That sounds like a good idea," she agreed readily.  

     

    "Then we will have the first reading. I would suggest Genesis,
    Chapter 1, verses 26 to 28, 'The Lord God took the man and put him
    in the Garden of Eden to till it and keep it.' Then first
    Corinthians, Chapter 13, Verses 1 to 13, 'If I speak in the tongues
    of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a
    clanging cymbal,' and Matthew, Chapter 7, verses 21 to 29, 'Blessed
    are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.' It may
    not be entirely appropriate, but it suits Thomas's Radical
    politics."  

     

    She looked at the vicar in surprise. "Is that what Thomas asked
    for?"  

     

    "No, but I thought-"  

     

    "What did he suggest?" she asked curiously.  

     

    He tugged at his neck cloth almost nervously. "Er, Colossians,
    Chapter 3, Verses 12 to 17, 'Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy
    and beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness, and
    patience...' and First John, Chapter 4, verses 7 to 16, 'Beloved,
    let us love one another; for love is of God, and he who loves is
    born of God and knows God.'"  

     

    Again, the choices surprised Charlotte, but she was not about to
    gainsay the Duke. In fact, she grudgingly had to admit that she
    could not have chosen better herself. She wondered what Herbert
    would have chosen, and then reflected that in all the time he had
    been wooing her, she had never once seen him at church, though she
    went punctiliously every Sunday, to both the morning service, and
    Evensong. "I think I would like those too," she replied after a
    moment.  

     

    "He doesn't have to get everything all his own way all the time, you
    know. It will make him quite spoilt," Jonathan teased, his gray eyes
    sparkling.  

     

    "No, that's true, but in this case I agree with him," she said in
    all sincerity. "I do like the Corinthians verses he has chosen too,
    especially where it says, 'Love is patient and kind; love is not
    jealous or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude. Love does not
    insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not
    rejoice at wrong, but rejoices in the right. Love bears all things,
    believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love
    never ends.' So I think his choices are good ones. We can leave
    aside his politics for one day."  

     

    Jonathan shook his head as he put a tick by her choices. "I never
    took you two for such dyed in the wool romantics, but I'm only too
    delighted to help. Tell you what, you can have Corinthians as well.
    I shall juggle them. Anyway, in between the three readings, we shall
    have two musical interludes, so we need to decide on them also."  

     

    She squinted in the light of the carriage lantern, and began to make
    more sense of the Duke's fine if flamboyant penmanship. "I see here
    he has 'Jesu, Joy of Man's Desiring' and 'Sheep May Safely Graze,'
    so we shall have those."  

     

    He beamed his approval. "Really, you are a most amenable young
    lady."  

     

    Sarah chimed in them. "They are two of my favorites as well, I must
    admit."  

     

    "Good, then the musicians from your congregation will have no
    trouble playing with them," Charlotte said, trying to keep up the
    lively banter, though it was difficult given her unease at the whole
    situation.  

     

    She felt like such a fraud, as if someone was going to expose her
    for the ladybird and liar that she was. She certainly didn't deserve
    all this attention and kindess, not after what she had done. It was
    also a sober reminder of all she would have lacked has the Duke not
    been found kissing her at the Brimley crossroads.  

     

    She wondered now how she had ever allowed herself to be persuaded
    into such wrongdoing by Herbert. If he had ever really loved her, he
    should have dared to face her father, not crept around behind
    people's backs to woo her...  

     

    And yet she could not get him off her mind as she asat discussing
    her plans for her wedding to the Duke of Ellesmere, though if she
    was being completely honest, it was not because she was pining for
    him.  

     

    Rather, it was due to the fact that the more she got to know Thomas
    through his words and deeds, through learning his mind, the more she
    realized what a lucky escape she had had from Mr. Paxton.  

     

    Her father never would have accepted him, she was certain, and she
    was not so sure now that she could blame him. She would have ruined
    herself for a man who couldn't hold a candle to the Duke, and she
    wasn't thinking of Paxton's lack of title.  

     

    "Er, are you all right, Miss Castlemaine?"  

     

    She pulled herself back to the present with a blink. "Yes, fine. I
    forgot to ask about the hymns."  

     

    "Oh, yes, of course," he said, leafing through the papers, "after
    the three readings, we shall have another hymn. Then I shall begin
    the exchange of wedding vows, and then perform the blessing of the
    ring. Once Thomas has given you your ring, we will all recite the
    Lord's Prayer. I will then bless you both, and offer some concluding
    remarks upon the nature of matrimony in my most sanctimonious tones,
    and you shall all try not to laugh if I make any mistakes." He gave
    a self-deprecating smile. "I should never have agreed to do this. I
    will never hear the end of it if I flub my dearest friend's wedding
    ceremony."  

     

    Sarah laughed at her brother. "You are incorrigible. It will all be
    just splendid, you mark my words."  

     

    Jonathan winked broadly at her. "I certainly hope you're right, my
    dear, though as my sister, you are rather biased in my favor."  

     

    "Sarah's right, it will be wonderful," Charlotte found herself
    reassuring him. "Even if you get every other word wrong, I know it
    will mean a great deal to Thomas to have you preside over his
    happiest of days."  

     

    Jonathan smiled at her now, and gave her a reassessing look which
    made her blush even more hotly than the words that had just come out
    of her mouth. Happiest of days indeed.... He had dared tell her to
    her face that he was only marrying her for her money. And yet, even
    as her temper flared at the thought, she reflected that he was
    taking an awful lot of trouble to put on a show for everyone. Not to
    mention his impressive familiarity with Scripture. Could he really
    be that much of a canting hypocrite?  

     

    Her aunt was constantly reminding her that one was judged by the
    company one kept. What did she know of Herbert's set apart from
    their hunting and roistering? And her aunt should talk. She went to
    church for mere form's sake, and spent most of her time either
    asleep, or with her missal up near her nose, while she peered over
    it and commented scathingly on what everyone was wearing, or the
    latest gossip about them she had heard. Charlotte had also seen more
    often than not that the Good Book was even upside-down in her aunt's
    hands.  

     

    She yanked her attention back to Jonathan's comments, not daring to
    reflect more deeply on this most recent set of startling
    reflections.  

     

    "In between my remarks, we shall sing a final hymn. By the time I
    have concluded, you will all be completely fatigued." Jonathan gave
    his sister a cheeky grin and pressed on. "I shall introduce you to
    the congregation as husband and wife, and the recessional music will
    begin. You will exit, and go outside to shake hands with everyone."
     

     

    "And if it's inclement?" she wondered aloud.  

     

    He nodded. "Then the reception line will have to be in the
    ballroom."  

     

    "And the final music?"  

     

    Jonathan consulted his list. "The Hornpipe, from Handel's 'Water
    Music', the Arrival of the Queen of Sheba, from Handel's 'Solomon',
    or the First Movement from the 'Brandenburg Concerto Number One in
    F.'"  

     

    "Oh, the Queen of Sheba will be me in that fine gown," Charlotte
    quipped.  

     

    Sarah laughed merrily. "You'll be the most beautiful bride Brimley
    has ever seen, I assure you."  

     

    Normally Charlotte would have been delighted at the prospect. Now
    she just found herself wishing she could be the happiest.  

     

    "Good. I'm so glad that's all settled. We're just about back at the
    Castle, and I shall have to arrange the musicians for rehearsal
    tomorrow, so we've finished not a moment too soon. Now, what hymns
    would you like?"  

     

    "What hymns would His Grace like to have?" she ventured to ask.  

     

    He drew out a separate list. Again Charlotte was pleasantly
    surprised. Thomas was certainly leaving nothing undone. And he had a
    most excellent taste in hymns.  

     

    "I like all of them, especially 'Love divine, all loves excelling',"
    she said truthfully.  

     

    "Yes, that's one of my favorites as well, though I disagree with him
    about 'Spirit of mercy, truth and love'."  

     

    "I think it's fine."  

     

    "Very well. With that one and 'My song is love unknown', all should
    be perfect."  

     

    She had assumed that Jonathan would take care of all things
    pertaining to the actual ceremony, but was pleased and proud that
    Thomas was taking so much of an interest in everything, including
    things she was sure that most men would never even have thought of.
     

     

    When they finished going over the hymns, Sarah said, "Thomas has
    asked Vanessa and I to stand up with you, due to the shortness of
    time in preparing everything, and the wintry weather. We would be
    more than happy to do so, no matter what the reasons."  

     

    "That was most kind of him, and of you both as well," she said with
    a blush.  

     

    "We have discussed what accoutrements you will need to complete your
    ensemble. I have a plain serviceable cream gown with tiny sprigs and
    a matching green velvet sash which should do well for the occasion,
    and Vanessa has a dark green velvet gown which goes very well with
    her auburn hair. Unless of course you think that would be too
    grand."  

     

    "It sounds perfect. I still had not decided what color sash, and had
    though blue, but now that you say green, I think it will be perfect.
    I even have just the right sash and slippers, and matching reticule.
    And I will own that though I do love the sapphires, I want to wear
    the emerald set. So green it shall be then, like Thomas's eyes."  

     

    Saran nodded. "It will also be perfect, with spring coming soon."  

     

    "You're right. But please don't fuss too much on my account. I'm
    sure whatever you both wear will be lovely. The only one who will be
    too grand will be me. The gown makes me look like something straight
    out of a Gainsborough portrait, and I have no idea how I'm supposed
    to fit through the doors," she dared to joke.  

     

    "Well, you are marrying a Duke after all. You shall have to get used
    to it. You'll be the greatest lady in the district, and as such will
    be expected to set the tone. As for the doors, I'm sure you are not
    as large as all that, and all the chambers and doorways in the
    Castle are quite commodious."  

     

    Charlotte trembled with trepidation. "Pray, don't remind me. It will
    be a huge responsibility being the Duchess of so fine a castle and
    estate."  

     

    "But it will be a responsibility you will share with your husband,"
    Jonathan pointed out. "A burden shared is a burden halved."  

     

    "I suppose," she agreed, but looked doubtful.  

     

    "Thomas will not feed you to the lions, believe me. He will help you
    become a most regal duchess," he said, giving her a pat on the hand.
     

     

    She smiled slightly. "That is assuming that he's a most regal Duke.
    I do believe he is somewhat too Radical for that to be true."  

     

    The vicar nodded. "Well observed. Yes, he's the most unspoilt
    gentleman," Jonathan said. "He was raised very strictly, you know.
    Rather than rebel against his father, he submitted to his authority.
    He knew his father was acting in his own best interests. His
    politics were always unusual, shall we say, but his father said they
    were the product of a rational mind. He actually agreed with many of
    Thomas's theories, and was very proud of him for daring to be his
    own man."  

     

    Charlotte found herself hanging on Jonathan's every word, so she
    could learn more about Thomas, whom she found more and more
    fascinating with every passing moment.  

     

    "At school all of us always admired him so. No one could ever best
    him in a debate. And his kindness was legendary." Jonathan smiled
    with fond reminiscence. "He treated everyone equally, from the
    richest to the poorest. I do not come from an impoverished family by
    any means, nor does Clifford, but he could not have cared less about
    lording it over others. He set his own goals, and adhered to them.
    He was never cruel or vindictive to the younger boys, and never
    sought to get ahead in sports or in his schooling by anything other
    than patience and hard work."  

     

    Charlotte leaned forward in her seat, drinking in the young vicar's
    revelations about the Duke.  

     

    "In fact, I think he studied harder at school than anyone just to
    prove he was not a favorite, or had any sort of unfair advantage.
    His father was terrified at his extremes, as he called them. As
    France and Europe began to come apart at the seams, he knew one day
    he would go off to war. He just never knew which side. The
    Republican ideal was a noble one, we all agreed. His father was
    worried about his passionate pursuit of justice, but proud of him
    too."  

     

    "How young was Thomas when he became the duke?"  

     

    "His beloved father died when Thomas was up at Oxford, before Thomas
    even reached twenty. In my case, my principles caused an irrevocable
    split in my family. My going off to war did as well. That and my
    deciding to be a clergyman. That rift was never really mended before
    my parents passed last year."  

     

    Charlotte gave him a sympathetic smile. "I'm so sorry to hear that.
    But surely they were both unusual choices of career for a man such
    as yourself, with so much wealth and privilege."  

     

    Jonathan looked at his sister. "Let's just say I had my ideals, and
    a near-death experience which caused me to swerve back onto the path
    of righteousness."  

     

    She stared. "My, it must have been a terrible experience,
    confronting your own mortality at such a young age."  

     

    He shook his head. "It was not my death I had to confront, it was
    Thomas's and Clifford's."  

     

    She gaped at him open-mouthed. But her eagerness to find out more
    details was thwarted by the carriage door opening, and Thomas
    standing there to unwrap her from her carriage rug, and help her
    down himself.  

     

    "You look lovely, my dear," he praised with a warm smile, flicking
    her cloak closed against the cold. "I adore that color of sash on
    you. It makes your blue eyes dance." He gazed down at her almost
    intimately, and her heart lifted. All too soon, though, he
    relinquished her hand.  

     

    "Sarah, may I?" He offered his hand again to help the other woman
    down politely.  

     

    He hurried them both towards the door most solicitously, a hand upon
    each of their elbows. "Mustn't stand out here catching a chill, my
    dears."  

     

    Charlotte stepped towards the open portal, spilling bright light
    onto the gravelled drive, and had the most curious sensation that
    she was coming home. The thought gave her pause, so that Thomas
    caught her eye, his concern for her evident in his gaze.  

     

    She answered the unspoken question in a low tone. "I'm fine. I just
    want to be sure I have my fan and reticule. Yes, here we are."  

     

    Sarah preceded them into the Castle, where a servant helped her off
    with her things, while Thomas undraped Charlotte's cloak, and gave
    her an appreciative glance that made her both self-conscious, and
    pleased to feel like a real woman, not a mere girl playing dress-up,
    as she had felt ever since she had come out.  

     

    He conducted her through the marble foyer into the small
    wine-colored parlor which he had deemed their 'base of operations'
    as though they were on a long campaign. "My father will be here
    shortly, with my cousins," Charlotte informed everyone when Clifford
    and Vanessa rose to greet her, and asked after her family. "Then we
    can begin."  

     

    The Duke assisted her with her fan and reticule. "I've had a cold
    collation laid out in the dining room. If you're hungry we can eat
    whilst we wait. Please, all of you, feel free to help yourselves."  

     

    "I'm not hungry, but I would like something to drink, if I may," she
    replied.  

     

    "Yes, of course. You must have chatted a great deal in the coach."  

     

    Lest he think they had been engaged in frivolous conversation, she
    said, "I most heartily approve your choices of text, music and
    hymns. And Jonathan was telling me about how he came to join the
    clergy."  

     

    "Er, yes, but that is not something to discuss now, when there is so
    much to prepare," the Duke said abruptly.  

     

    She looked at him closely, noting tiny beads of perspiration form on
    his upper lip. It was the first time she had ever seen him look
    anything other than perfectly at ease. Whatever had happened to them
    in the Iberian Peninsula during the war must have been appalling.  

     

    She risked placing her hand on his arm. "Whenever you want to tell
    me about it, Thomas, I shall be only to happy to listen."  

     

    He looked surprise and pleased, and placed his hand over hers. "I
    shall tell you, but not today. Soon, I promise."  

     

    She reached up to dust a speck off of his beautifully cut evening
    coat.  

     

    "Thank you, my dear."  

     

    "Well done. Like a true little wife," her father praised heartily as
    he entered the chamber, flicking his riding quirt against one boot.
     

     

    "Papa, please, come in and have some refreshment with us before we
    begin," she invited, relieved her family had made good time riding
    across the fields rather than taking the slower way around by coach.
    At least she did not feel so alone now, and had no need to fear the
    Duke feeling slighted.  

     

    She was pleased to note that her father was wearing one of his best
    sets of evening garments, and her cousins too looked as though they
    had made an effort to impress, clad in very fashionable dark coats,
    and waistcoats of a rich russet hue. The only thing marring their
    elegance was the fact that they were wearing riding boots, not
    dancing pumps.  

     

    But no one could possibly notice them when Thomas was in the room,
    she decided as she watched her intended busy himself as the genial
    host. He was the picture of Regency fashion, though not
    ostentatiously so. His clothes were always dark and subdued, but of
    rich fabrics, and perfectly tailored. Black evening wear suited his
    dark handsomeness as though specially made for him. She wondered
    again what she had ever seen in the pale, insipid blond looks of
    Herbert Paxton. She tamped down the feeling as disloyal, and tore
    her eyes away from Thomas before he caught her staring.  

     

    The introductions complete, the party adjourned to the formal dining
    room, a vast chamber which could seat at least thirty at the long
    table. It was rescued from being too imposing by the profusion of
    fresh-cut flowers which were placed on the table at intervals, and
    upon the sideboards, and the warmth of the decor, a rich pale gold
    with walnut trim. She noted that the wallpaper was made of satin and
    reflected the light, brightening the chamber considerably.  

     

    Thomas proved a most considerate host, subtly grouping the guests,
    and setting them going with a conversational opener, which showed he
    had listened carefully and discovered their interests. He joined in
    each discussion with a pithy point or two, then moved on, making
    everyone feel welcome. He led her around gently by the elbow,
    keeping her close to his side as he mingled. He occasionally
    elicited a comment from her when he saw her lapse into silence.  

     

    Charlotte had assumed that the lofty intellectualism of Thomas's
    friends would be too much for her simple country cousins, but they
    seemed perfectly at ease. It was only she who seemed to be covered
    in confusion every time she was in their company. She decided at
    length that her own self-consciousness was making her so stilted and
    awkward. Was it because they were so intelligent, or because Thomas
    was so compelling?  

     

    Once they were settled in their groups, she was left with Vanessa
    and her own father, an easy enough grouping for her to cope with.
    Charlotte observed Thomas serve his guests himself with graceful,
    compact efficiency. His deftness revealed that he was not doing it
    for show. He was accustomed to serving others in such a manner. She
    wondered what it must have been like to go off to school and then
    the Army, leaving all of this splendor and luxury behind.  

     

    He handed out all the glasses himself, elderberry cordial for the
    ladies, and punch for the men.  

     

    Her father smacked his lips and frowned. "Dashed tasty, eh, but not
    quite the kick that I'm used to." He was about to take out his small
    flask, when Thomas said mildly, "That's because there's no alcohol
    it in. Best to keep a clear head for what we are about."  

     

    "Oh, er, yes, quite right," the older man said sheepishly. "Another
    of your unusual notions, I take it."  

     

    "Everything in moderation. And it makes an occasion more special
    when wine and other alcoholic beverages are served, as opposed to
    having it every day."  

     

    "I never thought of it before, but now that you mention it, it's
    quite true," Charlotte agreed. "I loved champagne the first few
    times I had it, but having it every day soon made the novelty wear
    off."  

     

    "So glad to hear it," Thomas said with a smile. "Otherwise I would
    have to continually keep an eye on the wine cellars." He winked at
    her, and she could not resist smiling back.  

     

    "I say, is it too much to ask for a tour of the house?" her father
    asked.  

     

    Charlotte blushed, and hoped Thomas did not think they were both
    materialistic.  

     

    He nodded at once. "I would be delighted, so long as Jonathan
    doesn't mind waiting a little longer to begin the rehearsal."  

     

    Jonathan waved a chicken leg airily. "I have to speak to the
    musicians, but not until after I've done justice to the wonderful
    food. Go off and do the honors, old chap. It would be a sin to let
    this all go to waste, you know."  

     

    They all laughed good-naturedly at his quip, and putting down their
    glasses, followed Thomas out into the hall. He took Charlotte's arm,
    and began the tour.  

     

    "The original Eltham Castle was built by an ally of William the
    Conqueror when he first arrived on these shores. They knew the Welsh
    would be their biggest obstacle to conquest, so they adopted a
    policy of containment. You can still see the original castle on the
    grounds, but it fell into ruin about one hundred years ago, when
    this house was built.  

     

    "At that time, this was the fashion for the period, and the height
    of elegance, though I dare say you've seen many finer houses. The
    hall, I think, is its most unique feature, built in an oval, and
    with these elegant twin marble staircases leading to the upper
    floors. You have seen my little parlor, everyone, but I will just
    point it out to Mr. Castlemaine and James and Samuel again as the
    place where you will always be welcome to come sit with us when we
    are at home. We have quite a number of formal reception rooms here
    on the ground floor, but the parlor is just right for my tastes.  

     

    "There is also the yellow drawing room, the green, and the Wedgwood
    room," he said, pointing to each door in turn. "Wedgwood?" she
    echoed with interest. His warm emerald gaze met hers. "Yes, so
    called not only because of the blue coloring, but also the
    collection of objects there. My father was a great admirer and
    supporter of Josiah Wedgwood, and swore there was no pottery better
    in the world than that produced by our English potteries. He never
    could abide anything French, excepting wine, of course. Just as
    well, with all the embargoes, restrictions and blockades these days,
    eh?"  

     

    They all laughed at his entertaining remarks as he showed them from
    room to room.  

     

    At last he led Charlotte to the chamber furthest down that wing of
    the house. "Then we have my library, which as you can see is
    well-used. I do all of my accounts in here, and read and entertain.
    Charlotte shall have whatever room she likes for her use once we are
    married. Or she may share this with me."  

     

    They all admired the lofty two-storey room, with its vast floor to
    ceiling shelves filled end to end with books of every description.
    Each one they pulled down had had the pages cut, demonstrating that
    they were not just for show. Someone had actually read them. She
    longed to climb the wrought-iron stairs to the upper floor, but knew
    there would not be time that evening.  

     

    "This is an exceedingly fine collection. I would be most grateful if
    you would advise me on a course of study to improve my mind,"
    Charlotte said to him quietly, awed by the array of titles.  

     

    "The novels are over here." He tried to turn her to the right.  

     

    She shook her head at once. "No, I did say study. I mean, I do
    appreciate the offer, and would love to see the poetry and novels
    some time, but I really do want to learn about the things that you
    find important."  

     

    He peered down at her and said in a low tone, "I thought you said
    today that you were happy exactly as you were."  

     

    She shrugged. "I'm willing to admit that there's no such thing as
    perfection. Even the most wonderful things can be capable of
    improvement."  

     

    He bent to kiss her hand. "So long as it's your choice, my dear."  

     

    "It is," she said, and it was no lie she told.  

     

    He beamed down at her with evident pride, making her feel like a
    queen. "Then after all the wedding festivities, I shall see what I
    can find."  

     

    "Thank you."  

     

    "Now, now, you two, no more of that until after you are wed!" her
    father said playfully.  

     

    "How unfashionable, a devoted couple. You will cause complete
    scandal in London if you're not careful," Clifford teased, his
    bright blue eyes sparkling.  

     

    "No worse than you and Vanessa. It is a wonder they don't bar you
    from the balls, you make such a show of dancing only with each
    other."  

     

    "I shall be glad to dance with you any time you like, Thomas,"
    Clifford said with a laugh.  

     

    He grinned back. "Er, no, thanks all the same. We did enough of that
    during the war to help pass the time, and you always did insist on
    leading. Badly, I might add."  

     

    They all laughed.  

     

    "Or is it just that you're so used to leading, Tommy?" Clifford
    fired back.  

     

    "You could well be right, old friend," the Duke replied without a
    trace of embarrassment. "But I wouldn't mind a turn about the floor
    with your wife Vanessa should the occasion arise."  

     

    "Of course, any time. Though you will own it's awfully hard to get
    you away from the wall." Clifford turned to Charlotte now. "With all
    the political discussions of his, many people actually think the
    poor duke doesn't know how to dance." "Indeed, I have not had the
    good fortune to see much evidence of his abilities, save at my
    birthday ball the other evening," she admitted, gazing up at Thomas
    with renewed interest. "But I have it on good authority throughout
    at least five counties that he is an absolute king of the quadrille.
    No one holds a candle to him, and no one dares put a foot wrong in
    his set."  

     

    Charlotte smiled softly. It was no less than she had observed from
    the one dance they had ever shared. "Oh dear, then I'm afraid I'm a
    far too giddy a partner for him. Our last attempt was not exactly a
    great success."  

     

    He smiled down at her kindly. "As you have said my dear, you are
    eager for improvement. I shall be only too happy to teach you. And
    that brings us very nicely to our ballroom. If you will follow me,
    please."  

     

    The ballroom was evidently a later addition to the house, attached
    at the back through a vast row of double doors which she was sure
    had once been windows. The four huge chandeliers overhead required
    hundred of candles, and the marble floor below was a most intricate
    design rendered with white marble with rose and black inlay.  

     

    The ceiling had the finest moldings she had ever scene, reminding
    her of snowy white clouds on a bright summer's day. The room could
    easily hold over two hundred people, and was made to appear even
    larger by strategically placed mirrors around the room. The back
    wall contained two vast fireplaces, and three sets of glass-paneled
    doors which led onto the paved terrace.  

     

    She stepped out onto the terrace and into the deepening twilight. A
    full moon was just coming up over the horizon. She thought she had
    never seen any spot more romantic. She noted the box hedge maze, and
    the magnificent garden, the earthy aroma of which filled the night
    air.  

     

    "Do you like it?" he asked softly.  

     

    "It is more than I ever could have imagined," she said truthfully,
    and took his hand.  

     

    He stroked her cheek with his thumb for a moment, and would have
    pressed a kiss upon her lips had not the chatter inside the room
    drawing nearer called him to his senses.  

     

    "Come, we still have the first floor to view, and the rehearsal to
    carry out."  

     

    She nodded, tamping down the vague sense of disappointment she felt
    at not having been kissed. He had been so close. She should have
    just stood on tiptoe and...  

     

    She fluttered her fan to cool her suddenly heated cheeks, quashed
    the thought, and preceded him into the room, not taking his
    proffered arm this time, but rather joining her two cousins.  

     

    "Well, Samuel, what do you think so far?" she asked in a low tone.  

     

    "That you're a very lucky woman indeed. Just be thankful that the
    duke is a traditional sort of man, and willing to do the decent
    thing by you, even though you are no more than a commoner."  

     

    Her sharp intake of breath and the tears which filled her sapphire
    eyes alerted Thomas to her distress at once. He immediately came
    over to her side and took her elbow.  

     

    "Come, Charlotte, we have yet to show you your room."  

     

    As soon as they were out of earshot, he whispered, "Ignore whatever
    it was Samuel just said to distress you."  

     

    "But he's right," she sniffed. "I am a commoner."  

     

    "So were Adam and Eve, were they not? And all of the other admirable
    figures of the Bible, including Jesus himself. I'm fortunate enough
    to have a title, true. But do you not think I would much rather have
    my father alive and well? That would be worth far more to me than an
    empty word and a great number of people who only want to know me
    because the appellation 'Duke' summons up all sorts of fustian
    nonsense in their imaginations."  

     

    She managed to suppress her tears with a brave smile. "Thank you for
    trying to make me feel better. But he's right, I'm going to be
    viewed as a commoner by many of your friends."  

     

    He stroked her shoulder and said in a gentle tone, "If that's true,
    then they aren't real friends, now are they?"  

     

    She smiled up at him bravely. "No, I suppose not."  

     

    "Besides, Clifford and Jonathan have no titles. Do you believe I
    think less of them for all that?"  

     

    "No, I know you don't," she admitted, slightly mollified. "You're as
    close as brothers."  

     

    "Therefore, you have nothing to fear. I promise I will never
    reproach you for not being a Duchess in your own right. In fact,
    quite the reverse. Most of the ones I have ever met would scare
    small children." He made a haughty face, then crossed his eyes.  

     

    She giggled and took his arm more securely. "I don't scare you,
    then?"  

     

    "You terrify me," he murmured quietly in her ear, "but not for the
    same reasons."  

     

    She raised her eyebrows, but did not have a chance to ask him if he
    were teasing or not.  

     

    He now took command of the group once more, and said, "I won't bore
    you with viewing all of the upstairs guest chambers, since no doubt
    in the course of you coming to stay with us, gentlemen, you shall
    see them all in the fullness of time. But I shall show Charlotte her
    room, part of the master suite."  

     

    He led them up one of the huge curved staircases to the first floor,
    and toward the east wing of the house. The chambers were at the end
    of the long corridor, and quite private and separate from the rest
    of the house.  

     

    Opening the double doors, she saw a spacious blue and cream sitting
    room with windows on either side, and a set of three doors on the
    far wall. On the left was a room decorated in masculine tones of
    deep red, blue and gold. On the right was a more light, airy room,
    with a huge four-poster hung with flouncy draperies from floor to
    canopy, all in buttercup yellow, white and pale green. In between
    the two rooms was a vast dressing room, and adjoining bathroom in
    white and black marble.  

     

    Noting that the feminine bedroom was smaller than the other, she
    looked again, and saw a smaller room off to one side, which was
    fitted out as a nursery. A door from there led out into a larger
    chamber designed for the same purpose, which led back to the
    corridor they had traveled down.  

     

    Charlotte noted inwardly that it was certainly an unconventional
    arrangement. Her nursery had been on a completely different floor
    from her parents' rooms, and her parents' rooms had certainly not
    been next to each other's.  

     

    Thomas saw her assessing and surprised looks, and said, "I'm afraid
    we had the most doting parents. Mother did everything for us, even
    fed us. She could not bear to let her out of her sight. She had
    actually been married before Papa. It was a difficult marriage, and
    ended badly. She never spoke of it, but I know that she lost several
    children before her first husband finally died.  

     

    "Once she married Papa, and we came along, I am afraid she was a bit
    too overprotective. But she was the best of women, and my sister
    Elizabeth certainly feels her loss. I hope that she and you will be
    great friends."  

     

    "Have you asked her yet about being the flower girl?"  

     

    He smiled, taking her breath away. "Yes. She's thrilled to be
    included in the party, of course. She wants you to go to her room
    when you have a spare moment in order to make sure you approve her
    dress choice."  

     

    Charlotte looked around now, and said in a low tone intended for the
    Duke's ears only, "Why has she not joined us this evening? I didn't
    like to ask, but, well, I hope she isn't angry about our marrying."
     

     

    "No, not at all," he said truthfully. "I believe she is actually
    making some behind the scenes preparations with the housekeeper that
    she would like to surprise us both with. Whatever it is, no matter
    how awful, you will say you like it, won't you?"  

     

    She smiled up at him warmly. "Of course. I shall treasure it, no
    matter what."  

     

    He tore his gaze away from her dazzling smile and asked, "Do you
    like your room?"  

     

    "I most certainly do," she said, trailing back to the chamber to
    look at it again. "What a lovely desk."  

     

    It was rosewood, inlaid with carved roses in a subtly different red
    hue.  

     

    "My mother would rise early and study and read her Bible before she
    started her household duties for the day."  

     

    "She sounds like a wonderful woman," Charlotte remarked, stroking
    the fine furniture and again wishing she were more worthy of all
    that the Fates seemed to be bestowing upon her.  

     

    Thomas nodded and sighed. "She was. We miss both of our parents.
    You're fortunate to have a good and kind father."  

     

    "Perhaps too kind."  

     

    He looked at her in surprise. "Is there such a thing?"  

     

    She nodded. "There is, since he has never tried to discipline me or
    improve me the way you have."  

     

    He smiled down at her kindly, once again taking her breath away at
    the nearness of him. "Well, a child does not always take correction
    well. In any event, I certainly do not want to be in loco parentis
    for you, my dear. You are your own woman now, and I shall expect you
    to behave like an adult."  

     

    She looked up at him earnestly. "But you will help me when I go
    wrong, as I inevitably will?"  

     

    "So long as you'll do the same for me, my dear." He stooped to kiss
    her on the brow, which earned them a scathing remark from her cousin
    James about 'billing and cooing' like doves.  

     

    "Oh, you're just jealous because you haven't met the right person
    for you to settle down with," she taunted, earning her a surprised
    look from Thomas.  

     

    This was a complete shock after what she had said to him earlier
    that day. He smiled inwardly with both delight and relief. So there
    was hope for them after all. He had to hope that patience and
    persistence would pay off. She was a rare beauty, and a woman he
    enjoyed being with every moment he was permitted to spend at her
    side. His whole body ached for her, her touch, smile, laugh, in a
    way no other woman had ever affected him. This wasn't mere rowelling
    lust, he was sure of it, though her gorgeous gown was so
    breathtaking, the only thing he could think of was how much he
    wanted to get her out of it. He might be putting the wedding before
    the courtship, but they could be happy, he was sure of it. He just
    had to wait, let her come to him, and then his prize would be his at
    last.  

     

    Just how long it would take her until she was ready to love again,
    if ever, he had no idea. But she seemed to appreciate him as a man,
    and as a human being.  

     

    Thomas swore to himself as he took her hand that he would wait as
    long as it took to hear her tell him she loved him for himself
    alone. Then she need never know the horrible truth about Herbert
    Paxton and the dire fate she had narrowly escaped.  

     

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 9]CHAPTER NINE 

     

    "If you've seen everything up here, I think Jonathan is waiting for
    us to begin the rehearsal," Thomas said to the assembled guests a
    short time later, when Charlotte had examined her room and the
    nursery once more.  

     

    Clifford and Vanessa proceeded downstairs first, followed by Sarah
    Deveril, and the Castlemaine family.  

     

    Only Charlotte lingered, looking at the luxurious suite she would be
    expected to share with him once they were married. It all seemed so
    intimate somehow. She had assumed that once they were wed, Thomas
    would take her money and simply ignore her. That they would live as
    near strangers on opposite ends of the house, not in this lovely
    suite of rooms complete with elegant bedroom, bathroom, and nursery.
     

     

    Despite herself, she found herself warming more and more to the man
    she was being forced to marry. The more time she spent with him, the
    more fascinated she became with the puzzle of how they had come to
    be engaged.  

     

    "Are you ready, my dear?" he asked softly.  

     

    "Yes. No." She looked up at him in confusion.  

     

    He caught her guarded look at once. "What is it? What's wrong?"  

     

    "I'm trying to understand all of this. What's happened to me."  

     

    He frowned slightly. "What has happened?"  

     

    "Us being affianced." She indicated the sumptuous apartments with a
    sweep of her hand. "All this. You have everything you could ever
    want. Why me? Why my fortune? There are others, and better ones, and
    the contents of this house alone and the jewels in your Mama's cases
    would most likely put it to shame."  

     

    "Are you throwing your fortune up in my face again, after you
    promised you would not?" he demanded.  

     

    She shook her head, setting her ear bobs swinging. "It isn't that.
    It just doesn't make sense. Why me?"  

     

    His mouth swooped down on hers, stifling the protest effectively as
    a downpour of scorching rain.  

     

    She bowed her body into his, stretching up into the contact despite
    all of her reservations. When she was in his arms like this, then
    everything seemed to make perfect sense.  

     

    He lifted his lips a sort while later to at last reply, "Money is
    useful, but it's not the only thing required for a successful
    marriage. And some possessions cannot be bought. I'm not sure how to
    describe this, well, emotion, attraction, between us, but it's
    there. A spark, a special fire. It's real. I know you feel it too,
    Charlotte, so don't try to deny it. It's nothing to be ashamed of.
    And I'm not judging your morals either, so there's no need to frown
    or look shame-faced." She could feel a blush heat her cheeks, but
    she would not be such a hypocrite as to deny her strong feelings for
    the physicality of their relationship.  

     

    "The way we respond to each other is wonderful. I would rather have
    a marriage with a spark, than one with nothing more than polite
    indifference. Such things are not easily explained, as you know,
    Charlotte. But I'm sure you feel it just as I do. I can see the
    light in your eyes, feel the passion in your lips, the quivering
    anticipation of your slender body," he said in a husky murmur.  

     

    She clamped her hand over her still throbbing lips. It was all
    true...  

     

    So true that his words inflamed her to the point where she wasn't
    sure she could even control herself any longer. Charlotte turned and
    began to race toward the stairs, fleeing from his candor and the
    desire she feel burning within her. It was her fault. She had asked
    for the truth. Why was it so terrifying?  

     

    Because she had no control over it. One touch of his hands, lips,
    and the wildfire sensations flared out of all control.  

     

    Thomas breathed a sigh of relief once she had gone. He had almost
    lost control there. And it would not do for her to ask too many
    awkward questions. At least not until after they were safely
    married.  

     

    She was quite right too in running back downstairs. It was not a
    good idea to scandalise her family quite so much as they had with
    their open displays of heated regard. She might get talked about if
    they didn't restrain themselves a bit more. At least until after the
    ceremony, he thought with a grin, as he descended to the dining
    room.  

     

    Jonathan looked at his old friend's face when he entered the dining
    room a short time later and said they were ready for the rehearsal.
     

     

    "You know the play The Rehearsal by the Duke of Buckingham, do you
    not?"  

     

    Most nodded and said that they did.  

     

    "We performed it once in the officers' mess. It was a most
    wonderfully funny play. 'Gadzookers, I've lost my peruke,'" Jonathan
    quipped. "Thomas looks like he's about to lose his wig over
    Charlotte."  

     

    She blushed to the roots of her hair and turned away from Thomas
    before she did something unseemly once more.  

     

    "You're going to lose more than your peruke if you keep waving your
    fruit knife about in that manner," Clifford joked.  

     

    "Why don't we have a play some time in the future, and a masquerade?
    Once you two are settled into married life?" Jonathan suggested.  

     

    "What are you burning to perform this time?" the Duke said with an
    indulgent smile for his outgoing friend.  

     

    "I've always wanted to do The Recruiting Officer."  

     

    Clifford shook his head. "No. After our experiences in the Army,
    it's too close to the knuckle."  

     

    "The Beggar's Opera or All for Love?"  

     

    "Overdone, and too sentimental," Vanessa pronounced.  

     

    "I know. She Stoops to Conquer."  

     

    Thomas grinned. "Oh, now that would be fun."  

     

    "Very well, we shall secure copies of the play and can perform in
    the parish hall. It will be splendid," Jonathan said with a happy
    smile.  

     

    "Who will you be, Marlow or Hastings?" his sister Sarah asked.  

     

    "Neither. I get to be Tony Lumpkin the disobedient son, of course,"
    the vicar said with a grin.  

     

    They tittered a bit nervously at the comment, a not so veiled
    reference to his own true state.  

     

    "And we shall be the Hardcastles, my dear," Thomas said with a wink
    at his fiancee. "I'll enjoy playing an old reactionary."  

     

    Charlotte blushed. "Oh, but I don't know the play very well, and I
    couldn't possibly recall all the lines."  

     

    "Don't worry, I shall prompt you," Jonathan said breezily. "Aren't
    you fortunate then that I have all of your vows written out for the
    big day?" he added, handing around the papers to each participant
    with a speaking role in the ceremony.  

     

    "And here are the readings we agreed upon, for Clifford and Vanessa
    as groomsman and matron of honor. I will start with Genesis, and
    they will take the others, Clifford the second one, and Vanessa the
    third and fourth."  

     

    "Don't forget mine as well," Thomas said.  

     

    "Yours?" Charlotte asked with a lift of her brows.  

     

    "I have a special one for you. I couldn't resist squeezing one more
    in."  

     

    Charlotte frowned. "Oh dear, I should have one for you then."  

     

    "It's not obligatory," he said with a slow smile. "It's just a
    chance to make the day more special for me. Not that I think
    Jonathan won't do a splendid job, but I'd like to recite something
    too."  

     

    His sandy-haired friend nodded approvingly. "That's a lovely idea. I
    shall overlook your veiled reference to my being newly ordained. I
    haven't done many marriages yet, but I give you my oath that I shall
    be word-perfect on the day, my friend."  

     

    "Then I shall recite that passage from Corinthians which we decided
    upon in the carriage, and everyone will be happy," Charlotte said.  

     

    "I certainly hope so," Thomas said, his emerald eyes sparkling.  

     

    It had been decided that they would get married in the small chapel
    still standing as part of the old castle, but it was too dark to see
    now that night had fallen, so they all entered the ballroom once
    more and practiced there.  

     

    After about half an hour, his sister Elizabeth came tearing in,
    tugging off a floury apron and apologizing profusely.  

     

    "It is all right, dear. You're here now, and that's the main thing,"
    Thomas said, and gave his sister a warm hug and kiss.  

     

    Charlotte looked on with envy. She wished she could share the easy
    affection with people which Thomas seemed to find so natural.  

     

    She was sure he caught the look for he gave her a long, slow smile
    and held out his hand to her.  

     

    "Come, my dear. Time to stand up with me once more. And I especially
    want to practice our kiss."  
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    Charlotte's heart fluttered as the Duke gripped her hand and held
    her close. So close that the heat of his body emanated from him like
    the sun's rays, warming her, gifting her with a radiance she had
    never imagined she would ever feel, not even when she had exchanged
    her furtive fumblings with Herbert Paxton.  

     

    But that thought seemed disloyal to Herbert, disloyal to herself and
    her will and independence as a young woman of the world. As a small
    act of rebellion, she did not offer her lips, but her cheek only to
    Thomas when it came time for the end of the ceremony.  

     

    He noted her coolness with a small frown, but did not press for
    more. Something was going on in her head, and if he had to guess, it
    was her inner fears over what they had shared in the master suite a
    short time before. She was still a virgin then, he thought with
    relief. He would wager his life on it, in every sense, for Paxton
    was nothing if not dissolute and more than likely pox-ridden.  

     

    But it appeared to him that her viewing their intimate sleeping
    arrangements had begun to bring home to her exactly what marriage
    entailed.  

     

    He had every intention of it being, joyous, sublime. But it was hard
    to tell that to any young girl who had heard nothing but the
    received opinion that the physical side of marriage was a painful
    chore at best for women, useful only for the begetting of children.
     

     

    He retained her hand and stroked the back of it lightly with his
    thumb. He would need to start slowly, get her used to all sorts of
    mild pleasures. Thus by the time he was prepared to launch his
    campaign to make Charlotte his wife in every way, she would
    certainly be eager for still more sensual delights.  

     

    "Shall we begin again, and go through once more?" he suggested to
    the vicar.  

     

    "Yes, of course. If no one minds," Jonathan agreed readily.  

     

    "Not at all," Mr. Castlemaine said in a hearty tone. "It will be
    quite a show for everyone, will it not, Charlotte, and we want to
    make sure you do us all proud." He grabbed at her arm, forcing
    Thomas to relinquish her once more.  

     

    He could see her moving away from his stroking touch with some
    reluctance.  

     

    She looked back over her shoulder at the Duke, then gave her father
    a weak smile, and headed back up the aisle with him to begin the
    processional once again.  

     

    They rehearsed the whole ceremony once more, only this time at the
    end Thomas made no attempt to kiss her at all.  

     

    Charlotte felt as though she had been drenched by a cold wintery
    shower. She had been icy toward him before. She could hardly blame
    him for returning her cool treatment, but all the same, it hurt.  

     

    Thomas quickly let go of her hand and declared, "Lovely. I think
    we're all as ready as we can be. Shall we adjourn to the parlor for
    coffee and cards?"  

     

    "By all means," Mr. Castlemaine agreed, patting the Duke on the
    shoulder.  

     

    The loss of contact with her fiance and her father's gesture made
    Charlotte feel more left out than ever.  

     

    They went into the Wedgwood parlor, a vast space which had been laid
    out with card tables, and possessed a very fine pianoforte and harp.
     

     

    Vanessa volunteered to play the pianoforte for them and they all sat
    at the table and first engaged in piquet. Thomas insisted on
    partnering Charlotte.  

     

    "The sooner I become familiar with your habits at the card table,
    the better," he said with a grin.  

     

    "And I with yours. We would not want to lose the family fortunes,
    now would we?"  

     

    "That's much more easily done with fantan, faro or speculation,"
    Jonathan observed.  

     

    "But in any case, you need not fear," Thomas said as he began to
    shuggle the cards expertly. "We never play for money."  

     

    The entire Castlemaine contingent looked at Thomas in shock.  

     

    "What, never, sir?" James asked.  

     

    "No, never," Thomas confirmed.  

     

    "Why ever not?"  

     

    "There's something sinful in getting money through another's
    misfortune, and without working to earn it. I know many would not
    agree, but a good card game should be pleasurable without preying
    upon the weak or foolish."  

     

    "Very well," her father said, placing his purse back in his jacket
    pocket with a gruff nod.  

     

    Vanessa and Clifford both exchanged warm looks, but said nothing
    about the vignt-et-un game at which her half-brother had staked her,
    which had led to Clifford winning her, and their eventual marriage.
     

     

    Charlotte continued to stare at Thomas. If he had not lost all of
    his money at cards, then what had happened to it?  

     

    Samuel ventured to ask, "Does the same interdict on gambling extend
    to horses, dice and cock-fights, bear-baiting?"  

     

    "Indeed it does," Thomas said with no small degree of spirit. "Those
    take advantage of poor brute beasts. As for blood sports such as
    bear baiting, well, no civilised person with any respect for life
    would condone them. Watching a bear torn to pieces by hounds, or the
    hounds disemboweled by the bear's claws, is just too awful for any
    decent Christian to even contemplate."  

     

    Jonathan and Clifford concurred heartily. Her cousins looked even
    more gloomy and her father appeared even more astonished. She could
    see her own look of surprise reflected in the mirror above the white
    and gold marble mantelpiece. He was either too good to be true, or
    the worst liar imaginable.  

     

    No gambling, no women, no hunting... What sort of game was he
    playing?  

     

    Her only sensible guess was that he had made some bad investments,
    or that he was aiding his poor friend Jonathan in some way, giving
    him the gift of the parish he now held, and obviously having taken
    an interest in his getting ordained in the first place. He must have
    been supporting Jonathan when the young vicar's family had abandoned
    him, helped him throughout the time that he had gone up to Oxford to
    study, and now found himself tight for cash?  

     

    She told herself that it was none of her business. Thomas could
    spend his money as he liked. Under the law he could spend HERS in
    whatever way he chose as well once they were wed. So long as her own
    children would not be beggars, that seemed a fair arrangement to
    her. It just seemed odd that he would take so much trouble to marry
    her when he could have had any number of far wealthier women, who
    would also be interested in him for his title or manly attributes.  

     

    Which certainly were considerable, she had to admit, taking in his
    black evening coat, black waistcoat with wine-colored embroidery,
    his matching cravat, black breeches, stockings and evening pumps,
    the latter of which were so polished she could see the pattern of
    her gown reflected upon them.  

     

    "Well, if we have had enough talk of my philosophy on gaming, can we
    please play cards?"  

     

    From piquet, which she played only indifferently, to fantan, which
    she prided herself upon, they moved on to loo and speculation, but
    Charlotte thought it only fair to take her turn at the piano, and
    during a convenient lull in the game, relieved Vanessa from her
    duties.  

     

    Thomas's sister volunteered to perform a duet with her on the harp.
    Though it was completely unrehearsed, Thomas beamed at Elizabeth and
    Charlotte with pride, and said he had never heard anything so fine.
     

     

    He honored them with an aria from Dido, Queen of Carthage, and was
    joined by Sarah for a duet. Their voices mingled perfectly, and
    Charlotte felt the familiar surge of jealousy again, for both Sarah
    and Elizabeth.  

     

    But it was silly. He had no love for Sarah, just a love of singing,
    and Elizabeth was but a child, and his sister at that. Yet it still
    rankled, for it seemed they shared so much with Thomas, while she
    felt like a complete outsider, an interloper in the place which was
    about to become her new home.  

     

    Meanwhile Jonathan had hunted up two copies of She Stoops to Conquer
    by Oliver Goldsmith in the library, and was eagerly assigning parts.
     

     

    "Jonathan, please," his sister cautioned. "You're assuming we are
    all going to be here in a few weeks' time. I am sure that Thomas and
    Charlotte ware going to want to have some privacy after they're
    married."  

     

    "Oh, please, consider yourselves invited any time," Thomas said
    breezily. "The house has been very quiet since our parents passed
    away, and I came back from the war. It should be a bit more lively
    for my sister's sake, if not for my wife's. Charlotte will certainly
    want to continue her vibrant social round as much as possible even
    if she is shackled with a husband."  

     

    Charlotte could see he was only trying to be jolly for her sake, but
    it hurt all the same. Did he really think her so flighty? He
    certainly looked very serious, for all the liveliness of his words.
     

     

    She also noticed now that Jonathan Deveril had lapsed into a sudden
    silence, and would not be roused from his inexplicable fit of
    melancholy no matter how hard she and his sister tried to cheer him.
     

     

    Finally Jonathan said, "I tell you what. We can rehearse separately
    at our own homes, and meet once a week to see how we are all
    progressing. We don't have to be underfoot all the time."  

     

    "You're more than welcome, really," Charlotte said. "We're not just
    being polite. You're our friends. Who else would we rather spend
    time with here at home?"  

     

    This won an approving smile from Thomas which warmed her heart, and
    a grateful grin from Jonathan, who continued on with the
    preparations for the play as if nothing had ever darkened his mood.
     

     

    She stared at him for a time, and tried to recollect what Thomas had
    said to set him off. The mention of the war must have been it, she
    decided. She went over to take Thomas' hand quietly as he sat
    leafing through one copy of the book.  

     

    He looked surprised, but pleased, and began to caress the back of
    her hand from the tips of her fingers to her wrists.  

     

    After a few simple songs that everyone knew the words to, the party
    went into the dining room for a late supper, and then the party
    broke up.  

     

    "I shall send the carriage around for you at four for the final
    rehearsal tomorrow, with music. I know you will have a great deal to
    pack and organise, but I would be grateful if you would sup with us
    all, you and your family," he said in a low voice as he led her to
    the carriage.  

     

    "Goodness me, packing! I'd forgotten all about it."  

     

    He smiled indulgently. "You've been here a great deal, and there is
    no hurry. We won't be going anywhere for several months, so you can
    always do it after we are wed."  

     

    She stared at him, crestfallen. "What, no wedding trip? Not even to
    London?"  

     

    At her questioning gaze, he shook his head. "Surely I do not need to
    explain why to you, do I?"  

     

    "I know you have business here..."  

     

    "It is also to prevent anyone from gossiping. I do not wish anyone
    to think that we did anything improper before we wed."  

     

    "You mean you want to check to make sure I have not," she said
    angrily.  

     

    He didn't trouble to deny it, just looked at her piercingly with his
    emerald eyes. "If you tell me you have not, it will be enough. But
    if one word were to ever get out about what happened that night, we
    would be able to refute it more easily were there a large enough gap
    between our ceremony and the birth of our first child."  

     

    She shrugged uncomfortably. "Some people get caught the very first
    time, others not at all."  

     

    He gave her a quelling look. "Let's hope you are the latter, not the
    former."  

     

    She glared at him. "I've told you-"  

     

    He shook his head. "Please, we will not argue about this, my dear.
    We will simply enjoy the benefits of our comfortable home and the
    good society of our friends and neighbors for the rest of the winter
    months, rather than trail off to Town, or to Scotland or Ireland to
    see my other holdings. I will have to go myself at some point this
    year when the weather improves and the roads are once more safely
    passable, but I have stewards I trust at all the properties, so it
    is not a pressing matter."  

     

    "All of the properties?" she echoed in confusion "Why, how many are
    there?"  

     

    Realizing his slip, he decided to tell her the partial truth. "Five
    or six in the United Kingdom. I can't recall all the others at
    present. I cannot live in more than one house, so they are all let
    to good solid respectable families. They bring in a good income,
    which our children will be grateful for. The poor certainly
    appreciate it, for I give half of it away at present to endow
    foundling homes and hospitals and other public works."  

     

    "I had no idea." So much wealth...  

     

    Her confusion came back full force. He seemed so honest and open,
    but he was most definitely hiding something from her. Something he
    would not let her get close to. No matter how many times he took her
    into his arms, no matter how hard she tried to break down the
    barrier of cool politeness he exhibited towards her, she was as much
    in the dark about him as ever.  

     

    "There's no reason for you to know. But come, my dear, they're all
    waiting for you. I shall see you tomorrow."  

     

    She would have asked far more questions, but once again he had
    effectively dismissed her without even being remotely impolite.  

     

    He bowed over her hand and kissed it warmly. She started as she felt
    his tongue peep out for a sensual caress of its own, which sent
    shivers of delight through her veins.  

     

    "Good night, Charlotte."  

     

    "G-g-good night." She felt her turning her face up to his for a
    kiss, but he propelled her forward and up into the carriage,
    thwarting all of her simmering, inexplicable desires.  

     

    The carriage ride back was uneventful, with her cousins and father
    full of praise for everything they had seen at Eltham Castle.
    Charlotte could find no fault with any of the arrangements Thomas
    had made, nor with her new home.  

     

    But it was all so sudden. She found herself expecting at any moment
    to be awakened from the dream. Or nightmare. If anyone had told her
    even a week ago that she would become a Duchess, and marry a man
    like Thomas Eltham, she would have laughed and called them mad.  

     

    Now it was really happening. In less than two days, she was going to
    marry a man who was a stranger to her.  

     

    Yet as he had pointed out, she had little choice at this stage. She
    could not back out at this point. And she knew she would not. She
    was too much of a coward.  

     

    She wished she were not so shallow. But the truth was that a good
    home, money, social status, meant a great deal to her. In fact, if
    she was being brutally honest with herself, she was little better
    than one of the prostitutes Sarah tried to help. She was selling
    herself for a fine home and jewels, plain and simple.  

     

    But as she wandered around her own room back at her house, wondering
    where to start with her packing, she knew there could be so much
    more to their marriage than just the material things they had spoken
    of.  

     

    There was warmth, desire, passion. She hardly knew Thomas, but he
    was absolutely correct when he said there was something between them
    that could not be denied. Whether it was love or lust, she could not
    tell.  

     

    Her other qualms came when she looked at her gowns. They had been
    got up in preparation for her London season in the spring. The gowns
    were plain whites and creams, modest enough in the bosom, though
    still eye-catching. She had never even had the chance to go up to
    Town to meet other men. And never would now.  

     

    Perhaps Herbert would have been a bad choice for her. Perhaps Thomas
    would be. She would never know now. All her life would be dictated
    by her role in society as Thomas's wife.  

     

    She had no decisions to make. It had all been taken completely out
    of her hands. Even her choice of husband had been dictated to her by
    a fortune hunter who had snatched her from the arms of another man.
    And out of the hands of her own father, who was strict enough, and
    terrified at the idea of any scandal besmirching his family name.  

     

    As Charlotte moved about the room emptying drawers, it was almost as
    if the walls were closing in on her. She knew she was making a mess.
    The maids would have to refold everything in the morning and put
    them in her boxes.  

     

    Still, it soothed her to look her things over, to see that she was
    going to her new home with some lovely things, so that Thomas should
    not be ashamed of her. New linens, gowns... She could have a couple
    of darker ones like Vanessa's fine green velvet when she was a bit
    older. When they could afford it.  

     

    Then she shook her head. She would do better to think about
    improving her education, as she had suggested to Thomas. She did not
    need material things. If that was all this marriage would be about,
    then she was indeed little better than Haymarket ware plying her
    trade at a street corner. No, she would make Thomas proud for her
    accomplishments, not her wardrobe, just as Vanessa Stone did her
    husband.  

     

    She laughed. If she didn't know better, she could have sworn she had
    fallen a little bit in love with her mature and solemn future
    spouse. Yet she could have sworn just a short time ago that she
    hated him for forcing her into this marriage. Oh, it was all so
    confusing.  

     

    She changed into her night rail, brushed out her hair, and then
    snuffed out the candles. Far from dropping off into an exhausted
    slumber, she lay tossing and turning, remembering his kisses and
    caresses, the arguments they had had, the warmer, more intimate
    conversations they had shared.  

     

    What was there not to love about him? At least on the surface,
    anyway. He was handsome, suave, mature, worldly, kind.  

     

    But all the same, there was something very troubling about him, something....  
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    Charlotte awakened groggily at seven, and noted with relief that she
    had dropped off to sleep in the end despite her restlessness the
    night before. She recalled the clock striking three just before she
    had drifted into dreamland.  

     

    She poked her head out of the covers, and looked at the mull she had
    made of her room.  

     

    Pulling the bell, she instructed her maids to fetch all her boxes
    and begin packing them. She also asked for a hot bath. She hoped it
    would wake her up, and fortify her for another long day of wedding
    preparations.  

     

    After she had bathed and had completed her toilette, dressing in a
    serviceable pale gold cotton day dress with a small checked pattern
    in cream, she decided to attempt to see her aunt once more.  

     

    But when she got to that wing of the house, her entrance was barred
    by her aunt's maid Betsey, a stolid country lass as broad as the
    door she was blocking. "Forgive me, Miss, but your aunt is
    indisposed. She says-"  

     

    "Is that my niece?" came the piercing voice of her aunt.  

     

    "Yes, Aunt Margaret. I'm here. May I come in to see you?" Charlotte
    called.  

     

    "No. I shall give you no such indulgence. Willful, ungrateful girl.
    If you're determined to throw your life away on a man such as that-"
     

     

    "Such as what, Aunt?" Charlotte asked in astonishment. "I have heard
    no gossip about him worth worrying about."  

     

    "Humph. Surely you recall him running off to the Army. Goodness
    knows what he got up to there. He's acquired all sorts of dreadful
    habits, I'm sure," came the strident voice from the chamber beyond.
    "Not to mention his disappearance last year, and the mysterious
    disappearance of his sister."  

     

    "His sister? Elizabeth is just fine, Aunt."  

     

    "I know what I know," she said in strident tones.  

     

    Charlotte pushed past the buxom maid and peeped her head around her
    aunt's door to glance into the luxurious silk-swathed interior,
    finer than many of the reception rooms downstairs.  

     

    "I have no idea what you think you know. But before I listen to
    another word, I'd like to know the source of these accusations," she
    demanded.  

     

    Her aunt was sitting up in bed eating bon bons, but tried to hide
    them under the covers as she heard the approaching footsteps.  

     

    "I would never dream of breaking a confidence," she proclaimed in
    her most haughty tone. "All I know is I'm so distraught over you
    marrying that, that FIEND, that I cannot eat a bite."  

     

    Charlotte shook her head, and pointedly stared at the half-concealed
    confection box. "If you won't tell me the source of this gossip and
    tittle-tattle, I shall simply have to conclude that it has either
    been made up by yourself, or invented by someone who is greatly
    envious of the Duke. Therefore, I shall not listen to your evil
    words. I've already made up my mind to have him, so there is no
    point in trying to pollute my mind against him."  

     

    "But my dear, you're so young and credulous. You have no idea what
    monsters men can be," she said, trying to give her a winning smile.
     

     

    Charlotte spun on her heel. "Or women either, apparently. If you
    cannot be happy for me, Aunt, then I shall take myself off
    elsewhere."  

     

    "You will live to regret this match! You mark my words!" the older
    woman shrieked after her.  

     

    Charlotte pressed her hands to her ears, and fled back to her own
    chamber. Confusion reigned in her mind once more. How could she have
    been so cruel? Or was she trying to be kind? Why was her aunt so
    adamant that she not marry Thomas? Could there be any truth in her
    accusations?  

     

    But it made no sense, not when he had such decent friends and seemed
    so respectable and compassionate. A few weeks ago, she would have
    been more than happy to listen to salacious gossip about the Duke.
    Now she was convinced that there were certain people who lived for
    triumphing over others. Who loved spreading wicked lies to do the
    most hurt. She did not like to think ill of her own aunt, a woman
    who had raised her ever since her own dear mama had died and she had
    come home from school to take her place as her father's hostess.  

     

    As she contemplated the recent scene with her aunt, she saw her own
    failings, passed on to her by this thoughtless and not particularly
    intelligent or genteel woman. She could see now that her own
    excessive concern with being fashionable and popular at the expense
    of being decent Christian had been foolish in the extreme.  

     

    And truth to tell, Agnes was no better. She loved to spread rumors,
    and was certainly incredibly flirtatious, for all her rather plain
    looks. Or perhaps because of them.  

     

    It had been her own silly fault for wanting to compete with Agnes
    for the largest number of beaux. Why, if Agnes had not sung
    Herbert's praises so highly, she might never even have considered
    him seriously...  

     

    Still, Agnes had shared a great number of her joys and triumphs. It
    would be a shame to become cut off from her most intimate confidante
    so completely. Not when they lived so close to one another, and were
    bound to meet.  

     

    For the sake of civility, if not rekindling the friendship,
    Charlotte decided to pay her a visit. If Agnes cared about her at
    all, she would be happy for her unexpected luck in finding so good a
    man as the Duke to marry.  

     

    But when Charlotte arrived at Agnes's house, a small cottage on the
    outskirts of her property, which Agnes shared with her older sister,
    a widow with an eight-year old son, she was told she was not there.
     

     

    "She got an invitation to go to London, and just up and left," her
    sister said with a resigned air. "Hardly took a stitch with her.
    Must have been a pretty important friend."  

     

    "Not a man friend, surely?" Charlotte asked, a cold hand gripping
    her heart.  

     

    "Could be, I'm sorry to say." She sighed. "Well, beggars can't be
    choosers. If she's found a good'un to marry her, I say good luck to
    her. When Pa died, he was in quite deep. He would have ended up in
    debtor's prison if he hadn't popped off."  

     

    At Charlotte's stunned look, the older woman added, "We were raised
    better, but there aren't too many choices for financially
    embarrassed women of our class. I married, but then he upped and
    died."  

     

    She sighed and shook her head. "I'm not badly off, but I'm not
    wealthy enough to take care of all Agnes wants and needs. Not with
    my young one to take care of as well. I know she and you were
    friends, but you're probably better off without her hanging on your
    skirts for a leg up in the world."  

     

    "That's not why she was-" Charlotte began to deny, but the words
    stuck in her throat. The sister's pitying gaze sent a chill up
    Charlotte's spine.  

     

    Agnes had not been in the district all that long before she had
    earned a certain reputation for 'borrowing' money, gowns, jewels.
    She had not paid attention at the time, thinking it just malicious
    gossip directed at someone vulnerable, not as well off as the
    others. Now she was not so sure...  

     

    Charlotte turned for home with a heavy heart. Her friend was gone,
    her aunt furious with her.  

     

    But worst of all, her head was now full of rumors, suppositions, and
    questions not only about the man she was about to marry, but the
    whole way of life she had once taken for granted.  

     

    She prayed that something would ease the turmoil in her mind, or
    else she would never be able to walk down the aisle tomorrow.  
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    After her visit with her friend Agnes's sister, Charlotte returned
    home to look over her room one last time. She searched through the
    boxes, and extracted a few items she would need for her first night
    at Eltham Castle. Then she gazed around her pensively. She would
    miss the little pink and cream room where she had dreamed so many
    dreams.  

     

    But a new life awaited her, whether she liked it or not. Perhaps it
    would not be so bad. After all, she was only going a relatively
    short distance away from her father, only a few miles. Many women
    had to marry much further off than that. She would still be with
    many of the neighbors she was accustomed to. Most of them were
    pleasant and affable enough, and she would enlarge her circle of
    acquaintance once she was married.  

     

    These thoughts about Thomas's friends reminded her that the Duke's
    coach would be there at four, and they were supposed to be staying
    for supper. She chose a white gown of muslin which was heavily
    embroidered at the hem and train, and intermittently all over the
    skirt of the gown, with black and silver thread in a floral pattern.
    The high waist was confined with a twisted braid of black and silver
    ribbon, and she had a matching black and silver reticule and fan.
    She wound black and silver ribbons into her hair, which was piled
    high on the back of her head in the neo-Classical fashion. She was
    just putting the finishing touches to the ensemble, long white
    gloves and black jet bracelets, when there was a tap at the door.  

     

    "The carriage is here, Miss," her maid informed her.  

     

    "I shall be down shortly."  

     

    She donned her black pelisse with silver trim, and checked her
    slippers, black velvet with silver bows on top. Taking in her
    appearance in the mirror, she decided she had achieved the effect
    intended: cool sophistication and elegance. Now if she could only
    stop her tongue from running away with itself, all would be well.  

     

    She had to bite her tongue as her father exclaimed, "My goodness,
    don't you look fine! Very fine indeed! You will most certainly shine
    down everyone else this evening. Thomas is a lucky man. Not to
    mention you. It's amazing what love can do. Why, it makes even a
    plain woman look beautiful. Er, not to say that you are plain, my
    dear, far from it! You are a most toothsome wench."  

     

    Charlotte cringed as her father only succeeded in digging his own
    hole deeper.  

     

    "Never mind the backhanded compliments, Father," she said through
    stiff lips. "We're keeping everyone waiting."  

     

    When they arrived at the Castle, Thomas came out to greet them in
    the vast marble foyer, and kissed her hand warmly. "You look
    wonderful, my dear."  

     

    "Well, that's better than saying I'm a toothsome wench," she said
    with a moue of distaste.  

     

    He laughed, guessing at once who had made the remark. "Your father
    means well, and it's true, even if inelegantly expressed. You are
    quite delectable."  

     

    "Spend your Spanish coin on another gullible girl."  

     

    He frowned darkly. "You accuse me of empty flattery? To yourself?
    Other women? What has brought this about?"  

     

    She sighed and hung her head. "I'm sorry, Thomas. I didn't mean it.
    I don't know what devil gets into me when you are around, but-"  

     

    He leaned closer to whisper intimately in her ear. "Perhaps the same
    devil that gets into me when I look at you. All I want to do is drag
    you behind closed doors and-"  

     

    She blushed red as a peony, but moved her head to receive his kiss.
    It seemed ages since they had last been together, and she found
    herself craving the contact like a famished woman longed for food.  

     

    Thomas pulled himself up to his full height once more and took a
    ragged breath. "Forgive me, my dear. At times your pulchritude is
    more than I can withstand."  

     

    He bowed, and led the way through the house to the small chapel,
    which had been decorated with lovely green satin ribbons and a
    profusion of white flowers. The musicians were assembled at the back
    of the church, and played their opening selections while Jonathan
    presided over the rehearsal.  

     

    Elizabeth came running up last. Thomas chucked her under the chin
    affectionately, before prodding her forward to pretend to scatter
    petals all over the long red carpet which had been laid down for the
    occasion.  

     

    Everyone took their places, and as they went through the readings,
    she was pleased to find that Clifford and Vanessa had theirs
    word-perfect without having to look at the paper.  

     

    All was well until she was asked to come down the aisle on her
    father's arm, and to place her hand in Thomas's. She had the
    strangest sensation they were the only two people in the chapel, and
    she found herself wishing he really loved her.  

     

    He noted the faraway look in her eyes, and ground his teeth in
    frustration. Convinced she was thinking of Herbert, he cursed the
    man, and his own folly for ever thinking this could work. He had
    saved Charlotte from a terrible fate, true, but possibly condemned
    her to a life sentence of regret if they could not shake down
    together happily.  

     

    On the other hand, he thought, his stomach burning with fury, even
    that was better than what Jane had...  

     

    "I said, Thomas, do you want to do your reading now?" Jonathan
    prompted.  

     

    He cleared his throat uncomfortably, and avoided looking at his
    friend. "Er, no. I think we can skip that part. I shall be ready.
    Let's try the musical selection for the recessional, and then go to
    supper. It's rather chilly in here, and I would not want Charlotte
    or any of the other ladies to fall ill."  

     

    She gave him a timid smile, but there was no answering warmth in his
    gaze, and no kiss at the end of the practice, even though she
    allowed herself to move almost chest to chest with him at the altar.
     

     

    He conducted her outside, merely offering her an arm instead of
    taking her hand and stroking it as was his wont.  

     

    When they had gone inside and were settled at the supper table,
    Thomas said to her, "So, what has started giving you second thoughts
    again?"  

     

    She stared at him, stunned. "How did you-"  

     

    He shrugged one shoulder and grimaced slightly. "It was easy enough
    to guess. You've been somewhat preoccupied, and have the look of a
    terrified rabbit about you."  

     

    She sighed. "I'm sorry, truly. I don't mean to be so skittish. This
    is a huge decision, the biggest of my life."  

     

    He looked at her carefully for some moments. "Let me guess. Your
    aunt or Agnes has been saying things about me," he said dryly.  

     

    She blushed, but didn't bother to deny it. "I had actually heard
    something of what Aunt Margaret told me previous to her mentioning
    it. About you vanishing from the social rounds, and, well, being
    involved with another woman, one who has had a baby," she admitted
    in a low voice.  

     

    "I am involved, as you put it, with a great many unfortunate women
    who come to me for help," he said impatiently. "Involved with men
    too who seek a better life than the criminal one they have been
    forced into. One of my closest friends Philip is a convict currently
    serving out his sentence for that very same crime."  

     

    Her mouth dropped open. "Surely men don't--"  

     

    "Service women?" he supplied in clipped tones. "Indeed they do. He
    harmed no one but himself. It was the only way to get his family out
    of debtor's prison. Until we have justice in this society people
    will continue to be bought and sold like slaves. Abused, exploited."
     

     

    "Oh my, I never thought..."  

     

    He put one hand on her cheek. "I hate to be the violator of your
    innocence in any respect, my dear, but you're old enough now to know
    the truth about the world you live in, and decide for yourself how
    to make it a better place."  

     

    She nodded. "If I can. But please, can you tell me more about your
    friend-"  

     

    He shook his head slightly. "Perhaps another time. I am not ashamed
    of the associations I have formed, though I would ask you to be
    discreet about what I just told you about one of our Rakehell
    friends with anyone outside our circle."  

     

    Then he looked at her more closely. "But you evidently think there
    is something improper in one particular association, with a woman.
    Well, I can assure you, there isn't. Ask Jonathan, my friend the
    vicar, if you don't believe me."  

     

    "No, that's all right-" she stammed.  

     

    "Jonathan, would you mind joining us in the library after supper?"
    the Duke called over to his friend.  

     

    "Not at all."  

     

    She gazed at Thomas sheepishly, miserable at the way his normally
    open and loving expression had closed up. He looked so forbidding
    and remote, she found herself willing to do anything to restore the
    closeness which had been growing between them these past few days.  

     

    "Thomas, really, I don't think ill of you, for your friend, or your
    charitable works. If you give me your word, it shall be enough."  

     

    "I already have given you my word, and long before today. You
    evidently choose not to believe me," he said coldly. "There's no
    need to lie."  

     

    She shrugged her delicately clad shoulders. "Please forgive me. I do
    not mean to be severe upon you. I'd like to trust you, but you
    haven't exactly given me cause. I mean, you have to admit that I
    hardly know you, and your reasons for this marriage--"  

     

    "Have I given you cause to doubt me in the past few days?"  

     

    "No," she replied automatically, then pulled herself up and took a
    sip of the cordial he had pressed into her hand. "Yes, actually. I
    still have no idea why you would want to marry me."  

     

    "I've already told you-"  

     

    She met his gaze candidly. "I hear your words, Thomas, but your
    actions, facts, don't match your reasons."  

     

    Thomas stood up from the table, looking grim. "Elizabeth, please
    bring everyone into the Wedgwood room when they're finished. We
    shall be along in a moment."  

     

    He took Charlotte by the upper arm, and Jonathan followed along
    behind. They went into the library. Once they were behind closed
    doors. Thomas pulled her into his warm embrace and kissed her with a
    breathtaking thoroughness. She stiffened for a moment with surprise,
    but reveled in the kiss after only a few short moments. This was
    what she had felt in the carriage that first night they had been
    together, what she had been aching for all evening.  

     

    "I shall just have to keep giving you the same answers, until you
    are convinced I'm telling you the truth about everything," he
    whispered against her lips. "Including the spark between us." A tap
    at the door had Charlotte spring away from him in guilty surprise,
    and cover her throbbing lips with the backs of her fingers. Thomas
    ushered him in, then fixed Jonathan with a dark glance. "Now, Mr.
    Deveril, can you please satisfy Charlotte as to my connection with a
    certain lady who had a child approximately three months ago. Did I
    do anything to cause her distress in such a manner, or do anything
    other than attempt to help her?"  

     

    Jonathan started like a scalded cat, but declared, "No, you did
    nothing wrong. You have acted most nobly in all particulars relating
    to that case."  

     

    He turned back to look at Charlotte. "Is there anything else your
    aunt accused me of?"  

     

    "She said something absurd about your sister vanishing, but
    Elizabeth is fine, so that cannot be true."  

     

    "Very well, then, Mr. Deveril. Has any sister of mine ever vanished
    through any fault of my own, or due to any mysterious and sinister
    circumstances of my own making?"  

     

    Jonathan released a ragged breath. "No, Thomas, never."  

     

    Thomas looked back at Charlotte. "Are you satisfied now?"  

     

    She squared her shoulders. "I expect I shall have to be."  

     

    His emerald eyes narrowed. "I'm sure Mr. Deveril will be willing to
    swear on a stack of Bibles if that will make you feel better."  

     

    "You mock me, sir," she said with a proud lift of her chin.  

     

    "No more than you in repeating these groundless and base accusations
    to me," he gritted out.  

     

    Her gaze locked with his, and she could see the effort it had cost
    him to remain calm in the face of the injustice that she had heaped
    upon him.  

     

    Charlotte blushed and curtsied. "I ask your forgiveness most humbly.
    I do believe you and Mr. Deveril. I shall pay no more attention to
    my aunt's vile words than I would to the buzzing of a gnat."  

     

    He nodded curtly. "Fair enough. And now, if you don't mind,
    Jonathan, I should like to speak with my intended alone for a
    moment."  

     

    "I shall wait outside. If I hear any glass smashing, I shall come
    rescue you, Thomas," he warned with an airy wave before departing.  

     

    Charlotte rolled her eyes, but could not help smiling.  

     

    She waited with some trepidation as they stood by the door, and he
    began to reach toward the small table near it.  

     

    He noted her uncontrollable trembling, and relaxed his severe
    expression into a gentle half-smile. "Pray calm yourself, Madam. Our
    previous subject has been dealt with, and I for one wish to put it
    behind me.  

     

    "No, I would like you here with me for a different reason now. I
    just wanted to give you a proper engagement ring. I had to take it
    to a jeweler's to get it resized. I would be most pleased if you
    would honor me by accepting it."  

     

    He held out the ring box, and she saw it was a huge diamond set
    within a circle of emeralds. The central stone easily had to be four
    carats.  

     

    "Oh my, it's beautiful," she breathed, deeply touched. "Thank you."
     

     

    "It was also my mother's. Between that and the dress, we have the
    old traditions covered. I believe my sister is going to help with
    the new, borrowed and blue aspects. She was also responsible for the
    church decorations, and the cake, so please make a special point of
    thanking her."  

     

    "I shall. But first I have to thank you for the engagement ring. I
    feel so honored."  

     

    She reached up to kiss him on his cheek shyly. Having accomplished
    her goal, she looked at him from under her long eyelashes, and then
    stretched up again to kiss him on the lips. They parted, and allowed
    her to dart her tongue between them.  

     

    Thomas shuddered with delight and pulled her more tightly to him.
    Resplendent in black evening clothes with a black satin waistcoat
    embroidered with gold, she could not help herself. In his arms,
    everything seemed to make perfect sense. And he was so compelling
    that one kiss naturally seemed to lead to another, and another.  

     

    And from kisses to caresses, to an embrace so intimate she could
    feel every line of his lean hard body, and the huge ridge of flesh
    probing into her soft belly.  

     

    "Charlotte," he groaned, flexing his hips to deepen the contact.  

     

    Her breath nearly left her completely as the achingly empty space
    between her thighs grew lambently moist. He positioned her more
    squarely in front of him, rubbing her mound with the front of his
    tented trousers.  

     

    "Oh God, Thomas, I need--"  

     

    "Gadzookers, I've lost my peruke!" Jonathan exclaimed from the other
    side of the door, and then peeped his head around it. "That is quite
    enough, you two. Plenty of time for that AFTER the wedding."  

     

    They both smiled at him tremulously, and Charlotte turned her back
    to for a moment to adjust her clothes and regain her shattered
    composure.  

     

    He stroked his hand down her back, and took her by the elbow gently.
     

     

    "Come, my dear. Jonathan is right. Plenty of time for that once we
    become better friends."  

     

    She opened her mouth to protest that they could be if only he would
    tell her the truth, but the vicar was looking at them both pointedly
    with his sharp gray eyes.  

     

    She followed him numbly and went to the Wedgwood room. Clifford and
    Vanessa were performing a duet at the pianoforte, and Elizabeth was
    bubbling with excitement. She had been telling them about the
    wedding cake she had helped bake, but stopped as soon as they
    entered. Charlotte saw a little pile of parcels wrapped in silver
    paper.  

     

    "For me?" she asked in surprise, when she saw everyone looking at
    her expectantly.  

     

    The young girl nodded.  

     

    Charlotte blushed, and looked at her fiance, who gave her an
    encouraging wink.  

     

    She recalled her promise to act delighted no matter what the young
    girl had in store for her, and managed a warm smile. "I'm not sure
    what I've done to deserve all of this, but thank you."  

     

    "Go on, open them!" Elizabeth urged.  

     

    Charlotte looked around in embarrassment, for once disliking being
    the center of attention. She opened the first small package Thomas's
    sister handed her. It was a blue frilly garter, which caused
    everyone to giggle. The larger package was the most exquisite veil
    she had ever seen, embroidered with silver and gold thread, and seed
    pearls.  

     

    "Oh, Elizabeth! It's exquisite. Thank you so much!"  

     

    "It will go with the tiara which was with Mother's jewels," the
    young lady said with enthusiasm.  

     

    "Perfect. Thank you for thinking of me, and putting in all of this
    hard work."  

     

    "And finally, something borrowed, this little white reticule, with
    green flowers. I made it for myself last summer, but it will be
    perfect with your wedding dress and sash."  

     

    "It will indeed. And what will you be wearing?"  

     

    "White sprigged muslin with a green sash."  

     

    She nodded approvingly. "Then we shall all match."  

     

    "And I shall be standing up in church with the four most beautiful
    women in England," Thomas said with a smile, putting his arm around
    his sister's shoulders.  

     

    "Well, very nice indeed. Now, if you'll forgive me for breaking this
    up," Charlotte's father said, rising from his chair, "we will have
    an early start in the morning. The boys and I shall get ready back
    at the house, and then bring Charlotte over to get her dressed
    here."  

     

    "That will be fine. It will be a long day for all of us. Go home and
    get some rest, and try to have trouble-free dreams," Thomas said
    quietly to Charlotte.  

     

    They took their leave of the rest of the party in the Wedgwood room.
    Thomas escorted them out onto the front steps.  

     

    He squeezed her hand warmly. "I shall see you at the altar
    tomorrow."  

     

    She nodded. "Thomas-"  

     

    He placed a finger on her lips. "No more apologies, arguments, or
    questions. Just let yourself feel."  

     

    He caressed her lower lip with his thumb, causing her to shiver with
    longing. She licked the thumb and sucked it sensually for a brief
    second, before he pulled it away as though scalded.  

     

    "Oh Lord, my dear girl," he breathed, his eyes blazing, "you do like
    to play with fire."  

     

    "You're pretty scorching yourself," she murmured, gazing up at him
    as though in a trance.  

     

    He tried to get his convulsing loins under control. "I never have
    been before. You bring it out in me."  

     

    "Then you do the same for me," she confessed in a low tone.  

     

    "A promising start to our marriage indeed. Good night, dearest.
    Sweet dreams."  

     

    He kissed her on the lips hard if fleetingly, and then lifted her
    into the carriage. He called for the driver to move on, leaving her
    mouth and heart throbbing, and her mind in a complete whirl.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 13]CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

     

    By seven in the next morning, that of her wedding day, Charlotte's
    mouth and heart were not the only things throbbing. She had barely
    got a wink of sleep, tossing and turning, for once she was on her
    one, she felt her misgivings return to the fore. Her aunt's words
    haunted her throughout the night despite Thomas's assurances that he
    was innocent of everything she had accused him of, and Jonathan's
    confirmation that the rumors were unfounded.  

     

    She lifted her aching head from the pillow, and splashed cold water
    on her face. The maids brought up her bath water, and she scented it
    with rose oil, which soothed her nerves a bit and made her feel
    slightly more awake.  

     

    She put on a full set of brand new clean linen undergarments slowly,
    sensually, recalling how the Duke's caresses had made her feel like
    molten fire was coursing through her veins. She donned the simple
    dark-blue day gown she had laid out for herself, the sensation of
    the fabric sliding over her skin almost too much to be borne. The
    chiming of the clock at last tore her from her reverie. She gathered
    her things together, and took a last look around the chamber before
    descending to the breakfast room. She helped herself to toast and
    tea, and forced herself to partake of it, if only to busy her hands
    while she waited for the others to get ready.  

     

    "Come, Daughter. This is your big day. Try to look a bit more
    cheerful," her father said as he greeted her.  

     

    "You look cheerful enough for both of us," she could not resist
    commenting.  

     

    She gazed approvingly at his dark jacket and breeches, and richly
    embroidered waistcoat covered with iridescent peacocks.  

     

    Samuel and James and their parents came in a short time later. Mr.
    Joshua Castlemaine bore a strong resemblance to his elder brother,
    and his wife was a quiet, gracious woman with frizzy blond hair,
    kind enough, but vague and impractical. It would have been a torment
    for all concerned to have tried to include her in the wedding
    rehearsal and preparations.  

     

    "Fine day. Just right for a wedding," Joshua said, rubbing his hands
    together briskly.  

     

    "True, Brother. Let's hope the weather holds."  

     

    "It shall. The Almanac gives snow tomorrow, though."  

     

    Charlotte began to fidget in her chair. If she had to sit there
    talking about the weather,she would surely scream.  

     

    Fortunately, her father noted her squirming and took pity upon her.
     

     

    "If everyone has eaten, we'd better get over to the Castle. We're
    all ready, but Charlotte will still have to dress when she gets
    there."  

     

    She flung her cloak over her shoulders without waiting for one of
    her cousins to help her, and wasted no time in hurrying to the
    carriage with her bandbox. At last they were all in and tucked under
    the carriage rugs, and they set off. Charlotte closed her eyes as
    she rolled down the drive, willing herself not to look back. It was
    superstitious to think she would never see her home again. She was
    simply being morbid. Too many Gothic novels were not good for the
    constitution. Everything would be fine. It would be hard work at
    first, but she and Thomas would settle down together and be as happy
    as any other couple. She would just have to try her best. Many a
    couple had far less in common than she and the Duke, and far less to
    live on, yet managed to be happy. Love was wonderful, but it didn't
    pay the bills or give one status in society...¦  

     

    The carriage stopping in front of Eltham Castle jolted her awake.
    She looked left and right in confusion, and finally straight ahead
    at the amused faces of her cousins.  

     

    "I hope you don't always make that noise in your sleep. It would
    terrify most men," James teased.  

     

    "What noise?"  

     

    "A sort of feral growling."  

     

    "Now, boys, stop your japes," Joshua scolded. Then he flashed a
    broad grin. "It was much more like a dog baying at the moon."  

     

    "Uncle!" She gasped reproachfully, feeling herself inexplicably
    close to tears.  

     

    "Pray calm yourself, Charlotte," her father said, resting his hand
    upon her shoulder. "It will all be fine. The Duke will make us all
    proud, as will you. Here are your attendants now. Go with them, my
    dear, to get ready. I'll wait for you at the bottom of the stairs."
     

     

    Charlotte had little choice in the matter, for the carriage door was
    thrown open and Vanessa, Sarah and Elizabeth tugged her out of it by
    both hands. She was led to the small parlor by her smiling bridal
    party, and she was soon divested of her day gown and clad in her
    wedding clothes. A maid stood at the ready and curled her hair into
    ringlets with a pair of hot tongs. Her curls were then swept up on
    top of her head, and the pearl tiara put in place. The veil
    Elizabeth had made so lovingly was draped over it, while Sarah tied
    her wide green sash.  

     

    "Oh, my!" Vanessa breathed.  

     

    "I could say the same of us all. We look splendid," Charlotte said,
    scarcely able to believe it was her own self she was seeing in the
    mirror.  

     

    "But you, Charlotte, must be the most beautiful bride I've ever
    seen," Vanessa praised.  

     

    "Thank you, it's so kind of you all to help in this way. As if we
    were sisters," she added with a sniff. "We're happy to help," Sarah
    reassured her with a fond pat on her back.  

     

    "Bouquet, handkerchief, garter, veil, and a gift for Thomas?"
    Elizabeth said, looking her over like a general inspecting his
    troops.  

     

    She nodded. It was a little travel Bible, in an expensive inlaid
    silver case. Vanessa started when she saw it, and shuddered.  

     

    "What is it? Is there anything wrong?" Charlotte asked with genuine
    concern when she saw the auburn-haired woman's face blanch.  

     

    "No, not at all. It just, well, reminded me of something."  

     

    She sat down on one of the sofas and put her hand to her mouth. A
    small Bible very like it had been the final proof that she had
    needed to confirm that her half-brother Gerald had been a highwayman
    and murderer. By that time, it had been almost too late.  

     

    Sarah knew the whole story, and rubbed her sympathetically on the
    shoulder.  

     

    "I'm fine, really."  

     

    "Are you sure?" she asked quietly.  

     

    "I've been feeling nervous, with an unsettled stomach all morning.
    I'll be fine," Vanessa reassured her.  

     

    "All morning?" Sarah repeated, round-eyed.  

     

    Their eyes met, and they shared a smile of joy and wonder.  

     

    "I'm not sure. Now that I think about it..."  

     

    "Later," Sarah whispered. "We mustn't say anything until we're sure.
    Besides, you wouldn't want to steal Charlotte's thunder on her
    special day, now would you?"  

     

    Vanessa waved her hand dismissively. "Not for anything in the
    world."  

     

    Charlotte had been watching the two women with their heads together,
    and felt more left out than ever, despite all the kindness the women
    had displayed. "I'm very sorry I upset you," she ventured to say.  

     

    "It wasn't your fault," Vanessa said with a shake of her head, a
    bright smile now wreathing her face. "You had no way of knowing.
    I'll tell you the story some other time. It's not fit for a happy
    occasion such as this."  

     

    "Come, Charlotte, I can't wait to have another sister," Elizabeth
    urged, motioning her to join her at the door.  

     

    Charlotte stared at her. "Another sister?"  

     

    The girl flushed guiltily, and would not meet her eye. "Sibling. I
    meant sibling."  

     

    Charlotte stared from one woman to the next as their expressions all
    closed up. But before she could dwell on what had just happened, her
    father's voice in the hall caused her to jump. "Come, Daughter! Are
    you still sewing the dress, or what?"  

     

    "I'm coming, Father," she called out to him.  

     

    She checked that her gloves were perfectly smooth, and then looped
    her train over her wrist. Her reticule went over it, her fan after.
    Finally, she picked up her bouquet and handkerchief, and pronounced
    herself ready.  

     

    The other women threw her shawl over her, a rich white-on-white
    patterned wrap of the finest wool which she would remove when she
    got into the church. Her father took her hand, and let the other
    women precede them to the chapel.  

     

    Once outside the Castle, wind whipped at her shawl and veil, putting
    her in mind of an evil woodland sprite playing tricks upon her. But
    soon they arrived safely in the vestibule, and her attendants put
    all her garments to rights once more. Then, with a whispered "Good
    luck," from each, they took their places. She waited with her father
    in an agony of anticipation until her processional music began.
    Elizabeth went first with the flowers to sprinkle on the carpet  

     

    As Charlotte walked up the aisle, she saw many familiar faces, for
    the church was packed with many of the best families from the
    district.  

     

    But she only had eyes for Thomas. He was dressed in black, with a
    black waistcoat shot through with gold threads in an intricate
    pomegranate pattern. His stock was gold, and dressed with a simple
    diamond pin. His black satin breeches, black silk stockings, and
    black shoes with gold buckles completed his ensemble. She thought he
    had never looked more handsome, or happier.  

     

    He smiled at her, and she saw naked admiration for her beauty in his
    eyes.  

     

    He took her in from head to toe, and thought he had never seen a
    more splendid sight in his life. In only an hour, this woman would
    be his irrevocably for as long as they lived.  

     

    It was a sobering thought. There was still time to change his mind,
    or at least be honest with her. He half-expected a bolt of lightning
    to shoot down from the heavens for what he was about to do, marry
    her under false pretences.  

     

    But one look at Charlotte in the exquisite gown and veil, and he
    knew he could no more let her go than he could will himself to stop
    breathing. He was determined to have her for his own true love, and
    have her he would, no matter what the consequences.  
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    Jonathan started the ceremony with his words of welcome and opening
    remarks. The order of service went like clockwork, though neither
    Thomas nor Charlotte could manage to sing the hymns, so choked up
    with emotion were they. Both were struck with the enormity of what
    they were about to do.  

     

    Thomas was already in love with Charlotte, had been for some time,
    but being in love, and loving a spouse for the rest of one's life,
    were two entirely different things. He was also fully aware of the
    fact that Paxton would be even more dangerous now that his wishes
    had been thwarted, and his easy means of getting ready cash taken
    from him. 

     

    For her part, Charlotte's feelings vacillated between desire for the
    most stunning man she had ever met, touched, kissed, to terror over
    the irrevocable decision she was about to make. She was putting
    herself utterly at the mercy of a stranger she barely knew,
    promising to love, honor and cherish and even obey the Duke for as
    long as they both lived. Her youthful verve balked at the very idea,
    while her spiritual nature cringed in horror at the false vows she
    was about to make.  

    But there was little time to reflect on her feelings, for the
    ceremony was proceeding apace, even as she stood there trembling so
    nervously that she was sure Thomas's firm arm was the only thing
    holding her up. Or was it the intimate contact that was oversetting
    her so.... 

     

    Clifford and Vanessa did credit to their friends by reciting their
    passages perfectly without a single glance at the Bible set upon the
    lectern.  

     

    Charlotte thought the music sounded glorious, and with the sun
    streaming in through the fine stained-glass windows, she felt like
    she had her own little piece of heaven right there on earth.  

     

    She didn't start to panic until Jonathan said, "Dearly beloved, we
    are gathered together here in the sight of God, and in the face of
    this congregation, to join together this Man and this Woman in holy
    Matrimony; which is an honorable estate, instituted of God in the
    time of man's innocency, signifying unto us the mystical union that
    is betwixt Christ and his Church; which holy estate Christ adorned
    and beautified with his presence, and first miracle that he wrought,
    in Cana of Galilee; and is commended of Saint Paul to be honorable
    among all men: and therefore is not by any to be enterprised, nor
    taken in hand, unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly, to satisfy men's
    carnal lusts and appetites, like brute beasts that have no
    understanding; but reverently, discreetly, advisedly, soberly, and
    in the fear of God; duly considering the causes for which Matrimony
    was ordained.  

     

    "First, It was ordained for the procreation of children, to be
    brought up in the fear and nurture of the Lord, and to the praise of
    his holy Name."  

     

    Charlotte felt a shudder of fear and delight as she heard him intone
    these words. The step she was taking suddenly seemed so enormous.
    Solemn. It wasn't something she had truly stopped to consider in the
    whole whirlwind that had been the wedding preparations. She had been
    thinking about this day, but what about next week? Next month? Next
    year? How did she really feel about having children?  

     

    The Duke had promised her time to get to know each other, but as a
    nobleman, he needed an heir and a spare to ensure the smooth
    succession of his titles and estates, and that need would determine
    the whole of the rest of her life.  

     

    Thomas evidently must have sensed her inward turmoil, for he gripped
    her hand more tightly, and rubbed the top of it with his thumb in a
    reassuring gesture which touched her deeply.  

     

    "Secondly, it was ordained for a remedy against sin, and to avoid
    fornication; that such persons as have not the gift of continency
    might marry, and keep themselves undefiled members of Christ's
    body." Charlotte blushed heavily at that, and noted Thomas's cheeks
    also taking on a ruddier hue. The desire that burned between them
    might be mere lust, but it was certainly a more powerful sensation
    than anything she had ever known, even in Herbert's arms...¦
     

     

    "Thirdly, it was ordained for the mutual society, help, and comfort,
    that the one ought to have of the other, both in prosperity and
    adversity. Into which holy estate these two persons present come now
    to be joined. Therefore if any man can show any just cause, why they
    may not lawfully be joined together, let him now speak, or else
    hereafter forever hold his peace."  

     

    Both of them held their breaths as they waited for what seemed an
    eternity. Charlotte was not sure quite what she had feared. Perhaps
    Herbert turning up to claim her, or expose her for a fraud? To
    accuse her of breach of promise? Demand that she belonged to him,
    and fight to wrest her from Thomas and whisk her away...¦.  

     

    But no, there was nothing. She gave a mocking inward laugh. That
    sort of thing only happened in novels. This was the real world. She
    had made her choice, and she was about to be married. She risked a
    peep up at Thomas and saw that he too had been worried about some
    sort of intervention.  

     

    Or her changing her mind, she guessed when he continued to stare at
    her. He looked as though he were in pain at the thought that she
    might open her mouth and declare herself unwilling. She gave him a
    tremulous smile, and he actually had the audacity to wink and grin
    back at her. She noticed his tense shoulders relax at once and she
    was almost dazzled by the brilliance of his smile. He really was the
    most handsome man...¦ But therein lay her new problem. This
    was supposed to be a marriage of convenience. HIS convenience. Did
    she really want to start nurturing romantic feelings about with a
    man who was going to view her as nothing but a possession and bank
    account?  

     

    When the silence continued unabated, Jonathan continued with the
    ceremony.  

     

    "I require and charge you both, as ye will answer at the dreadful
    day of judgement when the secrets of all hearts shall be disclosed,
    that if either of you know any impediment, why ye may not be
    lawfully joined together in Matrimony, ye do now confess it. For be
    ye well assured, that so many as are coupled together otherwise than
    God's Word doth allow are not joined together by God; neither is
    their Matrimony lawful."  

     

    Charlotte felt herself quaking from head to toe. This was her final
    chance. She could say no here and now, and that would be the end of
    it. She would be free, and would never have to see Thomas again.  

     

    That thought filled her with dread, and she wondered in a panic why
    this was so. Was she losing her mind? She was in love with Herbert,
    was she not?  

     

    She closed her eyes, and swayed slightly.  

     

    Thomas caught her by both elbows to steady her.  

     

    "I'm, I'm sorry, it's just..."  

     

    She opened her eyes and looked up at him. Whatever she had been
    about to say flew out of her head in the face of his earnest
    expression. I love Herbert, don't I? she asked herself again almost
    desperately.  

     

    Yet when she had closed her eyes, all she could see was Thomas,
    laughing, smiling, chatting with her.  

     

    How on earth had that happened? she wondered, startled beyond
    measure. Could just a few days in the scintillating Duke's company
    have banished Herbert so completely for her mind?  

     

    The answer was shocking. YES. Yes, it had.  

     

    She straightened her shoulders and looked Thomas right in the eyes.
     

     

    "I'm sorry, Your Grace. It's just so warm in this dress," she said,
    smoothing down the bodice and then skirts of the fabulous wedding
    gown with one hand. "With all the perfume from the flowers and the
    fragranced candles, I was feeling a bit faint. I'm better now. Pray
    continue."  

     

    Thomas puffed out a sigh of sheer relief. He took her hand once more
    in both of his own. "If you're sure you're fine?" he asked in a low
    tone embued with many layers of meaning.  

     

    Charlotte kept her tone light but firm. "I'm fine, Thomas, I
    promise."  

     

    "Very well, then." He smiled encouragingly at her, then nodded to
    Jonathan to move on to the next part of the ceremony, the exchange
    of vows.  

     

    "Thomas, wilt thou have this woman Charlotte to thy wedded wife, to
    live together after God's ordinance in the holy estate of Matrimony?
    Wilt thou love her, comfort her, honour, and keep her in sickness
    and in health; and, forsaking all other, keep thee only unto her, so
    long as ye both shall live?"  

     

    Thomas said in a clear, unwavering tone, "I will."  

     

    "Charlotte, wilt thou have this man Thomas to thy wedded husband, to
    live together after God's ordinance in the holy estate of Matrimony?
    Wilt thou obey him, and serve him, love, honour, and keep him in
    sickness and in health; and, forsaking all other, keep thee only
    unto him, so long as ye both shall live?  

     

    She took a deep breath, and answered, "I will."  

     

    "Who giveth this woman to be married to this man?"  

     

    Mr. Castlemaine stepped forward. "I do give her." He kissed his
    daughter warmly and then stepped back.  

     

    With their right hands joined, Thomas recited, "I, Thomas, take thee
    Charlotte, to be my wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day
    forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness
    and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part,
    according to God's holy ordinance; and thereto I plight thee my
    troth." He released her hand, and she then took his up and squeezed
    it gently.  

     

    She took a deep breath, gazed into his emerald eyes, and recited her
    own vows, trying to concentrate in order to be as flawless as he had
    been. "I, Charlotte, take thee, Thomas, to be my wedded husband, to
    have and to hold from this day forward, for better for worse, for
    richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cherish, and
    to obey, till death us do part, according to God's holy ordinance;
    and thereto I give thee my troth."  

     

    Clifford now stepped forward to hand Thomas the glinting gold
    wedding band. Thomas placed it upon the Bible, and Jonathan said a
    blessing over it, before handing it back to the groom.  

     

    Thomas took it firmly in his right hand, and held her left in his
    own. He said clearly, "With this ring I thee wed, with my body I
    thee worship, and with all my worldly goods I thee endow."  

     

    He passed it briefly over each finger, starting with the thumb, as
    he intoned, "In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the
    Holy Ghost. Amen."  

     

    At that word, he had reached her fourth finger, and pushed the ring
    all the way down into place.  

     

    Then they both knelt in front of Jonathan as he said, "Let us pray.
    Eternal God, Creator and Preserver of all mankind, Giver of all
    spiritual grace, the Author of everlasting life: Send thy blessing
    upon these thy servants, this man and this woman, whom we bless in
    thy Name; that, as Isaac and Rebecca lived faithfully together, so
    these persons may surely perform and keep the vow and covenant
    betwixt them made, whereof this Ring given and received is a token
    and pledge, and may ever remain in perfect love and peace together,
    and live according to thy laws; through Jesus Christ our Lord.
    Amen."  

     

    "Amen," they all echoed.  

     

    He took their right hands and placed them together. "Those whom God
    hath joined together let no man put asunder."  

     

    Charlotte and Thomas gazed into each other's eyes, hardly able to
    believe the enormity of it all. She could feel her eyes filling with
    tears, and even Thomas's cheeks looked moist. But no, she had to be
    imagining things. He had no reason to be unhappy, did he? He was the
    one who had insisted upon the marriage.  

     

    And why was she crying? She could have said no. But the truth was,
    she was actually feeling joyful, unlikely though that seemed given
    all that had happened.  

     

    But she did not have much time to analyze her feelings, for the
    sensual smells of the incense and the roses in her bouquet were
    almost overwhelming, and Jonathan was pressing on with the ceremony.
     

     

    "For as much as Thomas and Charlotte have consented to be joined
    together in holy wedlock, and have witnessed the same before God and
    this company, and thereto have given and pledged their troth either
    to other, and have declared the same by giving and receiving of a
    Ring, and by joining of hands; I pronounce that they be Man and Wife
    together, In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy
    Ghost. Amen." "Amen," Thomas said in a firm tone, causing Charlotte
    to once again look at him in surprise. How could he have been so
    certain and unwavering in his desire to marry her? There was her
    money, true, but as a peer, he actually had a great deal more to
    lose than she in terms of scandal and reputation if the marriage
    turned out to be a bad one.  

     

    "God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Ghost, bless, preserve,
    and keep you; the Lord mercifully with his favour look upon you; and
    so fill you with all spiritual benediction and grace, that ye may so
    live together in this life, that in the world to come ye may have
    life everlasting. Amen."  

     

    "Lord, have mercy upon us."  

     

    "Christ, have mercy upon us," they all echoed.  

     

    "Lord, have mercy upon us." He then led them all in the Lord's
    Prayer, and the responses, and moved on to the blessings. Charlotte
    noted Thomas knew the order of service even better than herself.
    Once again, she was struck by the difference between Herbert and the
    Duke, and even the Duke and her own family.  

     

    "God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, bless these thy
    servants, and sow the seed of eternal life in their hearts; that
    whatsoever in thy holy Word they shall profitably learn, they may in
    deed fulfil the same. Look, O Lord, mercifully upon them from
    heaven, and bless them. And as thou didst send thy blessing upon
    Abraham and Sarah, to their great comfort, so vouchsafe to send thy
    blessing upon these thy servants; that they obeying thy Will, and
    always being in safety under thy protection, may abide in thy love
    unto their lives' end; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen."  

     

    "Amen," Thomas said fervently, earning himself a warm look from
    Charlotte.  

     

    "God, who by thy mighty power hast made all things of nothing; who
    also (after other things set in order) didst appoint, that out of
    man (created after thine own image and similitude) woman should take
    her beginning; and, knitting them together, didst teach that it
    should never be lawful to put asunder those whom thou by Matrimony
    hadst made one: O God, who hast consecrated the state of Matrimony
    to such an excellent mystery, that in it is signified and
    represented the spiritual marriage and unity betwixt Christ and his
    Church: Look mercifully upon these thy servants, that both this man
    may love his wife, according to thy Word, (as Christ did love his
    spouse the Church, who gave himself for it, loving and cherishing it
    even as his own flesh,) and also that this woman may be loving and
    amiable, faithful and obedient to her husband; and in all quietness,
    sobriety, and peace, be a follower of holy and godly matrons. O
    Lord, bless them both, and grant them to inherit thy everlasting
    kingdom; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  

     

    "Amen," she said with enthusiasm, and smiled up at the man who she
    would shortly be calling husband for the rest of her life. She
    certainly liked the sounds of cherishing the flesh, though it
    frightened her not a little too. As for faithful and obedient, well,
    she did want to improve her character, after all. Her mother had
    been a good woman, one far more worthy of emulation than her
    scheming sister. Charlotte felt a pang as she recalled her aunt had
    not even deigned to attend the ceremony, when by rights as her
    closest blood relation, she should have done everything in her power
    to stand in the stead of Charlotte's beloved Mama.  

     

    "Almighty God, who at the beginning did create our first parents,
    Adam and Eve, and did sanctify and join them together in marriage;
    Pour upon you the riches of his grace, sanctify and bless you, that
    ye may please him both in body and soul, and live together in holy
    love unto your lives' end. Amen." Charlotte and Thomas both gazed
    into each other's eyes and said, "Amen."  

     

    "All ye that are married, or that intend to take the holy estate of
    Matrimony upon you, hear what the Holy Scripture doth say as
    touching the duty of husbands towards their wives, and wives towards
    their husbands.  

     

    "Saint Paul, in his Epistle to the Ephesians, the fifth Chapter,
    doth give this commandment to all married men; Husbands, love your
    wives, even as Christ also loved the Church, and gave himself for
    it, that he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water,
    by the Word; that he might present it to himself a glorious Church,
    not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should
    be holy, and without blemish. So ought men to love their wives as
    their own bodies. "He that loveth his wife loveth himself: for no
    man ever yet hated his own flesh, but nourisheth and cherisheth it,
    even as the Lord the Church: for we are members of his body, of his
    flesh, and of his bones. For this cause shall a man leave his father
    and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife; and they two shall be
    one flesh. This is a great mystery; but I speak concerning Christ
    and the Church. Nevertheless, let every one of you in particular so
    love his wife, even as himself."  

     

    "I shall do my best, I promise you, my dear Charlotte," Thomas said
    under his breath.  

     

    "As shall I, to love you as I do myself," she whispered back.  

     

    Then she repeated the passage from Corinthians, and felt a warm glow
    of contentment fill her. But Thomas had one final surprise for her,
    when he recited his passage from the Song of Solomon, Chapter 8,
    verses 6 and 7.  

     

    "Set me as a seal upon your heart, as a seal upon your arm; for love
    is strong as death, jealousy is cruel as the grave. Its flashes are
    flashes of fire, a most vehement flame. Many waters cannot quench
    love, neither can floods drown it. If a man offered for love all the
    wealth of his house, it would be utterly scorned."  

     

    She stared up into his emerald eyes, trying to discern any special
    reason as to why he had chosen that passage.  

     

    Jonathan, who had performed the ceremony with the greatest
    solemnity, now grinned from ear to ear and said, "Oh, go on, she's
    all yours now, Thomas. You can kiss her."  

     

    The Duke did not need to be told twice. His mouth swooped down to
    claim hers in a soul stirring kiss that left them both breathless
    and eagerly longing for more. Their amused audience began to laugh
    or clap, and then Jonathan said, "Phew, I'm glad that's over with!
    How did I do?"  

     

    This earned him the laugh he had hoped for from Thomas, and the duke
    clapped his friend on the back.  

     

    "You were wonderful. Thank you. And now, before this entire affair
    becomes a shambles, we shall proceed out with the grand music
    prepared for us, and see you in the ballroom for the wedding
    breakfast."  

     

    "But what about the reception line?" Jonathan asked in surprise.  

     

    Thomas gave a brief shake of his dark head. "It's a bit too blustery
    to do it out here. I will not have my wife taking a chill."  

     

    He took Charlotte's hand, kissed it and put it into the crook of his
    arm. Then she was being led out the door past the guests, feeling as
    regal as a queen, and practically floating on air in her magnificent
    gown.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 15]CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

     

    As Thomas and Charlotte progressed from the chapel to the ballroom,
    he informed her, "I'm going to break with tradition and start the
    dancing immediately. I can't be bothered to eat and sit still for
    the speeches. The cake is my favorite part of the wedding anyway."  

     

    "Mine too," she admitted with a conspiratorial giggle. "But what
    will our guests say?"  

     

    He shrugged one shoulder. "With any luck, as little as possible.
    They can eat all they like, and I can dance with my lovely bride
    until we both collapse."  

     

    He did exactly that, leading her through every dance with a boyish
    charm which made her heart turn over every time he laughed and
    teased. She managed to get through most of the figures of the
    quadrille without mishap, and was delighted to find that his
    legendary dancing skills had not been exaggerated. But even more
    impressive than his skill was the fact that for a man of such
    superior talent, he was a very patient partner. By the time they had
    to dance the Pastorelle figure, however, she was fairly breathless,
    and the musicians had played themselves to near-exhaustion.  

     

    Thomas told them to rest, and for everyone to continue plowing
    through the many sumptuous courses being served by his efficient
    household staff. Beef, chicken, veal, lamb, pork, fish, were all
    served in the most perfectly flavored sauces with succulent
    accompaniments. Charlotte was sure she had never seen or tasted any
    meal so fine, the little she got to taste of them between figures.  

     

    One of the pairs of French doors leading to the garden had been
    thrown open to keep the room from overheating. Thomas now danced her
    through them, scooped her up in his arms, and ran for the box hedge
    maze.  

     

    "Thomas, please, put me down!" Charlotte gasped in dismay. "Our
    guests-"  

     

    "Are having a wonderful time, and we're now safely married. We can
    do as we like. I want to come out here for a moment to kiss you."  

     

    He saluted her with enthusiasm, and then smacked his lips. "Really,
    you have the sweetest kisses."  

     

    "Yours are pretty tempting too," she said, returning his smile
    shyly.  

     

    "I just wanted to thank you for everything today," he said in a more
    serious tone. "I could see what it cost you to go through with it."
     

     

    "It was a moment of panic, no more," she said with an airy wave, not
    even bothering to deny what he was alluding to.  

     

    "I can understand that. You hardly know me, and I don't know you
    very well yet either. We're both entrusting our lives and happiness
    to the other. It's a big step, my dear, but I want you to know, it's
    not one I took lightly. I do want you to be happy.  

     

    "I'm also conscious, more than ever before, of the enormity of what
    I've done. I am now a married man. You will be mine day, and night
    eventually, to care for and watch over. It is an awesome
    responsibility."  

     

    She blinked and shook her head. "I am no tiny child. Please do not
    consider the burden to be a great one."  

     

    "As Bacon said in his essay on Of Marriage and Single Life, 'He that
    hath wife and children hath given hostages to fortune.' It is a
    disconcerting thought, but I do want you to know that whatever the
    er, irregular circumstances which led to today, I do intend to take
    the responsibility seriously." He frowned slightly as he reminded
    himself that Paxton was still out there somewhere, determined to do
    them both harm, like the serpent in the garden of Eden.  

     

    He shivered, causing Charlotte to hug him closer in an effort to get
    him warm. "Thank you. I shall try to repay the favor, and take
    responsibility for your happiness too. So why don't we head back
    inside, out of this February chill." "In a moment. I just want to
    hold you like this for a short while without everyone gaping." He
    fitted her body so closely to his, she was barely left in any doubt
    of her desires. Truth be told, they were hers as well. She tried to
    come up with something sensible to say in the face of the passion
    she felt rising within her at the intimate contact. "I would like to
    read that essay some time, if I may," she said in a reedy voice.  

     

    "We shall start your program of study tomorrow then."  

     

    Her face fell and she pulled the upper half of her body away from
    him.  

     

    He gave her an indulgent smile, and released her before he took
    advantage fully of the fact that her change in position had put even
    more pressure on his already hammering loins. "Yes, it doesn't sound
    very entertaining for a new bride, now does it?" he said in a mild
    tone.  

    

"But everything in balance. I
      promise you that you shall not be bored. If you care to accompany
      me tomorrow, we can pay visits so I can introduce everyone to my
      most wonderful bride. I just want to make it clear that if there's
      anything you're uncomfortable with, that you say so. And I would
      not have you expose yourself unnecessarily to any contagions, so
      do not be careless with yourself." 

      

      She blinked. "Contagions?" 

      

      "I make it a habit to visit the poor. Consumption, for example,
      can sometimes be contagious, sometimes not. There are theories
      about the benefits of hot water and good lye soap-" 

      

      She looked as though she had been doused with cold water. 

      

      Thomas reproached himself for taking the coward's way out and
      dashing her evident desire so thoroughly. "But never mind that
      now. It's not romantic talk suitable for our wedding." 

      

      He pulled her into his arms once more, though this time he was
      careful to keep his hips away from hers, and kissed her until she
      forgot everything, even her own name. 

      

      "Charlotte. Charlotte!" he called to her softly some time later. 

      

      She blinked up at her new husband, wondering where on earth her
      mind had gone. She was clinging to him like a vine, and he was
      looking as though he were about to devour her. There was a curious
      light in his eyes almost terrifying in its intensity. 

      

      He stroked down the supple curves of her figure from breast to
      hips so far as he could given her voluminous gown, setting her on
      fire anew. 

      

      "Thomas, I--" 

      

      He shook his head and planted a kiss upon the pulse point behind
      her left ear. "I'm sorry," he murmured, licking and nibbling the
      tender flesh there, inhaling her sultry fragrance, all fresh and
      clean, yet womanly too. "We must go back, darling, or they will
      think the worst of us." 

      

      She straightened. "In that case, you'd better fix your cravat, and
      I think you've lost your pin." 

      

      He flashed her a dazzling smile. "'Tis no matter. We're safely wed
      now, after all." He re-tied the cravat with deft fingers, and then
      took her hand. 

      

      "Oh, I almost forgot. My gift to you." 

      

      She brought the small Bible out of her reticule and handed it to
      him. He looked at it in delight, and kissed her on the brow. "It's
      perfect, my dear. I shall treasure it always. Thank you. As soon
      as I'm back in the library I'll enter our wedding date into it on
      the fly leaf, and keep all the records of our family in it from
      now on." 

      

      He kissed her again, with a spine-tingling passion which left both
      of them gasping for air, and then led her back to their reception,
      though truth to tell, despite the chill of the garden she would
      just as soon have lingered, just for a chance to spend more time
      alone with the compelling Duke. 

      

      "Ah," he said with smiling enthusiasm, when they re-entered the
      ballroom. "Cake!" 

      

      They cut it with the customary good wishes, blessing and silent
      prayer of their own. She took the knife, and he grasped her hand
      warmly with his own large one. 

      

      His front was pressed intimately against her back, and she could
      feel his warmth radiating through her. His hot breath tickled the
      curls at the nape of her neck, and a little devil made her lean
      back against him and wriggle. Her rump now caressed the straining
      bulge of his trousers he had been trying to control since he had
      seen her at the top of the church aisle that morning. 

      

      The breath caught in his own throat and he had to step away before
      all of his manly resolved crumbled, and he had his wedding night
      right there and then. 

      

      A vision of her sprawled out on the table under him, bedaubed with
      icing that he licked off from her most alluring spots, nearly
      unmanned him. 

      

      He confined himself to another heated kiss behind her left ear,
      and watched with satisfaction as her whole body quivered and her
      nipples peaked right through the stiffened silk bodice of the
      gown. 

      

      But he had to restrain himself. He had to be certain she was not
      carrying Herbert's child, for that would place her in more danger
      than ever before, and he and his family as well. Even were that
      not the case, he didn't wish to start a family straight away, Not
      when there would be so much gossip against his wife if they did.
      He could try to be careful, but there were always potential
      consequences. As much as he ached for her, there was too much at
      stake for it to be worth the risk at this time. 

      

      In addition, there was his new bride to consider. He was sure that
      if she was as innocent as she seemed, the biggest mistake of all
      would be to go too far, too fast. Marriage was a delicate thing,
      Charlotte more fragile, less worldly than she tried to pretend to
      be in order to keep up with her racy set. Herbert might have
      seduced her, and Agnes and her aunt had evidently been pushing her
      into it all along, in the hopes of reward once Charlotte was in
      Herbert's clutches. Thomas recalled his new father-in-law's
      warning the other evening about not trusting Charlotte's aunt one
      jot. He cast a glance about the room, noting the absence of the
      two women. That spoke volumes as to how much of a sincere friend
      either of them were to his wife. Finally, Thomas was also
      possessed of enough vanity to want his wife to love him when she
      finally came to him, and not just give herself to him because she
      felt she had to. 

      

      He knew she had unbent toward him considerably in the past few
      days they had got to know each other. But if Herbert were to come
      on the scene now, what would happen? The thought made him clench
      his jaw so hard he thought his teeth would crack 

      

      Herbert Paxton was nothing if not a plausible rogue. He had
      deceived many people far more intelligent and canny than
      Charlotte. 

      

      He wondered uneasily as he busied himself slicing cake as to where
      on earth Paxton had got to. After he had been paid off at
      Charlotte's birthday party, and Thomas had 'eloped' with her
      instead, Paxton had vanished into thin air. 

      

      The Duke had excellent men working for him, but even they were
      occasionally outwitted by the wily Herbert. Damn the man. He was
      as clever as a fox, with the nine lives of the proverbial cat. 

      

      But Paxton had met his match in Thomas. And perhaps even in
      Charlotte, the Duke thought as he looked into his bride's blue
      eyes. He was confident that she was a woman of sense, and he did
      not just think that because he was half in love with her already.
      Working together, instead of at counterpurposes, they would make a
      formidable couple, perhaps even as much of a loving pair as his
      own parents had been. 

      

      At the thought of his happy family so cruelly destroyed by Paxton,
      he put down the cake knife abruptly and looked over at Jonathan. 

      

      "Pray excuse me," he murmured to Charlotte, placing a peck on her
      cheek. 

      

      "But, Thomas, your cake... You were so looking forward to it," she
      said to his retreating back. 

      

      She stared after him in consternation. She had disgusted him with
      her wanton behavior, that had to be why he had suddenly grown so
      silent and then stormed away. He was prepared to be a pleasant
      companion, but he thought very little of her morals and decency.
      And why should he, when she was behaving no better than a London
      Bird of Paradise? She felt the tears gather in her eyes, and
      watched through the blur as the Duke went over to Jonathan, and
      clapped him on the shoulder. They talked for a few moments, and
      then gave a manly hug. Then Thomas bowed over Sarah's hand, and
      kissed her on the cheek. Moving over to Clifford and Vanessa, who
      were standing by the food table, he also patted him on the back
      and kissed her. 

      

      A moment later, the Duke grasped his sister by the hand and
      dragged her onto the dance floor for a brisk country dance.
      Charlotte blinked back her tears as she watched him laugh and
      swing her until her feet came off the ground. Then he set her on
      her feet carefully and kissed her. 

      

      "He's a good man," her father said, coming up behind her to see
      what she was staring at. "You're very lucky, Daughter. Count
      yourself truly fortunate and blessed that you've done so well for
      yourself." 

      

      She took her father's hand. "I know." 

      

      He examined her more closely with his sharp blue eyes. "You sound
      surprised. Surely you must have known all you needed to know about
      him before you decided to elope?" 

      

      She blushed. "Oh, well, I thought I did. But these five days we've
      been preparing for the wedding have been a revelation. I imagine
      you can never really know someone until you live with them." 

      

      Her father nodded wisely. "True enough. And sometimes not even
      then. Every day was a surprise for me with your mother, God rest
      her." 

      

      "Then you were happy together?" she asked timidly. "I always
      wondered. I mean, you were so seldom together in company." 

      

      Her father sighed and patted her shoulder. "No one can ever truly
      know about the state of a couple's marriage except the couple
      themselves. Aye, we were happy. Most of the time. But you're old
      enough to know the whole truth now." 

      

      "The whole truth?" she repeated blankly. 

      

      He cleared his throat and admitted in a low tone, "It was hard
      providing for us all. Difficult times often happen early on in
      marriage, especially when the children start to come. In our case,
      we had to get used to each other. 

      

      "Then we were expecting, and finally had you. There were problems,
      and she never carried any other child to term. It was difficult,
      so much hope, then so many losses. We were delighted to have you,
      but, well, it was a blow each time." 

      

      "I see," she said, looking closely at his face, and realising at
      last his bluff heartiness was not part of his innate nature, but
      his way of coping with, even suppressing, strong emotion. 

      

      "So I worked hard to try to make it up to her, as if I ever could.
      I mean, something like that...¦" He shrugged and went on,
      "She was one of the best-dressed women in the County, and never
      wanted for anything until the day she died." 

      

      Charlotte tried to recollect her mother, always pale and thin,
      happy enough on the outside, a simple, uncomplicated and loving
      woman, but with haunted blue eyes. 

      

      One day she had been there, in the next, fever had taken her off.
      It had been only four years ago, but it seemed like only
      yesterday. Charlotte now also began to ponder what her father had
      said about pampering her with every material thing. 

      

      She looked up as a sudden thought occurred to her. "But maybe none
      of those things actually mattered to her. Perhaps all she needed
      was you?" 

      

      He sighed heavily. "I know that now. Please don't remind me. I
      would give anything to get the time back that I worked in the
      fields, went away on business and left her behind. That's the
      greatest curse in life, Charlotte. Regret. So if you are willing
      to take some advice from an unfashionable old gentleman not nearly
      as witty as your most recent set of friends, try to make up your
      mind to be happy and content with all the blessings that come your
      way. Endeavor to live your life as well as possible, so that
      you'll never have to say you wished you had made better choices."
      

      

      "Oh, Father!" she gasped, and despite herself, let the tears falls
      and threw her arms around his neck, feeling as though the walls
      were closing in all around her. 

      

      How on earth could she ever live up to that piece of her advice,
      when she had married a man she hardly knew? And had given up the
      man she thought she loved for money and security, and to avoid
      disgrace? 

      

      "There, there, child, it will be fine," he said, evidently
      surprised, but with the presence of mind to start rubbing her back
      soothingly. "I woman's lot in life is never an easy one, but
      you're brave, and strong. You'll see. It will all work out well.
      There are a great number of joys to be had in marriage, if you try
      to remember your vows and live up to them. And if not as a wife,
      then certainly as a parent," he added almost shyly. 

      

      "Thank you, Father, thank you. I'm sorry about all this..."

      

      "Nonsense, child. It was a bit of a close-run thing, but you've
      made me more proud than I can say." He embraced her with a true
      affection she had seldom seen before. 

      

      She was pleased with it, and his words, but it also now made it
      impossible for her to confide in him, as she longed to do. He was
      right. She was well and truly married now. There was no undoing
      it; she was just going to have to live with it, no matter what. 

      

      "Tears on your wedding day, again," Thomas said with an affected
      drawl, as if the matter were of no importance. But he was staring
      at her hard, his emerald eyes boring into her, demanding the
      truth. 

      

      "Tears of joy, my dear Thomas," Mr. Castlemaine said, extending
      his hand. "You won't mind if I call you son now, will you?" 

      

      Thomas bowed and clasped his shoulder with his free hand. "Not at
      all. It would be an honor." 

      

      "The honor is all mine. If I had ever had a son, I should have
      liked him to be just like you, for all your odd notions and
      politics. You're a man with decency and backbone. And you'll need
      the latter to stand up to my willful daughter. Make sure you're
      generous, but don't spoil her!" He grinned. 

      

      Charlotte's eyes rounded. "Father! Really." 

      

      The Duke bowed. "I shall do my best to make her happy, I give you
      my word." 

      

      The older man laughed. "I know it is early days yet, but I'm sure
      you already do." 

      

      They shook hands, and then Mr. Castlemaine went to mingle with the
      other guests. 

      

      "I have returned, Wife. You know what I want. I cannot live
      without it a moment longer." 

      

      As he spoke, he approached her almost menacingly, and she steeled
      herself for the physical contact she was sure would come. His lips
      moved enticingly close, but then they formed the word, "Cake!" 

      

      She fed him with gusto and not a little spite for scaring her so
      badly. He playfully teased her by dabbing butter cream icing on
      her cheeks and the tip of her nose, and warmly kissing it off,
      much to the amusement of the guests. 

      

      Clifford and Vanessa looked fondly at each other, and could not
      wait to attain the privacy of their own room. 

      

      Jonathan soon declared it was time for the speeches. He and
      Clifford gave two touching tributes to Thomas's qualities as a
      man. Her father responded in kind, declaring to the assembled
      company what a good and obedient daughter Charlotte had been. 

      

      She was barely listening, for a commotion at the door to the
      ballroom filled her with foreboding. 

      

      It was her Aunt Margaret, bedecked from head to toe in black
      bombazine and crepe as if for a funeral. She was heading straight
      toward her like a wild bull despite the servants' efforts to
      restrain her. 

      

      Charlotte moved forward in an effort to stave off disaster. 

      

      "I can see I'm too late to stop you from your latest piece of
      folly. How dare you not invite me, after all the care I have
      lavished upon you since the death of my poor sister!" she demanded
      loudly. 

      

      "Of course you were invited, Aunt," Charlotte said, struggling to
      keep patience with her aunt even though she seemed determined to
      make a scene. "I'm glad you finally decided to come, though I'm
      surprised. The one or two times that I tried to speak to you about
      my wedding plans, you made it quite clear that you wanted no part
      of the proceedings." 

      

      "Having mere strangers stand up with you! When your own aunt and
      your best friend Agnes were here all along. Oh, it is too cruel.
      Where is she, by the way, Agnes?" 

      

      "She didn't come either," Charlotted admitted in a low tone. "I
      went to see her, but she had already left for London. Aunt, I know
      that all of this was unexpected, and you had thought for me to
      make a different match," she said, lowering her voice so that no
      one would overhear. "But I'm happy with the way things have turned
      out, and hope you can be for me as well." 

      

      "I shall try to be, and no doubt I will when I see for myself
      first-hand that he's treating you well. He's obviously a
      fortune-hunter to have married you so precipitately, but I shall
      be here to keep an eye on him, and you." 

      

      "Oh, Aunt, it is kind of you to take such trouble, but really-" 

      

      "And now, you may show me to my room." 

      

      "Your room?" she echoed in confusion. 

      

      "You did not think I would leave you to your own devices, did
      you?" She snorted derisively. "You, who have never run a household
      in your life, let alone one of this size and importance? No, it
      would not do at all. You are a mere babe in the woods. You need a
      woman of my experience to tend to your affairs. I'm only too happy
      to help my poor dead sister's innocent child. 

      

      "I have my things outside. It only wants you to instruct the
      servants as to which room I should have. Something facing west. I
      insist upon-" 

      

      "But Aunt, what will my husband say?" 

      

      "Nothing, I should think," she asked, lofting her nose in the air.
      "He cannot mean to cut you off from all of your old acquaintance.
      Unless of course that is exactly his intention, the better to
      spend all of your money and isolate you from your friends and
      relations, who only want what is best for you. The better to treat
      you cruelly, or neglect you. Well, what can you expect from a
      fortune-hunter!" 

      

      Her voice had gone up with every word, causing Charlotte to cringe
      and try to get her to lower her voice through modulating her own.
      

      

      "But Aunt," she whispered, "Thomas will never be cruel. He has
      been most attentive." 

      

      "La, he would hardly do otherwise, given that he had to persuade
      you to marry him to get his hands on your money! But mark my
      words, as soon as the guests are gone, he will show his true
      colors. If you're left here alone, it will be too late. You'll be
      utterly at his mercy. I shudder to think. A man like that..." 

      

      "A man like what?" Charlotte hissed. "Aunt, if you know anything
      specific against him, why did you not speak up before I married
      him? Those rumors you told me before were false." 

      

      "I don't know anything for certain, only what I have heard. The
      latest on-dit--" 

      

      Charlotte stiffened her back and said angrily, "I don't give a fig
      about any gossip you may have heard. I have spoken to him about my
      fears, and they have been put to rest. Thomas is a good man.
      Better than most." 

      

      She squared her shoulders and stepped backwards. "I shall be fine
      here in my new home. I am of age now, and well and truly married.
      I don't need a chaperone any longer." 

      

      Her aunt gave an airy wave, as though nothing she said were worth
      paying the least bit of attention to. "A man as important as he
      will be far too busy to escort you about. Are you going to sit at
      home like a little country mouse? And what about London? You will
      need someone with you when you go up to the Ton." 

      

      "I am sure we will socialize here when it is convenient to us
      both. As for the Ton, well, we will not be going this year, or at
      least not for the Small Season. Perhaps June or July," she
      calculated, keeping in mind Thomas's restrictions and his reasons
      for them. 

      

      Her aunt stared at her, thunderstruck. "Not go to Town? After you
      have missed your official coming out by marrying prior to it, and
      in such haste? What on earth is your husband thinking? You simply
      must be presented at Court. What on earth will people say?" 

      

      Charlotte lifted her chin and stared straight into her aunt's
      eyes. "They can say what they like. I find that people generally
      do, without any regard for veracity or accuracy. My husband knows
      what he is about. He has been and will continue to be most
      assiduous in his protection of my reputation and good name,
      especially since it is now ineluctably linked with his own." 

      

      She tried to move away from her aunt. The older woman gripped her
      arm so ferociously that she had to bite her lip to keep from
      crying out in pain. 

      

      "We shall discuss this later. Believe me, your reputation will
      cost him a pretty penny." 

      

      Charlotte stared at the beady eyes, and sagging jowls, and had the
      bizarre sensation she was seeing her aunt for the first time. 

      

      "Just what do you mean by that?" she hissed angrily, sensing an
      overwhelming threat to her happiness. 

      

      Aunt Margaret opened her mouth to reply, but a voice from behind
      Charlotte's shoulder froze her. 

      

      "Aunt Margaret, how pleasant to see you. What brings you here?" 

      

      "Why, the wedding of my niece, of course," she snapped. 

      

      "Kind of you to condescend to join us." He bowed over her hand
      curtly, and dropped it as soon as decency permitted. 

      

      "Thomas, my dear," Charlotte said hesitantly, "my aunt was asking
      to see her room." 

      

      He stiffened. "I beg your pardon?" 

      

      "She says all of her things are outside in a cart. That she is
      moving in to chaperone me because you will, well-" 

      

      "Treat you cruelly? Abuse you? Starve you?" he supplied in a tone
      dripping with sarcasm. 

      

      She blushed scarlet "Er, that you're a man of great importance and
      will be too busy--" 

      

      "Not too busy to take care of that which is mine, Aunt Margaret.
      Please keep that in mind if you or any of your friends attempt to
      meddle with my household." 

      

      "Meddle! Why, I have never been so insulted in my life," Aunt
      Margaret huffed. 

      

      Thomas gave a tight smile. "Well, you're relatively young yet.
      There is still time for someone to improve upon my put-down." 

      

      Aunt Margaret gasped and turned puce with embarrassment and ire. 

      

      Charlotte was torn between sympathy for her aunt, and amusement
      and shock at what Thomas had just said. 

      

      "Let me just show you...the door." He took her aunt by the elbow
      and led her to the exit nearest them, through the French windows
      into the garden. 

      

      Charlotte would have followed, but her father waylaid her. 

      

      "Now, now, my dear, don't step into the middle of that cat fight."
      

      

      "But--" 

      

      He shook his head. "There's no need to worry. Thomas knows what he
      is about in his own household. But don't blame him entirely,
      child. I was the one who warned him not to let her in the house. I
      fear she is a selfish woman who will be no friend to him or you."
      

      

      Her eyes widened. "How can you say that? Take his part? She has
      lived with us ever since Mama--" 

      

      Her father rested both of his hands upon her shoulders. "It is
      precisely because she has lived with us as long as she has that I
      can judge her character. And can state categorically that she is
      not someone I would entrust a young person's care to any longer.
      She knew about your elopement, now didn't she, and did nothing to
      stop it." 

      

      She blushed. Aunt Margaret had not only known, she had practically
      thrown Herbert Paxton at her. "That's true, but then-" 

      

      Her father put his hand squarely on her shoulder, silencing her.
      "The fact that it was a respectable man like Thomas makes no
      difference. She encouraged you in immorality and wrongdoing.
      Therefore she is not a fit companion or guardian. I shall have no
      hesitation in telling people that she is selfish and not to be
      trusted." 

      

      "I see. Well, thank you for telling me." 

      

      "I want only what's best for you. Take my word for it, I have no
      intention of interfering in your marriage unless forced to by
      Thomas proving himself an unsuitable match. But for the moment,
      let's give hm the benfit of the doubt, eh?" 

      

      "Yes, sir." 

      

      He chucked her under the chin, forcing her to look up at him. "You
      know where I am if you really need, me, my dear. But try not to be
      too flighty and unsettled. Give your marriage a good chance to
      grow into a happy one, all right? Leave your aunt to her own
      devices, and let Thomas be the husband he wishes to be. He's
      older, and very wise. If you can control your flights of fancy
      brought about by far too many novels, I feel sure you'll be very
      happy and have no cause for any regrets." 

      

      "Thank you, Father." She smiled up at him shyly. 

      

      His brows knit ferociously. "But I know you, lass. You were
      spoiled half-rotten by your mother, and I wasn't much better. No,
      don't even bother to deny it. So one more word of warning. Just
      try to make sure Thomas doesn't have any regrets about marrying
      you either." 

      

      She blushed. "I'll try not to, Sir." 

      

      "Good girl." He patted her cheek, and headed back to the buffet
      table. 

      

      By the time Charlotte took leave of her father and went out into
      the garden, there was no sign of either Thomas or her aunt. 

      

      She was astonished at her father's attitude, and more than a
      little angry that he and her husband had banded together against
      her. 

      

      She could see the wisdom of their decision, but her aunt's words
      about being all alone and friendless in her own home had struck a
      chord within her. 

      

      Charlotte quaked with fear and dread. She was under no illusions
      as to the nature of marriage in her society. The man was the head
      of the household, and could do as he liked as with both his wife
      and children. She could hear the prison bars clanging all over
      again. 

      

      She looked around the frosty garden one last time, and shivered.
      Then she returned to her guests with a heavy heart. 

      

      Though she tried to make them feel welcome, most of them were
      Thomas's friends, or neighbors with whom she had only a passing
      acquaintance. This only added to the misgivings her aunt had
      prompted, and which she had hoped to have lain to rest the evening
      before. 

      

      At length Thomas returned, and she noted a dusting of snowflakes
      on his hair and clothing. 

      

      "The weather has turned," he announced to the guests. "You are of
      course more than welcome to stay, but if anyone has to return home
      urgently, I suggest you go now before the storm sets in." 

      

      Most of them took the hint and departed. Only one or two who lived
      quite far away, and his especial friends, decided to stay
      overnight. There was no telling if they would be caught for one
      night or several if a severe storm were on the way. 

      

      "Are you sure you won't stay, Father?" 

      

      "Not at all, dear child. We wouldn't dream of putting you out on
      your wedding night." 

      

      Her father, aunt and uncle, and cousins said their goodbyes,
      kissing her warmly and wishing her well. 

      

      "Thank you so much. I shall see you soon." 

      

      She was pleased with the turnout, and thought they had put on a
      creditable show. Most of the friends and acquaintances had been
      his, but they certainly had all been charming. She had not had any
      awkward moments to speak of until her aunt had turned up out of
      the blue. She sighed inwardly, and continued to smile until her
      face felt as though it were cracking. 

      

      Thomas shook hands heartily all around, and then all the guests
      were gone, or had headed up to their rooms, leaving her alone with
      her husband at last. 

      

      He searched her expression for any sign of upset, and asked
      quietly, "Would you like to discuss your aunt now or later?" 

      

      "Now, please," she said firmly. "I would like to know that she is
      at least provided for, not out on her ear in a dreadful storm." 

      

      He led her from the ballroom into the small wine-colored parlor
      she was now beginning to view as theirs. 

      

      "Do you think me so without feeling that I would leave her to
      wander the roads in a blizzard?" he asked with an air of weary
      resignation. 

      

      She made no reply. 

      

      He sighed. "There's a small cottage on the other side of the
      village which lies empty. I have dispatched the servants to make
      sure it is clean, and to help her settle in. She may not like it,
      but it will serve her well enough until she can make other
      arrangements, if she so chooses." 

      

      "But Thomas, I don't understand. Why the urgency? Why could she
      not stay here one night?" 

      

      "Why come here at all when she has a perfectly good home with your
      father?" 

      

      She blinked. "Well, she was my mother's sister. It was one thing
      when I was living there, it is another entirely now that I am
      wed." 

      

      "Quite so, but no decision has to be made right now, does it?" 

      

      She rubbed her aching brow and shook her head. "No, I suppose not,
      but all the more reason why I can't fathom your insistence on her
      leaving in the middle of the wedding reception without so much as
      a bite to eat." 

      

      "Because I don't trust her," came the flat reply. 

      

      She sucked in her breath, deeply shocked. 

      

      He raised one hand palm outwards to silence her. "Now before you
      berate me for my bad manners, just hear me out." 

      

      She sat back in her seat to stare at him silently. 

      

      "Your aunt was supposed to take responsibility for your
      reputation, and yet she encouraged you to elope with the other
      gentleman, did she not? She was surprised, and angry when we
      announced our engagement at your birthday party. No, don't try to
      deny it. I could see it written all over her face." 

      

      "Yes, but I was to blame-" 

      

      He shook his head. "You may have been foolish and headstrong, but
      she should have known better." 

      

      "But I-" 

      

      "Nay, my dear, your loyalty does you credit, but it is sadly
      misplaced." 

      

      She stared at him in confusion. "I don't understand. How can you
      be so sure?" 

      

      "Because I overheard her. Her and another woman, and the man in
      question. I do not know who the other woman was for certain. I did
      not see her face. But I can guess." 

      

      "Overheard her doing what, for pity's sake?" 

      

      "Plotting your elopement, all three of them." 

      

      "Oh, no, you mist be mistaken, Thomas. Why I hardly knew myself
      what I was going to do-" 

      

      At her narrow-eyed look, he decided not to press the point any
      further. 

      

      "I may have been in error, my sweet, but your aunt's actions since
      then have not been those of a true friend or family member, now
      have they. And you admitted yourself that you had no one willing
      to stand up as a member of your wedding party. 

      

      "Since your aunt and other trusted companions have demonstrated
      poor judgment and a lack of care where you're concerned, I do not
      want you to have any more to do with them than is absolutely
      necessary. I'm not asking you to cut the three of them. Just do
      not get yourself into a position of having to be more than civil
      to them." 

      

      She shook her head. "Are you not overreacting just a little?" 

      

      He took her hand and kissed it, palm upwards. "Not at all, my
      dear. I want to be able to trust you, Charlotte. To do that, I
      have to be sure that the lure and temptation of your old life will
      not be too great for you." 

      

      "It will not be," she said, anger sharpening her tone. 

      

      "I would like to be sure of that, my love. Perhaps in time we can
      both relax our vigilance. For now the danger is very real. I know
      you do not care for me as a wife should for her husband. Maybe it
      is impossible that you ever shall. 

      

      "But we are married now, and I would have you safe and content.
      Being made to feel discontent by constantly pointing out what you
      might have had versus what you do have, will only make us both
      unhappy." 

      

      "But, Thomas, I have more than I ever dreamt of," she said
      sincerely, indicating the charming sitting room with a sweep of
      her hand. 

      

      "Yet material things may not be enough." 

      

      "I'm not talking about just the material things-" she began to
      protest. 

      

      His hard stared stilled the words on her lips. "But I'm the wrong
      man, as you have pointed out several times. It is easy to view a
      past, or a fantasy future with rose-colored spectacles. The
      present and future might be far less idyllic than your
      imaginings." 

      

      She took his hand firmly in her own. "I'm not that foolish. Only
      time will tell. I will heed your advice about my aunt. But I am to
      have some friends, I hope." 

      

      "Never fear. You shall not be left alone to my tender, or not so
      tender mercies." 

      

      She could see the mockery in his eyes, and lifted her own sapphire
      gaze candidly. "I'm not afraid of you, sir." 

      

      He pulled her into his arms and kissed her, once again igniting
      the spark of desire which flamed every time he touched her. 

      

      "Not even now?" he asked, nibbling at her lips and chin. 

      

      "Never when you hold me like this," she sighed. 

      

      He straightened and put her from him. "Then it is I who should be
      fearful of you. One kiss like that and all of my good intentions
      go right out the window." He got of the sofa and stepped away from
      her abruptly. 

      

      "It's been a long day. You must be very tired. Might I suggest you
      retire to your room early, and get settled in? Please do not
      hesitate to ring for the servants if you need anything. Your new
      maid, Mary will be there to tend you. I hope you will be good
      friends." 

      

      "Thank you, I shall try to be," she promised, though the idea was
      a novel one, not at all in keeping with her father's notions on
      how to treat the servants. 

      

      "Well, good night. I shall see you early in the morning." 

      

      "Early?" 

      

      "I thought a ride, then breakfast, and a tour of the estate. I
      would take you around on the ride, but I fear the snow will make
      that difficult." 

      

      "Perhaps we should postpone the tour for that same reason?" 

      

      "I have people I need to see, whom I have neglected a bit with all
      of the plans for the wedding to tend to. And besides, I should
      very much like you to meet them," he added, seeing her hurt
      expression. 

      

      She was glad he was not reproaching her for taking up too much of
      his time, and that he was pleased to have her meet his friends and
      tenants. 

      

      "Go on now, head upstairs to bed. We aren't going to settle
      everything in your mind today. It will take time. But we're
      married now, and have much to look forward to, if only you will
      try to let go of the past." 

      

      "I will try. Good night, your Grace." 

      

      He bowed over her hand, then reached up with his other one to
      touch her cheek. "It is Thomas, now and always, my dear. Let us
      try to at least be friends, even if you think you have ample cause
      to resent me." 

      

      Hot color crept into her cheeks. "Er, yes, I shall try. It's just
      all so new and unexpected. But you're right, we are married now,
      and I have no wish to resent you, sir. Besides, many couples have
      had to make do with far less." 

      

      "And been granted far more blessings as a result. Good night, my
      dear." 

      

      After he had bestowed a single kiss upon her brow, she ascended
      the stairs to her new room. She looked at the large elegant bed,
      and threw herself upon it with a sigh. The riches, the gown, the
      room, it all seemed so empty without anyone intimate to share it
      with... 

      

      But she had made her decision. She had married Thomas Eltham, the
      Duke of Ellesmere. Now she was just going to have to live with
      him. 
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    True to his word, Thomas had Charlotte awakened by her maid Mary at
    six the next morning. She brought some toast and tea on a try, along
    with a small Bible. He had indicated some passages on the nature of
    marriage with slips of paper, and there was a handwritten note that
    said, "Stables at seven."  

     

    Charlotte still felt muzzy-headed and blearily peered at the
    missive. Lord save her from an overly zealous husband. By the time
    she had rung for her abigail, struggled out of her wedding gown, and
    changed for bed the night before, she had been exhausted. The strain
    of her fears made her feel as though she just wanted to pull the
    covers up over her head and sleep for a month.  

     

    But often she had discovered that confronting her worries was easier
    than having them pursue her continually. Besides, where was the harm
    in a simple ride? She certainly needed the exercise and fresh air.  

     

    The morning was brisk and cold, with snow in the air, but very
    little on the ground from the night before. She stood shivering in
    her habit as the groom saddled her mount according to her
    instructions. It was a delightful little chestnut filly introduced
    as Misty. Charlotte fell in love with her at once.  

     

    Thomas came into the stables a short time after with a pair of
    saddlebags brimming with all sorts of items.  

     

    "Good morning, my dear. Did you sleep well?" he said with a broad
    smile, admiring her blue riding habit, which matched her eyes
    perfectly.  

     

    "Yes, your Grace. And you?"  

     

    "Very well indeed," he lied in his heartiest tone. In fact he had
    tossed and turned all night, hardly able to bear the thought that
    Charlotte slept so near, and yet he could not make her his own as he
    longed to.  

     

    She stared at the saddlebags, and soon realized that the calls he
    planned to pay were all in the village, to the estate workers living
    there.  

     

    She mounted via the block and hoped Thomas did not think ill of her
    for riding astride. Sidesaddles were certainly more elegant, but
    also far more dangerous if it was at all slippery underfoot, and she
    liked a good gallop.  

     

    Fortunately, he seemed to as well, and challenged her to a race,
    which he won easily, but with none of the triumphant air one might
    expect from so superior a rider. Herbert's seat was as nothing
    compared with Thomas's, she conceded inwardly with a blush.  

     

    Charlotte was impressed with the tidy village of Eltham, which
    consisted of about thirty thatched cottages which stretched for
    about a mile on either side of the road to Bristol.  

     

    He stopped at the homes of people he knew to be in especial need,
    and had a thoughtful little gift or useful item for each of them in
    the saddlebags. She could not help but remark to herself on his
    thoughtfulness and lack of hauteur.  

     

    Each cottage was snug, with several downstairs rooms and a loft, and
    indoor pumps and sinks large enough even for people to wash in. She
    had to admit she was impressed with the relative luxury of running
    water in such simple homes. They were also given ample firewood and
    coal every week, delivered straight into their scuttles, and fresh
    milk and eggs each morning. A bakery at the end of the village sold
    fresh bread every day except Sundays, and a general store next to it
    sold everything from pins to farming implements.  

     

    At the top of the village was the quaint twelfth century church and
    long low barn that served as the village hall.  

     

    She noted that Thomas's people were far better off than her father's
    tenants, better dressed, heartier looking, and seemed genuinely
    pleased to see him. There was none of the sullen tugging of
    forelocks she had witnessed the few times she had ever accompanied
    her father to collect the rents.  

     

    They treated her husband like an old friend rather than a landlord,
    and were delighted to hear that he had married at last. They all
    spoke to her, complimenting her on her beauty, and tried to make her
    feel welcome.  

     

    Everywhere they went, he spoke of a big gathering they would have
    the following week to celebrate his nuptials. It would be in the
    village hall, and everyone was invited.  

     

    Thomas knew his tenants lived well in decent cottages, with fresh
    running water from indoor pumps, but he warned her that the winter
    had been a hard one. He was always worried about the possibility of
    disease spreading like wildfire through the village.  

     

    "There is a theory about boiling water before it is drunk to ward
    off certain contagions, but many of them don't take the trouble. We
    try to keep the wells and streams sweet, but people will empty their
    night soil wherever they choose. There's only so much I can do," he
    said with a sigh. "They are proud, and don't like to ask for help.
    Despite the school, many of them are ignorant."  

     

    "Don't be so hard on yourself. You seem to do more than most
    landlords. It makes me view my father's cottages with shame," she
    said truthfully as they headed back to the Castle three hours later.
     

     

    "Well, now that you're learning too, perhaps you can do something to
    change it."  

     

    She met his gaze and nodded. "I might at that. I'm not that useful,
    I know, but I can try. I'm an extra pair of hands, if nothing else."
     

     

    "You're far more than that, as you shall come to learn. Come, let us
    gallop back," he said with a grin. "I want to see how well you sit."
     

     

    She was a good rider, but Thomas was magnificent, like a centaur,
    completely at one with his mount. She found herself asking him for
    lessons, and they chatted about horses all the way back to the
    Castle.  

     

    "Misty is certainly a beautiful stepper. Thank you for letting me
    use her."  

     

    "No bone-setters and screws here. I'm proud of my horses, though I
    know an ordinary mount will be just as serviceable."  

     

    "You are allowed your little indulgences, so long as you can afford
    them," she said in a bantering tone.  

     

    His emerald gaze daggered her. "Why thank you. Spoken like a true
    wife."  

     

    Her eyes widened. "Oh, I didn't mean-"  

     

    But the warm atmosphere which had sprung up between them had already
    chilled. Drat it all, she had not meant to sound so reproachful.  

     

    But his warm, boyish expression had vanished as fleetingly as it had
    arrived. She wondered what dark place he went to in his mind when
    his eyes began to glitter so grimly as they did now.  

     

    They separated to bathe and change before breakfast, the intimacy of
    the morning now gone like the mist on the hills. She hurried with
    her toilette, not wanting him to think her too vain, but he was
    already half way through his meal by the time she came down. He also
    frowned at her rather low-cut frock with evident disapproval.  

     

    He tried to be cordial at during the meal, but she had the feeling
    he was forcing himself. He read out from the paper to her, but as
    she had imagined, much of it was stock and grain prices, topics she
    had never taken an interest in before.  

     

    "Well, since you're so concerned about our monetary situation, I
    should think you would like to take a more active interest," he said
    in a flat tone. "Prices are high with the war on, but there will
    come a time when they will fall very low. We must be prepared for
    it."  

     

    "Please, Thomas, I don't wish to talk of money all the time."  

     

    "Well, then, we shall have to start upon your course of study, the
    better for us to improve our conversation, so that you will find it
    more to your liking," he said, barely keeping the anger out of his
    voice.  

     

    This only depressed her further, for she had no idea what to do
    about his suppressed fury. She also felt a fool compared with Thomas
    and his friends, who came in shortly after from a brisk walk to join
    them at their repast.  

     

    She did try to join in, but it was sad to see that they had so
    little in common. Or was it that she wasn't willing to make the
    effort?  

     

    She realized that if she took the trouble to listen, rather than try
    to interject a bon mot all the time, she was quite interested in
    what they had to say, and was able to learn quite a lot.  

     

    After breakfast, Thomas made sure Charlotte was dressed warmly in a
    thick cloak and boots, and took her out to see the rest of estate in
    the carriage. She had seen the castle and its surrounds, and he now
    drew a map for her and wrote in the names of all the cottagers on
    the properties. She was impressed to see that he knew all their
    names and exactly where they lived.  

     

    He took her around the sawmill, grain mill, the blacksmith's and
    carpenters, so that she could get her bearings. The estate was
    completely self-sufficient.  

     

    "And I try to run my all my estates along those line as well. No
    sense in buying it if we can make it ourselves."  

     

    She could not fail to be impressed. The tenants were models of
    industry, and the cottages filled with the fine produce of the
    workers and craftsmen.  

     

    When the people became too old to work, there was a system in place
    to make sure that they wanted for nothing. Firewood, coal, candles
    and food were brought for them by the young people, and they were
    not left alone to pine for company.  

     

    Charlotte could see where she could help: visiting, cleaning, and
    sewing for those unable to do it themselves.  

     

    Thomas approved the notion with an appreciative nod, and they
    returned to the Castle for dinner. She could see he looked a bit
    doubtful as to her sincerity, but she resolved then and there that
    she would keep her word and follow through with the proposed scheme
    no matter what.  

     

    The rest of the guests were by now downstairs and exclaiming over
    the fine weather. The snow had not lingered, and so neither did
    those who had stayed overnight to avoid the worst of the storm.  

     

    Only Thomas's special friends remained to keep them company, and
    they would be leaving too at the end of the week.  

     

    Then she would only have Thomas and his sister for company, though
    they had all agreed that they would continue to rehearse their play
    with a view to putting it on in the parish hall at the end of
    February.  

     

    "It will be rather splendid," Jonathan said with subdued excitement.
    "I do so love a good play."  

     

    "And are so talented at acting," Sarah said with a fond smile.  

     

    "I imagine you all have a great deal of practice putting on such
    performances?"  

     

    "Yes, all of the Rakehells, at school and college, and even those of
    our set who were in the Army. Jonathan was the toast of the mess for
    his prodigious abilities," Thomas revealed.  

     

    Charlotte looked at the handsome young vicar with renewed interest.
    No one in her family usually did more than tolerate clergymen, since
    more often than not they were just inconsequential younger sons of
    not very prominent families.  

     

    But there was something so lively about Jonathan Deveril, he could
    not fail to be welcome wherever he went. And his family could not be
    all that obscure if he had such an excellent education and he was on
    such intimate terms with the Duke.  

     

    "Now, Thomas, don't forget to mention your own part in the amateur
    theatricals. And the fact that you are blessed with an excellent
    memory as well."  

     

    Thomas bowed to his friend humbly.  

     

    Clifford laughed. "And I make up a very poor third. Though I have to
    say I'm very lucky at cards." He winked at his wife. "But Thomas's
    popularity was equally prodigious. He always made sure the men in
    his care were fed and occupied. For cricket, croquet, greased pig
    chases, you name it, Thomas was our man."  

     

    Charlotte giggled. "Greased pigs?"  

     

    "Aye, he would buy one, let the men chase after it, and whoever
    caught it got first choice of the roast meat afterwards."  

     

    She looked slightly shocked. "I thought you didn't approve of
    hunting? That's what you told my father."  

     

    "To hunt for a creature you have no intention of eating is a sin. To
    while away the grim hours and keep the men I was responsible for fed
    and healthy, that was not."  

     

    "And speaking of," Sarah said, trying to diffuse the mild tension in
    the air, "why don't we finish eating and then plan our
    entertainments for the rest of the day?"  

     

    "Good idea," Thomas said, taking his new bride's arm with a bow. "I
    promise, there won't be a greased pig in sight."  

     

    She smiled up at him, and the tense moment dissipated like dandelion
    fluff. She simply had to trust him, not always look for faults,
    hypocrisy. They were wed now, after all. There really was nothing
    else to do but make the best of it.  

     

    After they had eaten, Charlotte expressed a desire to see her aunt's
    new abode, which they had passed in their travels, but had not
    stopped at given the early hour.  

     

    "I need to make sure that she's well, and does not want for
    anything."  

     

    "You will forgive me if I don't go with you, my dear," Thomas said
    curtly.  

     

    "I would be happy to accompany her," Sarah offered kindly.  

     

    With a stranger in tow, her aunt could not behave too badly.
    Charlotte accepted the offer gratefully, and Thomas ordered the
    carriage around, with an admonition to not be too long.  

     

    Charlotte felt as though she were escaping from a prison. She had
    never had to accede to anyone's wishes before. Her father really had
    been most indulgent, and her aunt careless.  

     

    Thomas, on the other hand, wanted and indeed expected every day to
    be filled to the brim with useful and purposeful activity.  

     

    She just wanted to sit and contemplate the enormity of what she had
    done. And, if the truth be told, daydream a bit about the confusing
    man she had married. He could be so charming one minute, and so
    aloof the next.  

     

    Well, she did not blame him for being cross with her aunt. In fact,
    the lovely little cottage he had put her in was more than she
    deserved. Yet she did nothing but complain about how small it was.  

     

    It actually had four downstairs rooms, and four upper ones, thus
    being far larger for one person than was warranted, though perhaps
    not as great as having the run of her old house, or the Castle.  

     

    Yet to hear her aunt complain as they moved from chamber to chamber,
    one would have thought she had been put in a coalhole.  

     

    Finally she had to say, "But Aunt Margaret, I can see nothing wrong
    with it." She indicated with a wave of her hand the charming,
    spacious sitting room in primrose and gold.  

     

    "The size of each room is ample, the cottage modern and clean. Is it
    not better to have your own establishment, than to have to be
    dependent upon myself and my husband for everything?"  

     

    "In a house the size of the Castle, no room can be found for me?"
    her aunt demanded.  

     

    "It's not that. It is simply impractical to have you there with us.
    I don't want you to trouble yourself over my comings and goings any
    longer. I am a grown woman now."  

     

    "Aye, you'll be growing soon enough," her aunt said with a sneer at
    her stomach.  

     

    "I've done nothing wrong," she hissed, hoping Sarah had not heard.  

     

    "So you say, but I know differently. Once you've tasted the joys of
    Venus-"  

     

    "I refuse to listen to any more of this disgusting talk." She
    gathered her cloak and gloves, and pushed past Sarah and out the
    front door.  

     

    Her aunt's shrill voice demanded that she come back, but she stepped
    into the carriage without a moment's pause. Angry tears wet her
    cheeks as she demanded the driver take them home as soon as Sarah
    stepped up.  

     

    The older girl did so nimbly, but not soon enough for Charlotte. All
    the way home, her aunt's shrill tones echoed in her ears...  
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    Charlotte had been greatly distressed by her visit to her shockingly
    worldly aunt. It was some time before she regained sufficient
    equanimity to rejoin her guests in the reception rooms downstairs.  

     

    To her relief, Thomas did not press her for details, merely looked
    at his wife appraisingly throughout supper. She participated
    desultorily in the general talk of the three Ws as Jonathan Deveril
    put it, the weather, the war, and the wedding.  

     

    But even their favorite topcs could scarcely contain his eagerness
    to start rehearsing the play She Stoops to Conquer.  

     

    She had to stand up to practice with Thomas, but felt as though they
    were miles apart, so preoccupied was she with her aunt's strange
    behavior.  

     

    One would have thought she would be thrilled at her good fortune.
    Instead she acted as though Charlotte had done something disgraceful
    by marrying, when eloping would have been so much worse as to be
    almost unimaginable to Charlotte now. How could the woman have
    encouraged her to behave so badly?  

     

    Gradually, however, Charlotte had to pay more attention to the play
    so as to not show herself up completely in front of the others. At
    least it was very amusing, and it was nice to be physically close to
    her husband. He would touch her lightly, casually, and she would
    thrill at the contact. It was a sweet torture to be with him thus.  

     

    "All right, once more, from the beginning," Jonathan commanded.  

     

    Thomas and Charlotte took their places, and she began.  

     

    "I vow, Mr. Hardcastle, you're very particular. Is there a creature
    in the whole country but ourselves, that does not take a trip to
    town now and then, to rub off the rust a little? There's the two
    Miss Hoggs, and our neighbor Mrs. Grigsby, go to take a month's
    polishing every winter."  

     

    "Ay, and bring back vanity and affectation to last them the whole
    year. I wonder why London cannot keep its own fools at home! In my
    time, the follies of the town crept slowly among us, but now they
    travel faster than a stagecoach. Its fopperies come down not only as
    inside passengers, but in the very basket."  

     

    Charlotte blushed as red as a peony, wondering if the clergyman had
    intended the play as an oblique moral lesson to her for her worldly
    ways.  

     

    "Ay, your times were fine times indeed; you have been telling us of
    them for many a long year. Here we live in an old rumbling mansion,
    that looks for all the world like an inn, but that we never see
    company. Our best visitors are old Mrs. Oddfish, the curate's wife,
    and little Cripplegate, the lame dancing-master; and all our
    entertainment your old stories of Prince Eugene and the Duke of
    Marlborough. I hate such old-fashioned trumpery."  

     

    "And I love it. I love everything that's old: old friends, old
    times, old manners, old books, old wine; and I believe, Dorothy," he
    said, taking her hand, "you'll own I have been pretty fond of an old
    wife."  

     

    Charlotte pretended to be offended with his affectionate ways,
    though inwardly she thrilled at the warm caress of his thumb upon
    the back of her hand.  

     

    "Lord, Mr. Hardcastle, you're for ever at your Dorothys and your old
    wives. You may be a Darby, but I'll be no Joan, I promise you. I'm
    not so old as you'd make me, by more than one good year. Add twenty
    to twenty, and make money of that."  

     

    "Let me see; twenty added to twenty makes just fifty and seven."  

     

    "It's false, Mr. Hardcastle; I was but twenty when I was brought to
    bed of Tony, that I had by Mr. Lumpkin, my first husband; and he's
    not come to years of discretion yet."  

     

    "Nor ever will, I dare answer for him," Thomas said with a shake of
    his head, in a mournful tone which suited the character admirably.
    "Aye, you have taught him finely."  

     

    "No matter. Tony Lumpkin has a good fortune. My son is not to live
    by his learning. I don't think a boy wants much learning to spend
    fifteen hundred a year."  

     

    "Learning, quotha! A mere composition of tricks and mischief."  

     

    Charlotte hesitated, but then recalled her line and delivered it
    perfectly. "Humour, my dear; nothing but humour. Come, Mr.
    Hardcastle, you must allow the boy a little humour." She took his
    hand and he tried not to smile down at her.  

     

    "I'd sooner allow him a horse-pond. If burning the footmen's shoes,
    frightening the maids, and worrying the kittens be humour, he has
    it. It was but yesterday he fastened my wig to the back of my chair,
    and when I went to make a bow, I popt my bald head in Mrs. Frizzle's
    face."  

     

    Charlotte too stifled a smile, impressed with her husband's acting
    ability. "And am I to blame? The poor boy was always too sickly to
    do any good. A school would be his death. When he comes to be a
    little stronger, who knows what a year or two's Latin may do for
    him?"  

     

    "Latin for him! A cat and fiddle. No, no; the alehouse and the
    stable are the only schools he'll ever go to."  

     

    "Well, we must not snub the poor boy now, for I believe we sha'n't
    have him long among us. Anybody that looks in his face may see he's
    consumptive," Charlotte said, trying to sound for all the world like
    and indulgent and doting mother.  

     

    "Ay, if growing too fat be one of the symptoms," Thomas retorted in
    character.  

     

    "He coughs sometimes."  

     

    "Yes, when his liquor goes the wrong way," Thomas returned with a
    sarcastic roll of his handsome emerald eyes.  

     

    "I'm actually afraid of his lungs," Charlotte declared, sounding as
    though she were about to swoon.  

     

    "And truly so am I; for he sometimes whoops like a speaking
    trumpet."  

     

    Jonathan came bounding in behind Charlotte at this point, making her
    laugh with his hallooing.  

     

    Thomas managed to recite his next line with a straight face despite
    his friend's antics. "Oh, there he goes. A very consumptive figure,
    truly."  

     

    But Jonathan could not contain his own laughter, and the rehearsal
    stopped there.  

     

    "You know, old chap," he remarked, chuckling, "the more I think
    about it, the more I realize that you are a lot like Mr. Hardcastle
    after all."  

     

    Thomas gave a broad grin, not looking at all put out by the
    comparison. "I do respect some traditions, and I love the Castle."  

     

    "And you do not let your wife run off to Town upon the slightest
    pretext," Jonathan noted quietly.  

     

    He fixed Charlotte with his emerald gaze. "She is perfectly content
    here, are you not, my dear?"  

     

    She quailed. "Yes, of course, Thomas," she replied meekly. Once
    again she heard the clanging of prison bars as she gazed at his
    handsome but inscrutable face.  

     

    She knew she had to give her marriage time. Would need to find a
    niche for herself in his well-ordered household. It could certainly
    be a lot worse, she knew that now, reflecting that the Good Lord
    only knew what would have become of her if she had eloped with
    Herbert Paxton.  

     

    As hard as she tried, she could find no flaw in her husband. Thomas
    was unfailingly polite to her-perhaps too much so. All of the warm
    regard he had had for her prior to the ceremony seemed to have
    evaporated, leaving a distant and mysterious stranger in his stead.
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    Ironically, the distance Charlotte sensed between herself and her
    new husband appeared to grow the more time they spent with each
    other, she decided at the end of their second week of marriage.  

     

    They had been in each other's company more than ever, but they were
    rarely ever alone, and she was always still shy and tongue-tied
    around him. Every moment of the day was filled with visits,
    entertainments, and projects, every night with company.  

     

    She thought that things would settle down once the last of their
    houseguests departed, but if anything Thomas seemed more aloof than
    ever. She got occasional kisses on the hand, but most of the time
    when they were in the same chamber, the Duke was going over a list
    of things to do that day or week, and making suggestions as to how
    she could spend her time whilst he attended to business.  

     

    Thomas insisted that she redecorate her rooms if she so chose. She
    protested they were fine.  

     

    "They're lovely. What more could I want?"  

     

    "Different fabrics, paper?" he suggested.  

     

    "I like it exactly as it is. I don't have to have something new just
    for the sake of novelty."  

     

    Thomas took her to the shops with her friends, but she could think
    of nothing she needed to buy. He would insist, and she would
    purchase fabric for the poor just to make the trip worthwhile.  

     

    Finally she said to her husband, "Please, we don't have to go to the
    milliner's nearly every day. If I have any more clothes, I shall be
    an absurdity in the district. The gowns I have are all fine."  

     

    "I just thought you might like something new. Now that you are a
    married woman, you can get away with other fabrics and cuts of
    gown."  

     

    "What, shall I wear bombazine and satin? I shall come sailing into
    view like a ship of the line! And as for a better cut of gown, mine
    are just the right thing, I think. In fact," she said, blushing,
    "they are probably too decollete. I don't know what I was thinking.
    The last thing I want is all the men of the County to be ogling my
    chest as if I were something from the dessert table."  

     

    He smiled, showing a clear degree of relief. "So long as you're
    satisfied."  

     

    "I am, Thomas," she sought to reassure him. "I shall spend my time
    adding some lace to the gowns so as not to waste them. I have no
    idea what the modiste could have been thinking."  

     

    "That they were for your coming out, for the Marriage Mart, and that
    they would help you make the best bargain," he said with a slight
    grin.  

     

    "Well, I certainly made a prodigious one," she said, smiling at him.
    "Please don't create a problem or see discontent where there is
    none."  

     

    Thomas had her frequently call around all of his special friends in
    the Rakehell set, but often what she really wanted to do was stay at
    home and spend time with him. The card parties, assemblies, balls,
    riding parties, every day there was a new novelty.  

     

    Yet every day she grew more confused. She also began to feel as
    though she never wanted to eat again as long as she lived. Dining
    out so often, she was sure, was making her resemble a Christmas
    goose.  

     

    After nearly a month of frenetic activity, she finally worked up the
    courage to ask her husband if she could remain at home for a change.
     

     

    "Are you ill?" he asked solicitously, testing her forehead with his
    hand as though she were a small girl.  

     

    "No, just very tired. I do appreciate you taking all of this trouble
    to show me about, but honestly, I need a rest from all of the
    frantic social rounds. Can we not just find some time to sit and
    talk quietly, alone? Without a dozen people dancing attendance upon
    us?"  

     

    "The life of a Duchess is a very public one," he said quietly. "You
    knew that when you married me."  

     

    "But I enjoyed it when, well, when we also got to spend some time
    alone together." She blushed.  

     

    He reached out a hand to touch her face, and she practically melted
    in his arms. He allowed himself a light kiss, but even that sorely
    tested his self-restraint. He knew his celibacy was self-imposed,
    and there were good reasons for it. But it did not make it any
    easier. Not when he longed to bury himself in her softness, lose
    himself in the delights of her lithe body.  

     

    He wondered if his longing would diminish once he had finally made
    her his. He was terrified that it might not. He had never met any
    woman with whom he wanted to spend every minute of the day with.
    Day, and night.  

     

    Especially the nights.  

     

    He grimaced in disgust at his rakish thoughts. A wife was to be
    treated with respect, and here he was burning with lust for her. But
    the marriage ceremony talked about fulfilling that burning need.
    Surely if God had created the pleasure between man and woman, it had
    to be a good thing?  

     

    All of his social rounds had been for the sole purpose of ensuring
    that they were never alone together. But for once he decided to let
    his self-restraint be damned. He needed her like a plant needed the
    sunlight. Charlotte brightened his day so considerably every time
    she came into the room that he could barely stay away from her. Why
    keep denying himself what he longed for more than anything? An
    increased intimacy which would finally lead to the ultimate bliss.  

     

    He realised he was staring at his wife, and tried to recall what
    they had been discussing.  

     

    Her eyes glittered with unshed tears. She could understand him being
    angry with her, but did he have to look at her with such distaste?  

     

    "Very well, we shall stay at home today. I shall have the parlor
    fire made up, and we shall spend the day together."  

     

    He was most assiduous in his attentions, tucking her up on the sofa
    in front of the fire with a selection of books and some tea and
    cakes.  

     

    "There you are, my dear," he said, making sure her feet were well
    wrapped. "Better?"  

     

    "Mmm, much better," she said with a contented sigh.  

     

    "Charlotte, you would tell me if you were ill, or well, out of
    sorts. Indisposed?" he asked hesitantly.  

     

    "I would. And will be in a few more days," she admitted with a
    blush. "But truly, I'm not sick. Please do stop worrying. All I need
    right now is a quiet coze with my husband."  

     

    "What would you like to chat about?"  

     

    "Why don't you read me one of the essays that you recommended
    recently?"  

     

    He looked slightly doubtful. "Very well, if that would please you."
     

     

    "It would," she insisted.  

     

    He searched the pile of books sitting on the small table near the
    sofa, and drew up a small wine colored footstool.  

     

    "I think we may share the settee, do you not?"  

     

    His eyes darkened slightly. "Yes, I'd like that."  

     

    He took the far end, and placed her feet in his lap. They were
    thoroughly wrapped in the warm woolen blanket he had draped over his
    wife, but somehow the intimacy of the gesture made her feel almost
    naked.  

     

    Once he was seated comfortably, he searched through the
    leather-bound volume.  

     

    "Yes, here we are," he said a short time later. "Bacon's essay on
    Love."  

     

    "It sounds, er, interesting," she said with a winsome smile.  

     

    "It is a strange thing to note the excess of this passion, and how
    it braves the nature and value of things, by this; that the speaking
    in a perpetual hyperbole is comely in nothing but in love. Neither
    is it merely in the phrase; for whereas it hath been well said that
    the arch-flatterer, with whom all the petty flatterers have
    intelligence, is a man's self; certainly the lover is more.  

     

    "For there was never proud man thought so absurdly well of himself
    as the lover doth of the person loved; and therefore it was well
    said, That it is impossible to love and to be wise. Neither doth
    this weakness appear to others only, and not to the party loved; but
    to the loved most of all, except the love be reciprocal. For it is a
    true rule, that love is ever rewarded either with the reciprocal or
    with an inward and secret contempt. By how much the more men ought
    to beware of this passion, which loseth not only other things, but
    itself!  

     

    "There is in man's nature a secret inclination and motion towards
    love of others, which if it be not spent upon some one or a few,
    doth naturally spread itself towards many, and maketh men become
    humane and charitable; as it is seen sometime in friars. Nuptial
    love maketh mankind; friendly love perfecteth it; but wanton love
    corrupteth and embaseth it."  

     

    "Hmm, I never thought of it that way before," she commented once he
    had finished.  

     

    "What way, Charlotte?" he asked quietly.  

     

    "That love loses many things, including itself. One can be prepared
    to throw all away for love, yet fall out of love again in the blink
    of an eye."  

     

    "Ah, but that would be only the wanton type of love Bacon is
    describing. True love is eternal. And does not rely upon material
    circumstance or even the presence of the beloved in order to
    endure." He leaned forward to press a kiss upon her hand.  

     

    "Do you really believe that?" she asked, her tone wistful.  

     

    "Of course. Otherwise as soon as you went out of the room I should
    cease to love you."  

     

    She colored up and bit her lip. "Thomas, I know you're a busy man,
    but--"  

     

    "Yes, but what, my sweet?"  

     

    "Do you think, well, you could read to me again soon?"  

     

    He nodded and smile. "Gladly. Every night after supper if you wish."
     

     

    "Thank you. You're the very best of men."  

     

    "You needn't sound so surprised," he said, looking a trifle piqued.
     

     

    She squeezed his fingers when he tried to withdraw his hand from
    hers. "Oh, I didn't mean it in a disparaging way. Not about you at
    any rate. It was rather an observation upon how kind you're being to
    me."  

     

    He sighed and shook his head. "If not to my wife, then who? I can
    hardly preach to you about nuptial and friendly love and not
    practice it myself."  

     

    "True."  

     

    He smiled down at her. "Well, I'm glad you found this reading so
    thought-provoking. I shall mark out other passages for you to study
    each day, and we can discuss them whenever you like. Or any others I
    select if you think it would be of interest."  

     

    "Yes, indeed." She almost blurted out that everything about him
    interested her, but instead asked if he wished for tea.  

     

    Charlotte followed her husband's guidance and soon had the distinct
    impression that he was trying to tell her something.  

     

    On their second night together in the snug parlor, he read the essay
    'Of Nobility.'  

     

    "As for nobility in particular persons; it is a reverend thing to
    see an ancient castle or building not in decay; or to see a fair
    timber tree sound and perfect. How much more to behold an ancient
    noble family, which hath stood against the waves and weathers of
    time! For new nobility is but the act of power, but ancient nobility
    is the act of time. Those that are first raised to nobility are
    commonly more virtuous, but less innocent, than their descendants;
    for there is rarely any rising but by a commixture of good and evil
    arts. But it is reason the memory of their virtues remain to their
    posterity, and their faults die with themselves. Nobility of birth
    commonly abateth industry; and he that is not industrious, envieth
    him that is. Besides, noble persons cannot go much higher; and he
    that standeth at a stay when others rise, can hardly avoid motions
    of envy. On the other side, nobility extinguisheth the passive envy
    from others towards them; because they are in possession of honor.
    Certainly, kings that have able men of their nobility shall find
    ease in employing them, and a better slide into their business; for
    people naturally bend to them, as born in some sort to command."  

     

    Thomas caressed the tops of her feet as he read aloud, leaving her
    so distracted with the thrilling contact that she was unsure as to
    whether she had taken it all in.  

     

    "So you're saying that even though I'm a duchess now, I don't have
    any reason to puff myself up with pride?" she asked hesitantly.  

     

    He gave her an indulgent smile. "Just a little. And to make you
    re-think your definition of a gentleman.  

     

    "Indeed. Ever since I came into your orbit I've done nothing but,"
    she admitted with complete candor.  

     

    His jet brows lofted skyward. "Indeed? I hope I have compared
    favorably with your other male acquaintances in some small points,"
    he said stiffly, convinced she was referring to Paxton.  

     

    "Oh, very much so," she said swiftly, though she missed the sharp
    look of unease in his eyes. "My father, for example, is a most
    admirable man, but also quite set in his ways. I believe that on the
    whole I am inclined to find your toleration and forbearance far more
    attractive and correct that his rigidity and narrow-mindedness."  

     

    He looked surprised and rather pleased. "Thank you, my dear." His
    hand began to creep up to her ankle now, startling her with a whole
    new sensation throughout her entire body like the flutter of a
    butterfly's wings. Her whole leg jerked away before she could stop
    herself.  

     

    "I'm sorry," he said hastily. "I should not have presumed--"  

     

    "No, wait, Thomas, I--"  

     

    "Let's have some music, shall we?" he suggested in a falsely hearty
    tone, rising quickly and already half way out the door on the way to
    his elegant Wedgwood sitting room.  

     

    Charlotte sighed and cursed herself for her own skittishness. Just
    when he had started being more demonstrative, she had bolted like a
    hare.  

     

    Others of the seeming messages to her were not quite so clear. The
    essay on promises, for example, eluded her.  

     

    "Many ill matters and projects are undertaken; and private suits do
    putrefy the public good. Many good matters are undertaken with bad
    minds; I mean not only corrupt minds, but crafty minds, that intend
    not performance. Some embrace suits, which never mean to deal
    effectually in them; but if they see there may be life in the matter
    by some other mean, they will be content to win a thank, or take a
    second reward, or at least to make use in the meantime of the
    suitor's hopes. Some take hold of suits only for an occasion to
    cross some other; or to make an information whereof they could not
    otherwise have apt pretext; without care what become of the suit
    when that turn is served; or, generally, to make other men's
    business a kind of entertainment to bring in their own.  

     

    "Nay, some undertake suits, with a full purpose to let them fall; to
    the end to gratify the adverse party or competitor. Surely there is
    in some sort a right in every suit; either a right in equity, if it
    be a suit of controversy; or a right of desert, if it be a suit of
    petition.  

     

    "If affection lead a man to favor the wrong side in justice, let him
    rather use his countenance to compound the matter than to carry it.
    If affection lead a man to favor the less worthy in desert, let him
    do it without depraving or disabling the better deserver. In suits
    which a man doth not well understand, it is good to refer them to
    some friend of trust and judgment, that may report whether he may
    deal in them with honor: but let him choose well his referendaries,
    for else he may be led by the nose."  

     

    She could only think it was a general warning to keep her word
    generally, with everything that she undertook. Still, she wondered a
    bit at why Thomas had recited that one to her. Was he implying that
    she wasn't keeping her wedding vows?  

     

    As he sat cradling her shoulders in his lap that particular evening
    a week later, she found herself eagerly longing to keep all her
    vows. Yearning to pierce his calm exterior and see if any real
    emotion for her lay beneath.  

     

    Likewise, the essay on suspicion he recited to her a week after that
    was equally vague.  

     

    "Suspicions amongst thoughts are like bats amongst birds, they ever
    fly by twilight. Certainly they are to be repressed, or at least
    well guarded: for they cloud the mind; they lose friends; and they
    check with business, whereby business cannot go on currently and
    constantly. They dispose kings to tyranny, husbands to jealousy,
    wise men to irresolution and melancholy. They are defects, not in
    the heart, but in the brain; for they take place in the stoutest
    natures; as in the example of Henry the Seventh of England. There
    was not a more suspicious man, nor a more stout. And in such a
    composition they do small hurt. For commonly they are not admitted,
    but with examination, whether they be likely or no."  

     

    "I think that is true enough," Charlotte broke in. "I try not to let
    mere trifles distress me."  

     

    "Good. But others do. He says,  

     

    "But in fearful natures they gain ground too fast. There is nothing
    makes a man suspect much, more than to know little; and therefore
    men should remedy suspicion by procuring to know more, and not to
    keep their suspicions in smother. What would men have? Do they think
    those they employ and deal with are saints? Do they not think they
    will have their own ends, and be truer to themselves than to them?"
     

     

    "Yes, I dare say that is human nature."  

     

    "Not always, however."  

     

    "No, that's true," she agreed tilting her head to smile up at him.
    "Your tenants and servants are exemplary."  

     

    "They have no reason to be suspicious of me and thus acquit
    themselves well."  

     

    She nodded, her head rubbing against his warm thigh until Thomas
    thought he would be driven to distraction. "Pray continue. I'm sorry
    if I interrupted."  

     

    He tried to get hold of his own tongue once more, hardly able to
    form a sentence for thinking about hers...  

     

    But no, he would never dare ask anything like that of her. She was
    his wife, and seemed as untouched as a rose in bud.  

     

    "You should stop me if you're not clear about anything. And I'm
    pleased to see you've gained enough confidence to feel able to do
    so. I would like you to trust me in all matters, my dear wife."  

     

    "I am trying, thanks to you and your improving books, Thomas, as you
    well know."  

     

    He bent over his lap to give her a kiss on the brow, and turned to
    the book quickly to distract himself from her ripe berry lips.
    "Hmmm, where were we? Ah, here it is.  

     

    "Therefore there is no better way to moderate suspicions, than to
    account upon such suspicions as true and yet to bridle them as
    false. For so far a man ought to make use of suspicions, as to
    provide, as if that should be true that he suspects, yet it may do
    him no hurt. Suspicions that the mind of itself gathers are but
    buzzes; but suspicions that are artificially nourished, and put into
    men's heads by the tales and whisperings of others, have stings.  

     

    "Certainly, the best means to clear the way in this same wood of
    suspicions is frankly to communicate them with the party that he
    suspects; for thereby he shall be sure to know more of the truth of
    them than he did before; and withal shall make that party more
    circumspect not to give further cause of suspicion. But this would
    not be done to men of base natures; for they, if they find
    themselves once suspected, will never be true."  

     

    After he had finished reading the essay, she sat up next to him,
    leaning into his side so that they were sitting hip to hip, thigh to
    thigh.  

     

    Thomas's body was still thrumming with need, and he moved his mouth
    down to claim hers in a soul stirring kiss which sent her to the
    heavens. Once again, just as she began to reciprocate fully, he
    broke it off.  

     

    She gasped at his abrupt manner and dared to complain, "Why do you
    keep--"  

     

    He cleared his throat uncomfortably, rising from the sofa to stand
    in front of the fire. "Because you hardly know me, Charlotte. Nor I
    you if the truth be told. How can a good marriage be forged by two
    strangers in only a few short weeks?"  

     

    "Yet by kissing you, touching you, can I not get to know you?" she
    asked shyly.  

     

    He blew out a tremulous breath. "Yes, in time. But you're still so
    very young and--"  

     

    "But old enough to learn. And time will most certainly cure my
    youth."  

     

    "Indeed," he said with a fond smile. "On the other hand, it might
    not. Some people are eternally young, innocent. I would like you to
    stay that way as much as possible.  

     

    "Which is why pressing on with our physical relationship is not a
    good idea. I will tell you truly, Charlotte, long before we ever
    became engaged, I was not immune to your ample feminine charms."  

     

    "Charms?" she said, quirking one eyebrow.  

     

    "Yes, you beauty, your lively manner. But I told myself you were too
    young, tender--"  

     

    "I don't understand," Charlotte said, gaping. "Are you trying to say
    that you actually, well, liked me? As a woman, in addition to my
    fortune, I mean?"  

     

    He stepped over to the side table and snatched up the decanter,
    poured a measure of brandy, and downed it in one gulp.  

     

    Charlotte stared at him in stunned silence. He poured another glass
    and a small one of sherry for her, which he pressed into her long
    slender fingers.  

     

    "And if I said I did? Would you believe me?" he asked at last, when
    the silence grew too oppressive.  

     

    "Then I would ask why you were always present, but so aloof."  

     

    "Because you were but seventeen when we first met formally, my dear,
    a mere child. I would never have even considered asking to pay court
    to you, let alone marry you, at such a tender age."  

     

    "Yet many are married younger than I," she argued, before sipping
    from her glass.  

     

    "That is true, but I doubt it's healthy for the woman to indulge at
    too young an age. Especially since abstinence is the only certain
    way to not get with child."  

     

    She blushed. "So you're saying you don't wish for any children,
    ever?" she asked, feeling bitterly crushed. "Or just none with me?"
     

     

    "Good God, Charlotte, how can you say--"  

     

    "By the way you've avoided me every time we get, well, heated as we
    did in the carriage that first night."  

     

    He shook his head. "I didn't lie when I said how fond I was of
    children. But it's too soon, Charlotte. You are still very young,
    only eighteen to my twenty-eight. I seek only to protect you, my
    dear. And would not have you do anything impetuous simply because of
    any selfish acts of mine, or the naturally healthy urgings of your
    own young body."  

     

    "Healthy urgings?" she repeated blankly.  

     

    "I was your age once. It was torment."  

     

    She blinked owlishly. "I don't know of what you speak, except for
    that dreadful tight feeling I get in my chest and, well, belly when
    you kiss me and draw away."  

     

    "Your chest?" he asked softly.  

     

    She reddened. "Yes, you know. My, er, protuberances. And the place I
    sit upon."  

     

    He gave a puckish smile at her terminology. "Very well, we can share
    a few kisses and I can perhaps relieve some of those aches if you
    trust me, and do as I say."  

     

    The breath felt as though it had been sucked from her lungs.
    "Wh-wh-what would you have me do, Thomas?"  

     

    "I shall come behind you on the sofa. I think with this venerable
    and stout piece of furniture as chaperon, we can increase your
    education without endangering your virtue."  

     

    He downed his brandy and moved around the back of the settee with
    all of the air of a man about to jump off a cliff.  

     

    "I'm going to start with your neck, and ears. If there's anything
    that frightens you, by all means, tell me to stop."  

     

    "Yes, Thomas," she promised, though inwardly she was determined to
    move forward with their relationship in whatever manner he chose.
    Her curiosity and what he had called her healthy urgings were ample
    reason, even if she had not admired him so. He was a miracle, kind,
    intelligent, alluring. And he had admitted he had been thinking of
    her long before he had ever said a word.  

     

    The reticule and fan for her birthday! She had wondered about them.
    He had admired her! Been so thoughtful and considerate.  

     

    And then all rational thought flew out of her head as his warm lips
    pressed against her neck, elegantly bared by the low cut of her
    sapphire velvet evening gown with gold trim.  

     

    It was the most exquisite torture, wanting to hug him, touch him,
    yet being unable to reach.  

     

    "No, keep your hands on your lap, or the sofa arm, pet. I don't
    think I'll be able to stay calm if you caress me as well," he
    confessed raggedly.  

     

    He kissed up and down her neck on both sides, while his hands eased
    up gradually to cup both her breasts.  

     

    She stiffened slightly at the heated contact but soon relaxed and
    lolled her head backwards.  

     

    Then she experienced the totally novel sensation of being kissed
    upside down, his tongue licking the sensitive roof of her mouth
    until she gasped. His hands moved up further to rub her shoulders,
    his thumbs kneading the hollow at the back of her neck.  

     

    "All right?" he whispered.  

     

    "Oh, yes, Thomas, please, kiss me again? And my breasts--"  

     

    He took the hint and slid his palms downward, and moved forward to
    turn his mouth into hers.  

     

    He dragged his lips away as he felt he whole body shimmer with
    passion like the heat haze on a summer's day.  

     

    "No, Thomas, please, I need you to--"  

     

    He was saved from making any reply by a tap on the door, which
    heralded the arrival of his sister, who had come to say goodnight.  

     

    "I had no idea it was so late," Thomas said, looking as sheepish as
    Charlotte had ever seen him.  

     

    Indeed, she commented to herself as he stepped away from her to give
    his sister her usual kiss on the brow, the night was yet early. And
    would be a long one if she couldn't quell her urges to some degree.
     

     

    She looked on with no small regret when he escorted his sister to
    the door and kept right on going out into the foyer. "You will
    forgive me, my dear, if I leave you to your own devices for the rest
    of the evening. I have a few pressing papers to deal with in the
    library. Good night, Charlotte. Pleasant dreams."  

     

    She clamped her mouth shut before she screamed at him in frustration
    like a fishwife. How could he? Was the man made of ice?  

     

    As she made her way up to her room on trembling legs, she wished she
    were. Her longing and true feelings for him were becoming harder and
    harder to conceal. Yet she felt no closer to knowing his own mind or
    the reasons he had married her than she ever had.  

     

    She thought once again of the essay on suspicions. He was avoiding
    her because he was sure she was concealing her past with Paxton.  

     

    And she was timid around him because she was sure that he was hiding
    something from her.  

     

    She had worked up the courage to confront him about her more amorous
    feelings. Would it be possible to ever discuss with him all her
    confusion over their marriage?  

     

    What if he rejected her?  

     

    Charlotte sighed. Even if he did, she decided as she trudged her way
    up the stairs to her lonely bed, it couldn't be any worse than
    continually leading her on only to thwart her deepest yearnings.  
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    Charlotte thought about her torrid romantic interlude with her
    husband, indeed that whole evening they had shared, for several days
    afterwards. She took heart from the exhortation to air her
    suspicions openly and honestly. About a week later she decided to do
    just that.  

     

    She found Thomas in the library, going over a large ledger, entering
    the rents which had come in at the beginning of the month. It was
    hard to believe they had been married for nearly six weeks already.
    Yet in some senses, it was as if they had known each other all their
    lives.  

     

    "Come in, my dear," he said with a small smile when he saw her peep
    in the door.  

     

    "I'm sorry to interrupt you, Your Grace."  

     

    "Not at all. It's a welcome excuse to stop. Looking from one page to
    the other to make sure all of the entries go on the correct lines in
    the ledger can be quite taxing. And my name is Thomas."  

     

    "Yes, of course, Thomas," she said, reddening. "I just wanted to
    tell you that I've finished with the essays you marked out for me. I
    wanted to thank you for taking the trouble. They've given me much to
    think about."  

     

    "Any in particular that you wanted to discuss with me?" he asked
    her, with a knowing glance.  

     

    She stared at him. Why did he always seem able to read her mind?  

     

    "I re-read the essay on suspicion. Am I to take it that you would
    wish me to come to you directly, as it suggests in the book,
    whenever I have a matter upon which I am concerned?"  

     

    He nodded. "I would like you to feel confident that I shall deal
    with you fairly and honestly as a true friend, yes."  

     

    "Then why have you barred Agnes from the house? She came to call
    yesterday, and--"  

     

    She watched in dismay as his face took on a grim, forbidding aspect.
    "I'm respecting your father's wishes in that regard. It was he who
    advised me that he believed she would not be a good influence upon
    you now that you're married."  

     

    "My father?" she asked, astonished.  

     

    Thomas nodded. "Yes. You may discuss the matter with him too if you
    wish. I considered his opinion, observed her character, and agreed.
    I will speak even more plainly. I believe that she is still friends
    with the man you had intended to elope with, and as such, might do
    us both a mischief. I'm almost certain it was she I overheard with
    your aunt and the man in question. Therefore, she can do you damage.
    She knows too much, and is somewhat immoderate in her ways."  

     

    "Oh no, surely not," Charlotte protested. "She seemed perfectly
    charming to me, and I am sure she would never do me deliberate
    harm."  

     

    "She will not be given the chance to, my dear," Thomas said in a
    firm tone which brooked no refusal. "We shall go on as we have been,
    cautious of your reputation until we are certain that nothing she
    says about a dalliance with another man will possibly be lent any
    credence." He set down his pen firmly now to give her his full
    attention.  

     

    "And I will remind you that I do not wish you to see them. That
    includes your aunt, who has been given a generous household
    allowance by me, and will want for nothing except my good opinion of
    her. Even if you run into them by chance, I urge you in the
    strongest possible terms not to say anything to any of that trio
    more than the barest civilities."  

     

    "But why?" she asked in genuine confusion. "I care not for gossip
    and tittle-tattle. I'm happy here, and settled. What harm can they
    do to me, or to us?"  

     

    He raised his eyebrows. "Are you indeed?"  

     

    She blushed and looked down at her lap for a moment, and then
    nodded. "Happy? Yes, yes, I am, Thomas. I didn't think I would be,
    but you've been so kind and tolerant of my youth. I know I've thrown
    my defiance in your face when I've been piqued, but I cry your
    pardon now. It was ill done, and not the act of a friend. I know
    you've claimed no noble motives in marrying me, but you've been far
    more indulgent than many a husband who claims to be in love with his
    wife.  

     

    "And yet that indulgence has not been indifference. You obviously
    care, or else you would not try to improve my knowledge, my
    acquaintance, my clothes. I want for nothing, and have a full and
    interesting life thanks to you. Sometimes too full," she added with
    a smile. "I am not a child, that must have trinkets and baubles
    dangled in front of me to bribe me into behaving myself and staying
    out of mischief."  

     

    "So the loss of love is not something you repine for?" he asked
    quietly.  

     

    She sighed. "I would be a liar if I said I didn't wonder what my
    life would have been like had things not gone awry that evening. But
    I'm realistic enough to know that things could have gone much worse
    for me had you not happened to come along."  

     

    "Much worse? What makes you say that?" he asked, his eyes
    glittering.  

     

    "Only that my father might not have given his blessing. I would have
    been embroiled in a scandal, and not been received in any good
    society."  

     

    "There are far worse things than those, far worse. You should thank
    the Lord every day that you have been spared them," he said with
    asperity.  

     

    She looked at him in confusion. "I know not what you mean."  

     

    He frowned. "We spoke of them before in reference to Sarah's clinic
    for women in London."  

     

    "Oh, yes, but in my case..."  

     

    "Don't be so sure," he growled, his eyes glowing like hot coals. "I
    can safely say that very few of those women dreamt that that would
    be their lot when they were growing up. I'm sure many of them even
    came from good homes with families who loved them and tried to
    protect them."  

     

    She could hear him audibly grinding his teeth. "I'm sorry if I've
    displeased you with my innocence and ignorance. It was not
    intended."  

     

    He gave her a grim smile. "No, it's my fault. Burning indignation
    has its place, but not directed at my innocent wife."  

     

    Thomas bent his head back to his books, and she felt effectively
    dismissed, as if he had slammed a door in her face. She turned to
    leave, but then stepped back toward the desk.  

     

    "If it would help ease the tedium of the chore, I could read the
    tenants' names and amounts for you," she offered timidly.  

     

    He looked up in surprise, and then smiled. "Are you sure?"  

     

    "I used to do it for my father, until I began to do the social
    rounds more."  

     

    "Very well, then," he said, drawing another chair closer to the
    desk. "Come sit by me, and we shall begin."  

     

    Charlotte gave him a last long look, and with a timid but happy
    smile, sat down next to her handsome husband.  
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    Charlotte soon began to help her husband file his papers, and pay
    the bills. By the end of a month of hard work and study, she was
    able to keep excellent ledgers, and had learned a great deal about
    the running of the estate, and about the man she had married.  

     

    Thomas was frugal, but by no means stingy. He was generous to the
    poor, and had various annuities he disbursed for orphans and the
    elderly. He had been telling the truth about her aunt Margaret,
    giving her more than enough money to live well but not lavishly,
    though most of the allocated sum was paid directly to the accounts
    he had set up with the various tradespeople in the district rather
    than disbursed to her personally.  

     

    He invested in her father's and cousins' properties as well, making
    improvements to increase their productivity. She could also see that
    he accepted no repayment of the loans at all. He took an active
    interest in the local hospitals and asylums, and had two wards, a
    woman and her daughter, whose small estate he managed on the other
    side of Bath. When she asked about the family in question, he had
    little to say upon the subject.  

     

    His expression was grim. "It was a charge left me by my father. I do
    what I can, though it is little enough."  

     

    "Is there anything I can do?" she asked tentatively, smoothing down
    the thick cotton of her black and gold block print day gown.  

     

    "Apart from not mention it to anyone, no, there is nothing."  

     

    "Forgive my asking, but why the secrecy? Being generous is nothing
    to be embarrassed about."  

     

    He said nothing, simply turned over the papers to her that he had
    been working on, and asked her to file them.  

     

    She tried to recall the essay on suspicions, but she could not bring
    herself to ask the fateful question: "Is this woman your paramour,
    the daughter yours?"  

     

    She knew she was jumping to conclusions. He had tried to resolve her
    doubts before they were married, and Jonathan had attested to the
    fact that the woman her aunt had gossiped about had not been
    involved with Thomas in that manner. Was this yet another woman, or
    the same one?  

     

    She sighed. It was really none of her business anyway. They did not
    have that kind of marriage. She could not blame him for any previous
    affairs of the heart, not when she had thrown her love for another
    in his face.  

     

    All the same, the hurt burned in her breast, and she could not help
    looking at him speculatively when they were in company together.  

     

    Finally, after about a fortnight of her altered attitude toward him,
    he put down his pen and sighed, his green eyes pained. "I know what
    you're thinking. But please believe me when I tell you that the lady
    I am administering the property for has not nor ever will be my
    lover."  

     

    She shrank back in her chair and stared at the floor.  

     

    "Look at me, Charlotte. No, look me in the eye, and see that what
    I'm telling you is the truth. I can't bear to see you looking so
    reproachful and suspicious. I give you my word as a gentleman, I
    have never laid a hand on the woman in any improper manner, and the
    child is not mine. Jonathan has confirmed this. Why do you still
    refuse to believe me?"  

     

    The hot blush of mortification tinged her cheeks. "I don't mean to,
    honestly. But if it's all so harmless and innocent, why will you not
    tell me about her, so that I can help?"  

     

    "Because there is nothing to be done," he sighed, running his
    fingers through his dark hair in exasperation. "It is kind of you to
    offer, but everything that is needful has been seen to. And I will
    tell you no more for your own safety, and theirs, if the truth be
    told."  

     

    "Why, are they in some sort of danger?" she asked in alarm.  

     

    He nodded. "Yes, most definitely. The father of the child is a most
    unsuitable man. I tell you again, Charlotte, and beg you to take
    heed of me. Please, if you care anything at all about me and our
    family, please never let one word about this woman pass your lips to
    anyone, not even to a person you think you can trust."  

     

    "I won't."  

     

    "Promise me!" he insisted.  

     

    She stared. "I promise, truly."  

     

    He took her hand. "Then I believe you. We will say no more on the
    subject. Except one other thing. There is only you, there has only
    ever been you, and there will only ever be you in my life. I give
    you my word." He kissed her hand with a warm passion which set her
    on fire.  

     

    She smiled at him tremulously, all aflutter at the heated sensual
    contact. "I only wish I could give you mine."  

     

    "I will settle for two out of three."  

     

    "I can try."  

     

    He looked even more grim than he had a moment before, and sad too.
    He relinquished her hand with a final warm kiss on her palm. "Then
    that will have to be enough for now."  

     

    The clock struck five, breaking off his pensive scrutiny of her
    face. "Goodness, look at the time. We have our guests coming this
    evening."  

     

    "Oh, yes, the ladies. I had forgotten all about it."  

     

    "I'm proud of you. I had half-expected you to spend the entire day
    in your room primping."  

     

    She shook her head ruefully. "No, I've already told you, I want them
    to like me, and make up for the times I behaved badly."  

     

    "What shall you wear?"  

     

    "Will you help me choose?"  

     

    He smiled. "Ah, but then I might choose for myself, rather than what
    is suitable for a lady to wear."  

     

    "Well, so long as you give me a right to veto a gown if I think you
    have erred, it should be fine. You are the Duke. You know much more
    about these things than I do."  

     

    "Only insofar as I have seen many young ladies presented at Court,
    and some of them have not shown the common sense they were born
    with. I think it's safe to say that you are not one of them."  

     

    She smiled, pleased at his praise. "Still, I would appreciate your
    help."  

     

    "Certainly, my dear. Let us go up now, and quickly. They will be
    here at six."  

     

    He came into her chamber and looked through her gowns as patiently
    as if he had been a female friend. She agonized over her choices for
    several moments, until she finally said with an exasperated wave of
    her hand, "You choose."  

     

    "Are you sure?"  

     

    "Yes, Thomas. Choose."  

     

    He selected her white gown with the midnight blue sash to compliment
    her eyes. She approved his choice, and gave him a kiss on the cheek
    before shooing him out of the room so she could change.  

     

    "Not quite perfect. Please hold still." He attached a little
    sapphire cross around her slim neck just before she descended into
    the fray.  

     

    "There, picture-perfect."  

     

    "Why, Thomas, thank you. It's exquisite," she said, catching sight
    of herself in her full-length pier glass. "But what did I do to
    deserve such a gift?"  

     

    "It was my mother's most cherished piece of jewelry, the first gift
    my father ever gave her."  

     

    Her face fell. "In that case I couldn't possibly-"  

     

    "Why not?"  

     

    "Elizabeth should have-"  

     

    "She never takes off the one they brought her back from Rome,
    blessed by the Pope himself."  

     

    "The Pope?" she said with no small degree of surprise.  

     

    "Yes, indeed. My mother was Catholic. A very good woman. We were
    brought up to be tolerant in this house. What difference does it
    make what we are labeled, if we are all supposed to be Christians?"
     

     

    "True," she sighed. "Life would be so much simpler if everyone
    agreed with that sentiment."  

     

    He smiled at her warmly. "We can only hope. In any case, I shall
    leave you to dress-"  

     

    She was proud of her tolerant response. Why, only two months before,
    she might have shrunk from the news in horror. For some, Catholics
    were nothing better than traitors, and were even rumored by the most
    extreme as actually having tails like an animal.  

     

    At the sight of her husband's imminent departure, she cast around
    for anything to stop him from leaving just when they had been
    getting along so well.  

     

    "Will you not stay?" she offered shyly. "Tell me more about your
    parent, while I change behind the screen?"  

     

    "Well, my dear, I'm not so sure-"  

     

    "All I need is some help with the buttons at the back. Why trouble
    Mary to come all the way up here if we don't have to?"  

     

    He looked rather surprised at the offer, but nodded. "Very well, I
    shall sit in this chair here and do my best to satisfy your
    curiosity while you dress."  

     

    He seated himself in the armchair near the fire with his back to the
    screen.  

     

    Charlotte took the dress behind with her, and began to strip off her
    black and gold day gown.  

     

    "My father was the first Duke, you know. The family was a very old
    one, but it took until the reign of George II for our merits to be
    fully appreciated, and he was made up just before I was born."  

     

    "For what?"  

     

    "Supporting the king against the Stewart upstarts, amongst other
    things. And for his dabbling in all sorts of modern inventions, like
    the steam engine, seeing the potential and investing."  

     

    "How fortunate for you."  

     

    "Yes, for he loved the land as well. I try to pay attention to both
    myself."  

     

    "If your other estates are as splendidly run as this one, I would
    say you are even more gifted than your father."  

     

    "I try to be," he said humbly. "With a good decent Christian
    sympathy from my mother, and her appreciation of the arts."  

     

    "And your parents? Were they, well, happy together?"  

     

    "I certainly believe so. I never saw any reason to doubt it for a
    minute. My parents did not always have the impressive wealth you see
    now, but they did have love."  

     

    Charlotte came out from behind the screen to offer her back to him.
    "It's nice to have both, I'm sure."  

     

    He buttoned up the three tiny white silk covered fastenings, and ran
    his hands along her lightly bared shoulders.  

     

    "Yes, it would be nice. I do keep hoping." He turned her gently to
    face him, and kissed her on the brow.  

     

    Charlotte refused to be content with such paltry lovers' fare and
    stretched up for a more ardent embrace. Her lips parted under his
    softly, eager for his tongue. She opened to him like a flower,
    pressing against his full length with a small sigh of relief. She
    hated how aloof he had become. Wanted to break through the armor of
    his perfect reserve as he did to her whenever they kissed.  

     

    She ran her hands up and down his broad back, felt his muscles
    rippling, inhaled his heady masculine scent, reveled in his taste.
    Yes, this, this was how it was meant to be between them. Why had she
    not seen it before? And could he not feel it himself?  

     

    Thomas did, all too acutely. He was soon trembling with the most
    painfully rampant desire, and had to tug her arms from around his
    neck before he lifted her and carried her over to the bed.  

     

    "Your guests," he said shakily. "We mustn't--"  

     

    She put her hand to her swollen lips. My goodness, what would they
    think of her! She looked like she had been well and truly tumbled.  

     

    But for once she did not care what they thought. At last she felt as
    though she were breaking through the barriers that Thomas had
    imposed upon their marriage. Soon, she could look forward to
    convincing Thomas that she really did want to love and be loved--by
    him and him alone.  

     

    Three months of marriage had now passed. It was as if Herbert had
    been simply a dream, a fantasy, as insubstantial as air. Thomas was
    real, and when he looked at her with that little spark in his
    emerald eyes, well, she would follow him to Hell and back.  

     

    Except that she suspected being with him as his wife might actually
    be absolute Heaven...  

     

    The soiree was both a success and a failure. A success, because many
    of the women improved upon her now that she was no longer cattily
    competing with them. A failure, because all of her happy hopes for a
    good life with Thomas were threatened by an unexpected guest.  

     

    Charlotte tried to be pleasant to all the women. It was not always
    easy, for the truth was that many of them looked at her with envy,
    and not just because of the fine home which they eagerly toured. The
    women commented upon every room favorably, but their own private
    suite of rooms was remarked upon in particular.  

     

    "Very, er, intimate, is it not?" one worldly girl remarked.  

     

    Charlotte turned to reply, and stiffened as she saw a newcomer enter
    the private little parlor adjoining the two bedchambers.  

     

    It was Agnes.  

     

    She wished she could say her friend looked well, but she was staring
    at her, hollow-eyed and thin, with such a look of gleaming malice
    that she wanted to flee to the safety of Thomas's arms. But he was
    ensconced in the library, and she had to brazen it out by herself.  

     

    "Agnes, how nice to see you again."  

     

    "You know me, like the proverbial bad penny," she drawled.  

     

    Charlotte led the women back downstairs to the Wedgwood room, where
    they had an impromptu concert. Then they divided into groups, with
    some choosing to play cards, while others selected their favorite
    poems to recite aloud. Charlotte found some of them to be quite
    racy, and shook her head to think she had ever behaved so immodestly
    only three short months ago.  

     

    When it came time for her to make her choice, she could only think
    of one poem, which Thomas had left for her to read recently, by
    Cowper.  

     

    Thy country, Wilberforce, with just disdain,  

    Hears thee, by cruel men and impious, call'd  

    Fanatic, for thy zeal to loose th' enthrall'd  

    From exile, public sale, and slav'ry's chain.  

    Friend of the poor, the wrong'd, the fetter-gall'd,_  

    Fear not lest labour such as thine be vain!  

    Thou hast achiev'd a part; hast gain'd the ear  

    Of Britain's senate to thy glorious cause;  

    Hope smiles, joy springs, and tho' cold caution pause  

    And weave delay, the better hour is near,  

    That shall remunerate thy toils severe  

    By peace for Afric, fenc'd with British laws.  

    Enjoy what thou hast won, esteem and love  

    From all the just on earth, and all the blest above!  

     

    Thomas, listening from outside the door, was pleased with his wife's
    modest and decorous deportment, and went away with a happy smile
    lighting his face.  

     

    "Very nice, Charlotte. But we can all see you've married a Radical,"
    Agnes said disparagingly. "Anti-slavery poems indeed. You ought to
    be careful the Duke isn't locked up for Bonapartist sympathies. Then
    where would you be?"  

     

    "I have no fear of that," Charlotte said in a spirited tone. "He
    actually fought in the Peninsula with Wellington. Many so-called
    patriots have done far less. I married a good man. I realize that
    now, and thank God for it every day."  

     

    "Now? You mean you didn't know it before you married him?" Agnes
    asked in a pointed manner designed to embarrass.  

     

    Charlotte tried to cover her confusion with a glib retort. "We never
    really know a person until we have to live with them. With some
    people, further acquaintance only improves one's respect and love.
    With others, that better knowledge only causes us to despise them.
    I'm happy to say that Thomas is in the former category."  

     

    "I can see most women wanting to get to know him better," Pamela
    Ashton, one of the more popular, if flighty, girls, giggled. "He is
    just too divine to look at. Male perfection itself."  

     

    Charlotte fixed her with a stare. "Looks and charm aren't
    everything," she said in a serious tone. "You would to well to
    remember that, before you end up making a bad choice, or doing
    something you'll regret."  

     

    The pretty girl blinked, and sobered instantly. "I shall remember
    it. I didn't mean-"  

     

    Charlotte waved away her apology with her ivory fan. "That's all
    right. I was once very like you. I've learned the hard way that
    appearances can be deceiving."  

     

    When Charlotte saw all of the girls looking at her with avid
    curiosity, she laughed lightly and said, "These shopkeepers nowadays
    will try to pass off any old rubbish on you."  

     

    They all relaxed, thinking they had read more into her first
    statement than necessary.  

     

    But Charlotte still felt herself being watched carefully by Agnes.
    She reminded her of a vicious old ginger tabby her aunt had once
    had, a creature which looked delightful, adorable and fluffy, until
    it unsheathed its claws.  
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    Just how sharp Agnes's claws were Charlotte found out about a
    fortnight later, when she sent a message asking to meet her at her
    house.  

     

    Charlotte had sent back a note suggesting she come to her, but Agnes
    had replied by saying that would not do given she had not gained
    admittance the last time she had tried to visit Castle Eltham on her
    own.  

     

    So Charlotte packed a basket with some things she thought her friend
    might like, some ells of linen and cakes, and headed to the small
    cottage.  

     

    When she arrived, however, her friend was not alone, for there, as
    large as life in the parlor, like a waiting spider, was Herbert
    Paxton.  

     

    Her heart gave a small lurch, and she thought she would faint. It
    was good to see him, standing there looking so blond and handsome.
    However, she was married now, and she had given her word to Thomas
    that she would never see him if she could help it. What if he found
    out...  

     

    "I see you have company. I shall just leave these things and see you
    another time, Agnes," she said, dropping the basket as abruptly as
    if it had scalded her.  

     

    "Charlotte, Charlotte, wait!" Herbert pleaded.  

     

    "There is nothing you can say to me. I'm a married woman now, and
    appalled that Agnes would betray me like this."  

     

    "Don't blame her. I begged her to let me see you one more time."  

     

    "Well, you've seen me now. I am well and happy. I wish the same for
    you. Goodbye."  

     

    She ran out the front door and toward the waiting carriage. She
    heard him call after her, but fortunately he did not come out of the
    house, so the driver did not see Herbert, or so she hoped.  

     

    The last thing she wanted was for Thomas to find out she had seen
    him. Plus, he had warned her about Agnes. He had been right all
    along. The woman did not wish her well.  

     

    She was so sorry now that she had not listened to her husband.  

     

    Well, she would not be caught like that again, she vowed, and
    congratulated herself on a lucky escape.  

     

    A week later, her aunt Margaret requested a visit from her, but
    Charlotte put her off, saying she was too busy with the rehearsals
    for 'She Stoops to Conquer', which was to take place at the end of
    that week.  

     

    All of them performed very well, and those who attended at
    Jonathan's parish hall praised them highly. Charlotte was enjoying
    her triumph until she caught sight of Herbert at the back of the
    hall.  

     

    "What is it? What's wrong?" Thomas asked, seeing her looking
    tight-lipped and pale.  

     

    "I'm fine, just so thirsty."  

     

    "Well, we can remedy that easily. I shall go get you some punch."  

     

    "No, not yet." She stayed him with a gentle hand on his arm.  

     

    He raised his brows and stared at her. "Why? What is the matter,
    dearest?"  

     

    "I just wanted to congratulate you. You were perfect and helped me
    recover well when I forgot my lines." She reached up and kissed him,
    and he let his lips linger on hers.  

     

    They were in company. He could count on Jonathan to make a sarcastic
    remark to bring him to his senses before long.  

     

    The only trouble was, Charlotte seemed to lose hers, for she was so
    ardent she soon had him trembling like a callow youth. His desire
    became most painfully constricted to the point where he had to pull
    away before he backed her up against the wall and ground his hips up
    against her in front of the whole parish.  

     

    "What have I done wrong?" she asked, hurt at his withdrawal into
    cool indifference once more.  

     

    "It's not you," he whispered hurriedly, "it's not- Ahem, it's not
    the time or the place. We need to consider what we're doing. It's
    too much. And in public as well."  

     

    He took her hand, kissed it, and led her back to the chattering
    group of actors. She looked at her husband in confusion. Why was he
    always drawing away? Was she really so repulsive? Too heated? Not
    passionate enough?  

     

    Clifford and Vanessa were giving each other long heated looks which
    filled Charlotte with envy. She wanted Thomas to look at her like
    that.  

     

    But he had no cause to. Not when he had every reason to believe that
    she was still in love with Herbert.  

     

    But what had she felt when she had seen him those two times?
    Surprise, and...fear. Yes, that was it, fear. She did not want him
    to ruin the life she now had.  

     

    And it was not because of all the wonderful possessions she owned,
    or living in a castle and being a duchess. It was because she did
    not want to hurt Thomas, lie to him.  

     

    So was she not doing that now? Pretending an indifference to him she
    did not feel whenever they met, when what she really wanted to do
    was finish what she had started in the coach all those weeks ago the
    night of her failed elopement?  

     

    She sighed. She had created a complicated maze in her life, a
    winding web of lies based on her pride and arrogance. She had no
    idea how to break free. All she knew was that if it was not love she
    felt for Thomas, then she had no clue what love meant.  

     

    But how to convince him? And what if he did not love her? How could
    she know for certain?  

     

    She looked up at Thomas's handsome face searchingly, but the
    all-important answers eluded her.  
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    Charlotte was looking forward to a quiet day alone with her husband
    after the excitement of the play, but alas, it was not to be. Her
    aunt turned up at the Castle the following day, acting even more
    high-handed than usual, until Charlotte felt fit to scream.  

     

    She should have been alerted to danger, but she was alone in the
    house, Thomas having gone into Eltham village. Her aunt barged into
    her private parlor she shared with Thomas before she could even give
    any instructions to the servants.  

     

    After the stock greetings, the older woman said, "I did not attend
    the performance of She Stoops to Conquer, but I heard you were
    wonderful. Herbert was full of admiration."  

     

    "That is kind of you to say, but I'm not interested in the opinion
    of the gentleman in question. I'm married now, and not able or
    willing to renew our former acquaintance."  

     

    Her aunt remained silent on the subject, and Charlotte was relieved.
    She should have smelt a rat, however, when she requested a tour of
    the grounds. Her aunt, after all, was not noted for her fondness for
    exercise and fresh air.  

     

    They had just turned the corner of the box hedge, when Herbert
    appeared. Her aunt vanished like a thief in the night.  

     

    She turned to depart as well, but he snatched her arm and held her
    in place.  

     

    "Please, Charlotte, hear me out! I know you have cause to be angry
    with me. I got cold feet. I wasn't brave enough to elope with you.  

     

    "But I've been miserable ever since that fateful night. I never
    dreamed that you would be married so suddenly. I thought I might
    have a chance when I came back, but-"  

     

    "There is no chance," Charlotte said firmly, her blue eyes flashing.
    "You missed your opportunity. I'm married and that is the end of
    it."  

     

    "But you still love me! I know you do! You would not have consented
    to be mine otherwise," he insisted.  

     

    She gathered the collar of her lightweight royal blue spencer around
    her neck protectively, misliking the burning look in his eyes. "I
    was confused. Innocent. I recognize now that what we shared was a
    simple flirtation, that was all. You turned the head of a
    naÃ¯ve girl. You're dealing with a woman now, and one
    who knows the difference between love and infatuation."  

     

    "Ah, it is because you are now a woman that I know you'll understand
    the depths of my passion for you. I will not be denied." He moved to
    kiss her, and she panicked.  

     

    "Perforce you must be," she said, breaking free of the crushing grip
    upon her wrist and running for the garden door. "I do deny you! I
    don't ever want to see you again."  

     

    "I shall die if I cannot have you!" he panted, his eyes fixing upon
    her like a wolf upon its prey.  

     

    "I pity you, but I cannot love you. Please go away. Leave the
    neighborhood, and never come back."  

     

    "You say this because you are fearful of the consequences of giving
    your love to me. But if no one finds out-"  

     

    She looked at him in horror. He was in earnest! "I would know! And
    God!"  

     

    He snorted in derision. "God will do nothing."  

     

    "Not in this life, but certainly in the next," she said, feeling
    such disgust at his lewd suggestions that her stomach churned.
    "Leave, Mr. Paxton, and never come back."  

     

    Charlotte managed to get in the door and lock it before he could
    detain her. She was trembling like a leaf in a gale, and noted the
    sleeve of her sprigged muslin gown had been torn. She gazed in
    horror at the skin underneath. She had bruises all over her arm
    where he had twisted it.  

     

    This was what he called love? It was just obsession, lust, spite. He
    only wanted her because she was unattainable. Well, she would never
    see him again. She would never even try to muster any politeness if
    she happened to come across him.  

     

    Quaking on legs which could barely hold her upright, she crept up to
    her room by the back stairs before Thomas found her with a torn
    gown, and wrested the whole story from her. He could never know that
    Herbert was still pursuing her. He just wouldn't understand...  

     

    But then, he would not understand her keeping things from him
    either. She was damned no matter what.  

     

     

    Ten days later, she sat at the breakfast table with her husband,
    discussing their plans for the day.  

     

    "Pamela Ashton is having an at home this evening for all of her
    female circle of acquaintance. May I go?"  

     

    He peered over the morning paper at her. "Er, yes, if you like."  

     

    "I shan't go if you don't approve," she said earnestly, willing to
    do anything to breach his reserve.  

     

    "I think she's a bit flighty, and I'm not sure what you have in
    common. But there's nothing wrong with the girl that a little
    sensible conversation won't fix. Now that you are out of the
    Marriage Mart, she's become the most eligible woman in the County. I
    think it's gone to her head. You will warn her about-"  

     

    "I already have. About not doing anything rash, or allowing herself
    to be led into anything which will have long-lasting consequences."
     

     

    He smiled tightly. "There is no particular beau hanging about her,
    is there?"  

     

    "No, none that I know of," she said truthfully.  

     

    But the question filled her with unease. Herbert would pine only so
    long before he moved on to another innocent victim.  

     

    She shook her head. No, it was not possible. He had loved her, had
    said he would die without her. He was not simply some predatory
    seducer. Thomas disliked him, but he had no proof, nor did she.
    Surely he could not be as bad as all that...  

     

    Charlotte was having an enjoyable time with the other girls at the
    Ashtons' and felt carefree and happy for a time, until she
    recollected that Thomas was at home alone.  

     

    The company was pleasant, but certainly not as stimulating as that
    of her husband. She longed to see his handsome face, his bright
    emerald eyes sparkling down at her as he laughed at some witticism.
     

     

    She was gathering her shawl and reticule in preparation for leaving
    when Agnes appeared. She looked more ill that she had ever seen her.
    Charlotte decided to linger for a little while longer, and when she
    had the opportunity, she pulled Agnes over to one side.  

     

    "My dear, I know we're not friends any longer the way we used to be,
    but I am most concerned about your appearance. The shadows under
    your eyes, your pallor. And you're so thin. If there's anything I
    can do, please tell me?"  

     

    Agnes's once-beautiful face crumpled, and the tears began to flow.
    "I shouldn't have come. You're right, I'm ill. Please, can you take
    me home in the carriage?"  

     

    "I had not thought to leave just yet," she lied, "but my driver will
    see you safely home."  

     

    "Please come with me," Agnes begged. "I must speak with you on a
    most private matter."  

     

    Charlotte was filled with misgivings, but she could see Agnes was
    genuinely unwell, and simply could not leave her in such distress.  

     

    "Very well. I shall take you home."  

     

    Shortly after they left, Thomas arrived at the Ashtons' house. He
    had been hoping to surprise his wife and accompany her home in the
    carriage, but found to his dismay that she had already left with
    Agnes.  

     

    He wanted to trust his wife, tell himself that his fears were
    groundless. But the demons of jealousy and desire gripped him. He
    fetched his mount from the stable again, and followed along the
    road.  

     

    About halfway to Agnes's house, he saw the carriage stop, and the
    blonde woman get out. A dark-clad figure emerged from the shadows,
    and entered the carriage.  

     

    He sat in an agony of suspense, as one minute passed, then two. One
    half of him wanted to be sick. The other half wanted to storm into
    the carriage and beat Herbert to a pulp.  

     

    Just as he was about to do the latter, he saw his wife scramble out
    of the coach, and call to the driver. Herbert came out of the
    vehicle, searching for her, shouting. Charlotte took the hand the
    driver offered her, and pulled herself onto the box beside the
    coachman. Immediately he whipped up the team into a smart trot,
    leaving Herbert cursing by the side of the road.  

     

    Barnet the coach driver could see his mistress was greatly
    distressed, but asked no questions. It was that Miss Agnes who'd
    tricked her, he was sure of it.  

     

    All the same, he had to report to his employer what had happened. He
    had been told to look out for a violent blond man. He had certainly
    just seen one. One up to no good, of that he was sure.  

     

    Inside the coach, Herbert had tried to convince Charlotte to run
    away with him. When that had failed, Herbert had threatened to tell
    her husband she'd been unfaithful if she did not give him money.  

     

    When she'd said she did not have any, he had sneered, "He has
    settled your property on you. I found out from your aunt, who got it
    directly from your father."  

     

    She stared at him in confusion. She looked at the face she had once
    considered handsome, now distorted by anger and greed.  

     

    No, he had not changed. He had always been like this. She had just
    never seen it before. He had been good at hiding it, but then the
    Devil was good at disguising himself in all sorts of pleasing shapes
    and guises. But he was still the Devil.  

     

    Charlotte tried to make sense of his words. "I know nothing of this.
    So far as I knew, Thomas was the fortune hunter after me for my
    dowry. I thought you loved me. It shows you how wrong a person can
    be about another. You've all deceived me in some way."  

     

    He jeered at her. "I'm not now. Do ask I say, or you'll be sorry.
    Give the money to Agnes, or else your husband will be hearing from
    me."  

     

    Charlotte had fled at that point, and Barnet had driven her home on
    the box. She had not seen Thomas when she had come in.  

     

    Too upset to control her tumultuous emotions, she fled to her room,
    and threw herself on the bed in an agony of weeping.  

     

    She could not bear to lose Thomas-she loved him! Or at least she
    thought she did. How could she have ever thought she loved someone
    as worthless as Herbert? And what was it he had said about Thomas
    not being a fortune hunter after all? That she had the use of her
    own property? It was almost unheard of for a married woman to have
    discretion over her own possessions.  

     

    But that was apparently what her father had told her aunt. Her
    father had no reason to lie, and her aunt would scarcely have the
    imagination to make up something so incredible.  

     

    Thomas had lied to her. Why? And how could she trust a man she knew
    so little about?  

     

    She wept even harder as she reflected that she thought she had known
    Herbert, and look what he had turned out to be.  

     

    What on earth was she to do now? Who could she ever trust or love in
    a world where no one was ever what they seemed?  
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    Charlotte paced up and down in her room all next morning, not even
    able to face her husband at breakfast with her swollen red eyes.
    Herbert's words haunted her no matter how she tried to drown them
    out.  

     

    Finally, she went to the stables and fetched Misty. She went into
    Brimley to test Herbert's assertions. Sure enough, she was able to
    withdraw the sum her blackmailer had asked for, two hundred pounds.
    The bank manager handed it over to her without a murmur, and she
    sent it to Agnes via one of the servants.  

     

    She had hoped that would be the end of the matter, but if she had
    been thinking clearly, she would have realised that if Herbert knew
    so much about her affairs, he would know how much money she had, and
    be back for more.  

     

    A second demand for money followed several days later, for five
    hundred pounds.  

     

    Once again she went to the bank, and the money was given to her
    without a quibble.  

     

    Charlotte was now in utter confusion. Why on earth had Thomas lied
    to her so cruelly? She had suspected his reasons for marrying her,
    but he had maintained his pose as a fortune hunter. She had resented
    him for it bitterly.  

     

    Yet even as she had been angered by him she had been drawn to him
    like a moth to a flame. How could she have been so deceived in both
    men?  

     

    Thomas spent his days and nights trying to pretend that nothing was
    amiss. All the while he wondered how he could have been so deceived
    in Charlotte. He had trusted her, thought she cared, and yet she had
    been seeing Herbert behind his back at Agnes' house, he was sure of
    it. His guard assigned to keep an eye on Herbert had reported the
    man there the same time his wife had been.  

     

    Barnet's confirmation of the events after Pamela Ashton's at-home
    had choked him with anger and misery. Charlotte was so beautiful on
    the outside. How could she be so corrupt within?  

     

    His wife noticed an alteration in his attitude toward her, but was
    convinced it was more to do with her guilty conscience than a loss
    of regard on his part.  

     

    If anything, Thomas seemed more tender when he saw her in the
    mornings, and also when he took his leave of her in the evenings,
    kissing her hand lingeringly, and taking a more avid interest in her
    plans for the day.  

     

    But she caught him looking at her with the most peculiar expression
    on his face. If she didn't know better, she would say it was anger,
    but he was unfailingly polite at all times.  

     

    After Charlotte's second trip to the bank, she realized she had
    underestimated Herbert, and made a serious mistake. She should have
    told Thomas from the outset what he had tried to do. She certainly
    never should have given him money to keep silent. The fact that she
    had would only make her seem more guilty in her husband's eyes. The
    verification of the bank as to the sums withdrawn would further damn
    her.  

     

    That night, Charlotte tossed and turned, and eventually gave up the
    struggle to sleep. She rose, and lit a candle in the wall sconce by
    her desk. The spring days were gradually getting longer, with summer
    only a few days away.  

     

    She read until the sun peeped over the horizon, bathing the
    landscape in a golden glow. She looked out at the fresh, bright
    morning, and knew what she had to do.  

     

    Pride be damned. She had to tell Thomas the truth at last.  

     

    She was about to put her book away when she found a passage
    underscored in blue ink, evidently by Thomas, for the book was his.
    It was a passage from Saint Augustine.  

     

    "We cannot love unless someone has loved us first. The source of our
    love for God can only be found in the fact that God loved us first.
    This love is not something we generate ourselves; it comes to us
    through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us."  

     

    She began to pace up and down in her chamber, not even noticing when
    it was time for breakfast. She felt sure it was a sign. It was too
    much of a message for her to withstand any longer. All of her doubts
    and confusion seemed to clear in an instant. It was a revelation of
    as much importance as it had been to the venerated saint.  

     

    She loved Thomas. Possibly always had. Just when and how it had
    happened, she could not be sure. She couldn't recall a time she
    hadn't admired him, been moved by him, even when she had been hurt
    and angry. Love was said to be a miracle. Well, she had had hers,
    and not even noticed it.  

     

    But she knew it now. She was in love with her husband. Wildly,
    passionately in love.  

     

    She wanted to ride through the countryside at full tilt, bellowing
    her love to the trees and hills. But she could do something even
    better.  

     

    She could tell Thomas how she really felt.  

     

    She dressed carefully in a dove gray gown with a high lace insert
    which covered her bosom modestly. She put up her hair with a simple
    gold fillet, and then threw a fine Turkey red shawl over her
    shoulders.  

     

    She went down to the library, and paused with her hand on the door
    latch. She threw back her shoulders and entered.  

     

    Thomas immediately rose from his desk chair to greet her. He took in
    her pale face and red eyes, and thought he detected guilt in her
    timid expression. He tried to keep his voice level as he said, "Good
    morning, my dear. I missed you at breakfast. I trust you are well?"
     

     

    "Yes, perfectly well. I became engrossed in my reading, and forgot
    all about breakfast. I'm sorry if you were worried."  

     

    "And what had you so engrossed? The latest Gothic novel?" he said
    with an indulgent smile.  

     

    "No, not at all. It was Saint Augustine's Confessions."  

     

    He looked surprised and a trifle skeptical. "Ah, I see. An excellent
    choice, though I own perhaps some of the content is not suitable for
    the eyes of a lady. Still, he was one of the Church Fathers, and so
    we must just take the gold with the dross."  

     

    "None of it was dross, or improper," she said in all sincerity. "I
    know there is evil in the world. I do not always have to be shielded
    from it, though I thank you for trying to protect me. If people
    don't know villainy exists they cannot fortify themselves against
    it.  

     

    "In Augustine's case, he had outward temptations, but his own
    character was the main obstacle to his own happiness and salvation.
    He knew he was behaving wrongly, but chose for some time to remain
    in sin rather than take the harder road and give up his worldly
    desires."  

     

    Thomas nodded, pleased. "An apt summary, my dear."  

     

    She began her own confession hesitantly. "I've been thinking of
    myself too, Thomas. That I have willfully clung to ignorance and
    error, when I should have trod the path of truth and justice. It was
    my pride, I'm afraid."  

     

    "What was?" he asked softly.  

     

    "That has stopped me from speaking about the one point in my life
    upon which I have cause for grave concern."  

     

    He looked at her. "And that would be what, pray?"  

     

    She took a deep breath and uttered the truth at last in the most
    direct way she knew how.  

     

    "I want to be your wife."  

     

    He laughed shortly. "Very touching, my dear, but we're already
    married."  

     

    "No, I mean-" She felt herself blushing prodigiously. Hare and
    hounds, how could the man be so obtuse? "I mean, you've been more
    than patient with a young wife. But we've been married nearly four
    months now. If you do not find me too repellent, do you think we
    could possibly explore some of the pleasures of marriage that we
    have spoken of in the past?" she asked shyly.  

     

    Thomas looked at her carefully, trying to detect any sign of
    internal conflict, or any particular motive for the sudden request.
     

     

    At length he replied with caution, "It is indeed a more than
    attractive offer and proposition. However, I would be fearful of the
    consequences. I'm afraid we have not been married a long enough time
    for you to have got over your, er, past disappointment. I would also
    not like any child of ours to be born too soon after our wedding for
    many reasons. Not the least of which is that you are very young, and
    have not yet become accustomed to being a wife, let alone a mother.
     

     

    "It is for your own protection as well. I will not have any wife of
    mine talked of in that manner, should your friend choose to be less
    than gentlemanly and boast of his near-conquest, or speculate on the
    nature of our marriage, coming as it did so soon after. In the eyes
    of the world, I would like for us to appear to have a happy
    marriage."  

     

    Charlotte began to defend Paxton automatically, though even as she
    said the words she knew what a fool she had been. "He would not..."
     

     

    "Permit me to disagree with you. Where there is a question of money,
    it is likely he would," Thomas said curtly.  

     

    Charlotte did not want to give him the satisfaction of agreeing with
    him even when she knew how right he was. That Paxton was indeed
    blackmailing her for whatever he could get out of her. She couldn't
    believe Thomas was so callously rejecting her.  

     

    But it was her own fault. She was the one who had told him she had
    given her heart irrevocably to another. She had spent the past
    months pining like a lovesick fool over 'what might have been'
    rather than appreciating all she actually had, which was wondrous in
    every way. And could be even better if she could simply get past
    this last hurdle.  

     

    Thomas had told her he had married her for her fortune, but she had
    seldom met with such kindness and consideration from any man,
    whether he professed to be in love with her or not.  

     

    She took his point about the care they would have to take over their
    children in case of gossip, but enough time had passed, surely. And
    he certainly had not taken her money. So why on earth had he married
    her? The most obvious answer eluded her.  

     

    He might at least have admitted the offer was a tempting one, she
    thought angrily. Did he really only wish for a household ornament?
    Honestly had no care for her whatsoever?  

     

    She lifted her chin and pivoted on her heel to go. "In that case,
    I'm sure you're very busy. I shall trouble you no longer with a
    matter of so little consequence."  

     

    He rose again and blocked her path before she could depart the
    library. "I did not say I was busy. The matter is of the greatest
    consequence to me. But I need to know your motives, your
    expectations. Why did you make the request you just did out of the
    blue like that? Why now, why today? Have you something perhaps that
    you wish to confess to me?"  

     

    She was tempted to tell him that she loved him, that she knew that
    now. But what had prompted the revelation? Should she tell him that
    Herbert was back in the neighborhood? She had given her word she
    would never see him.  

     

    Thomas was looking at her so mistrustfully, it would only add fuel
    to his obvious suspicions if she admitted she had met with her
    former beau, even though it had not been intentional. It would be
    hard to convince him that her former feelings of antipathy for her
    husband were now directed at Herbert.  

     

    As for Herbert, he was an unknown quantity. She assumed he would
    just give up and leave, find another target for his blandishments.
    She was a decent married woman, and could not care less if she never
    saw him again.  

     

    It was not that Herbert's presence was tempting her to sin, as
    Thomas suspected. It was that she felt a fool for having been so
    obstinate in keeping a barrier between her and the husband she had
    desired ever since their first kiss in the carriage the night of her
    birthday.  

     

    "What would I have to confess?" she asked nonchalantly.  

     

    "I don't know." His green eyes were as sharp as glass. "Has someone
    been, well, making improper advances?"  

     

    "Not at all. Why, are you accusing me of making advances to you
    because any man will do?" she demanded, her eyes flashing fire. "I
    am no common trull, sir."  

     

    "I never said you were," he returned sharply. "It's just that you
    have been so cool and aloof these past few weeks. Now you come to me
    to tell me you're ready to consummate our marriage. But instead of a
    declaration of passion, of regard, you couch your suggestion in the
    form of a business proposal. Are you after a new gown, a trip to
    Bath?" He frowned angrily. As soon as he uttered them he wanted to
    kick himself for letting such harsh words pass his lips.  

     

    "Unhand me," she insisted, jerking her arm free of his grasp. "It is
    not I who have been cool and aloof. Sometimes we are so cozy with
    each other, during our evening readings, for example. Other times
    you act like I'm not even in the room! I'm not trying to bargain
    with you for favors. I wanted..." She clamped her mouth shut and
    reddened.  

     

    "Go on. What did you want?" he encouraged when she remained silent.
     

     

    She hung her head in despair. "What does it matter now?" she said in
    a tone which bespoke utter defeat.  

     

    Thomas lifted her chin with his right forefinger. "It matters to me.
    I want you to be happy. Anything that is in my power to give you,
    you have only to ask."  

     

    Gazing into his emerald eyes, she could feel the familiar longing
    surging within her, just below the surface.  

     

    "I want you to love me. To fall in love with me," she said
    breathily.  

     

    He quirked one ebony brow. "So you can have power over me?"  

     

    She shook her head in vehement denial. "No, not power. So you can
    return the love I feel for you."  

     

    "Love?" he whispered.  

     

    She met his gaze levelly. "Love."  

     

    "I see. And when exactly did this come about?"  

     

    She laughed shortly. "I sound a fool for saying it, but I think it
    might always have been there. Love is akin to hate, is it not? I was
    furious with you when you took me over like some prize, a trophy of
    war, and told me that you had only married me for my fortune.  

     

    "I thought I wanted one thing. I've ended up with another, and it's
    proven an unexpected gift. Your generosity, your kindness toward me,
    an awkward, ignorant girl..."  

     

    Thomas merely stared at her as though she had sprouted three heads.
     

     

    She sighed. "You have shown great forbearance. I now know that any
    interest I felt in the other man was a foolish infatuation. And he
    was no gentleman, I see that now."  

     

    "Ah, so now we arrive at the truth at last!" Thomas scowled blackly.
    "Despite my express wishes, you have seen him. I thought you knew
    there could be no love without trust. Without honesty. So now I
    discover your former lover is back on the scene. Has he asked you to
    go away with him? Are you trying to prevent yourself from giving
    into temptation by throwing yourself upon my tender mercies?"  

     

    It was a stinging accusation, but Thomas was so furious, he could
    not help himself. Where Herbert was concerned, he simply could not
    think rationally.  

     

    "No, not at all." she denied with passionate fury. "I never want to
    see him again!"  

     

    "Ah, so he rejected you. Or perhaps you found out that he was really
    after your money all along? Or that he was more than happy to have
    his way with you, without benefit of marriage? Or better still, you
    are indeed a virgin, but that small impediment needs to be overcome
    before the two of you can freely enjoy each other, and you fear what
    I will say if I do not find I am the first? Or perhaps your
    maidenhead is my consolation prize for not having your heart?"  

     

    Charlotte slapped him hard, straight across his cheek. The livid
    white marks began to turn red as they stared at each other with cold
    glittering ire. She was horrified at what she had done, but
    unrepentant as well.  

     

    "If that is what you think of me, then there is little left to say.
    I shall remain in my room until such time as you're satisfied that I
    haven't betrayed you, and give me leave to go about my business."  

     

    Charlotte shouldered past her husband as though she could not bear
    to touch him, and ascended the stairs, where she locked all the
    doors to her room. Then she threw herself on the bed and began to
    weep as if her heart would break.  

     

    Thomas stood rigidly frozen in place, hardly believing what he had
    said to his wife in a fit of temper. What he had so spitefully
    accused her of.  

     

    His love for her was driving him mad, yet he had just thrown away
    any chance of happiness with her that he might have had. He debated
    the idea of telling her the whole truth, but pride and fear held him
    back.  

     

    How could he ever be sure of her love? And how could he tell her he
    loved her, when he was still so furious that he could not trust
    himself to touch her?  

     

    He threw himself in the nearby armchair, and buried his head in his
    hands.  
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    Charlotte was determined to make Thomas sure of her love, and
    certain he could trust her. She could not make up for the past, but
    she could do something about the future.  

     

    So he simply declined to leave her room for any reason whatsoever.
    Anything she needed, she sent a servant for, and took all her meals
    in her room. But she was determined not to brood. She would show
    Thomas what she was made of, that she was worthy of him.  

     

    She embarked upon a scheme of improvement for herself and society
    along the lines of which she felt sure Thomas would have approved.
    She knitted, sewed, mended, and made clothes for the poor. She
    overhauled her wardrobe, altering or getting rid of anything which
    she considered to be unsuitable for the wife of a respectable and
    morally upright man. The maids were overjoyed at her cast-offs.  

     

    Charlotte took to rising one hour earlier in the morning and
    dedicating herself to the study of Italian and French. She declined
    all visitors except Thomas's sister Elizabeth, and her father and
    cousins, who began to call once a week now that he their honeymoon
    period was deemed well and truly over. That was the only time that
    she ever went downstairs, and only into the small wine colored
    sitting room.  

     

    When she did leave her room, she had one or the other of her maids
    in attendance upon her at all times, so she could never be accused
    of slipping away onto the grounds for an illicit liaison.  

     

    Her aunt tried to see her repeatedly, but was turned away, and all
    her missives went unread. She knew only too well what she would
    write. Fulsome and false praise of Paxton, and nasty things about
    the husband she truly loved.  

     

    The rest of the time she spent reading, or writing letters to the
    newspapers, or pensively staring out the window. The letters
    addressed to the newspapers she left unsealed, so that she could not
    be accused of carrying on a secret correspondence with Herbert.  

     

    Thomas read them, and had to admit he was rather proud of her
    elegant turn of phrase, and the fact that her ideas were similar to
    his own, though she had some refreshing notions uniquely hers also.
     

     

    He longed to spend time alone Charlotte, to get her to come out of
    her self-imposed prison, but he told himself it was for the best.
    For one thing, it would keep her out of harm's way, for he did not
    trust Herbert as far as he could throw him.  

     

    But he could not move against the man without absolute proof of
    wrongdoing, or else he was no better than a criminal himself. Nor
    did he wish to stir up a hornet's nest when he had every reason to
    fear that Herbert intended to harm his family in any way possible.
    No matter what innocent victims he preyed upon...  

     

    Thomas was also not sure how much longer he could tamp down his
    desire for his wife. Yet his reasons for not consummating the
    marriage were valid ones. He did not trust Herbert to keep silent
    for one minute.  

     

    Of course, he had no real proof that he had ever had a liaison with
    Charlotte, but Thomas knew that if her aunt and Agnes choose to back
    up Herbert's story, it could get ugly. After all, Charlotte had been
    on her way to elope with Herbert that night. If her father or her
    two cousins heard Herbert's tale, there could be the Devil to pay.  

     

    Now Herbert was on the scene again. He had coerced her somehow into
    seeing him again. If Thomas just waited a little longer, was a bit
    more patient, he could be sure of the love she claimed she had for
    him. He could enjoy Charlotte freely, without fear of any shadow
    upon their future children.  

     

    He did not want to think that anything untoward had happened in the
    carriage that night he had seen them together. If Herbert had tried
    to force himself upon her, she certainly would have called out for
    help. As it was, she had jumped out after less than two minutes.  

     

    No, far more likely it had just been him blackmailing her. He would
    get rid of him once and for all, catch Paxton in some sort of
    criminal act. He just had to bide his time.  

     

    If anything had happened between the two of them, well, he would
    find out soon enough. Just what he would do about it, he had no
    idea. He was almost afraid to find out first-hand whether Charlotte
    was as innocent as he hoped.  

     

    He would be heart-broken if she was not, he was sure, but what could
    he do other than love her helplessly, hopelessly, as he always had?
    Neither of them could make up for the past. What had been done was
    over with. They could not turn back the clock, relive their past,
    much as he longed for that ability. If he could, he would go back to
    January 1812, when Herbert had ripped his life apart, and very
    nearly ended it.  

     

    Thomas sighed. But then, if he could turn back the clock like that,
    he would never have wed Charlotte. Nor Clifford Stone the lovely
    Vanessa, and Jonathan would certainly not be happy in his new life
    as a clergyman. And perhaps a worse fate might have awaited them all
    than the one the three Rakehell comrades had ended up with.  

     

    Life without Charlotte? It had become unthinkable. He needed her
    like the air he breathed.  

     

    But did she need him? He could not force Charlotte to love him. She
    had said she cared for him, but women lied all the time to get what
    they wanted...  

     

    No, not Charlotte. There was something special between them. He just
    had to have faith, hold out just a little bit longer. He thought of
    her smile, her laugh, the weeks they had shared a quiet but deep
    rapport until Paxton's presence had begun to haunt them once more.
    He had reappeared like the serpent in the Garden of Eden, blighting
    all innocence.  

     

    There were other reasons for Thomas to leave her to her own devices.
    He wanted her to come to him. Moreover, he wanted Charlotte to find
    her own path in life. She had been a daughter. Now she was regulated
    in her role as a wife. But what did she want for herself?  

     

    He was pleased and proud too of the way she chose to spend her time.
    It would not do her any harm to become comfortable with her own
    society. And a good education was no bad thing for the woman he
    hoped would one day become the mother of his children. He discovered
    her habits from the maid Mary going in and out with sewing and
    knitting supplies, and the light burning under her door early in the
    morning and late at night.  

     

    He only wished he could spend his time as sensibly, for no matter
    how hard he worked at his ledgers and other estate duties, he could
    hardly think of anything except his lovely spouse.  
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    After a few days of hoping, and wondering why Thomas did not come to
    visit her in her chamber or their private drawing room, Charlotte
    concluded that he probably loathed the very sight of her. He had
    never had a very high opinion of her, and after her slap to his
    cheek, he would most likely never want to have anything to do with
    her again.  

     

    She had behaved badly. She acknowledged it now with the benefit of
    hindsight. If only she had not been so stubborn...  

     

    They met each other in passing in their dressing room or sitting
    room, and had to speak to each other through the closed portal of
    the bathroom on occasion, but it was little more than a polite 'how
    do you do,' and an embarrassed silence and her avoidance of his
    gaze.  

     

    He tried to break the impasse a couple of times, by saying such
    things as "I miss our little readings," and "I'm sorry I jumped to
    conclusions," but she simply shrugged and glided back to her room
    and locked the door.  

     

    Well, she had come to him once, and how had Thomas treated her? He
    did not blame her for not wanting to come to him again. Soon it
    would be time to see if he could mend fences with her. He was fairly
    sure now she was innocent. Only a few more weeks would allow him to
    be certain that Herbert, Agnes and her aunt Margaret could not harm
    them with gossip about that fateful night.  

     

    After her pointed leaving of her bloodied linens twice after her
    withdrawal from society right where he could see them, to prove that
    she was not with child, she hoped that Thomas would have unbent
    enough for them to at least be in the same room with each other
    without resuming their heated argument.  

     

    But another two weeks passed without either of them giving in. In
    the end, Charlotte concluded he had been waiting for her all along.
    He thought she was still in love with Herbert. But how was she to
    prove to him that she was not?  

     

    After being so long without exercise, with only her own society and
    that of the maids, she was feeling restless, and eager to see
    Thomas, spend time with him, despite the fact that she was sure he
    still did not trust her. She also wished for her mind to be at
    peace.  

     

    She sent a note to Thomas via her maid, asking if he would do her
    the honor of escorting her to church on Sunday at Jonathan Deveril's
    parish, and to wait for her while she visited with him and his
    sister. The return reply was prompt: he would be only too pleased.  

     

    Thomas was delighted that she was not pregnant. He was relieved that
    he had not placed his trust in her for nothing. He was determined to
    now do his best to remedy that situation, and make up for the
    neglect and hurt that he had caused her. She was his wife in name.
    Now she had to become his wife in deed, just as she had asked.  

     

    Her time alone had given her ample opportunity for reflection. She
    knew that some things needed to be brought out in the open. For that
    she needed some sound practical advice. Who better than a vicar, and
    one of her husband's dearest friends.  

     

    She dressed with care that Sunday, but without any little
    refinements, wearing only the cross he had given her from his
    mother's jewels, and her wedding and engagement rings. With a plain
    bonnet and dark blue dress, she almost looked like a Quakeress.
    Thomas immediately noticed the marked contrast between her
    complexion and the gown.  

     

    Surely he had not crushed the spirit from her entirely. His stomach
    lurched. No, he would not think it. It was just too painful. He knew
    she was not ill, not pregnant. He had seen the linens, hated himself
    for making her so shamed. Of course, she could have....  

     

    No, it was too ridiculous. He would bet any money that Charlotte was
    honest. That she had not deceived him or given herself to Herbert.
    He had been a fool. He had blighted his own life with unreasonable
    suspicions and jealousy. But how to make it up to her?  

     

    Charlotte said little on the carriage ride over, merely remarking
    upon the fine weather, and asking if he were well. She noticed the
    fine lines which had sprung up around his mouth and upon his brow.
    If she didn't look her best, she had some small consolation in
    knowing that neither did he.  

     

    "I am well. Sorry that we quarreled, but well-"  

     

    "I'm sorry too. But it seems we cannot help ourselves." She sighed
    heavily and bit her lip to hold back the tears.  

     

    He reached for her hand almost timidly. "I would like to try,
    Charlotte, truly I would."  

     

    She shrugged. "Leave it for now. It is best to let the dust settle.
    Only time will resolve our difficulty. I know you have no real
    reason to trust me, and I don't have any reason to trust you. That
    does not mean I'm unwilling to try as well. It only means I see
    little point at the moment."  

     

    "I'm very sorry to hear that."  

     

    She took a steadying breath. "This is a muddle of both our makings,
    Husband. I will own that I saw Herbert Paxton. There, I have said
    his name. I did see him, but I swear to you, it was not by intention
    or design. I told him I disliked being duped in such a manner, and
    demanded to leave. I also told him I was never going to see him
    again.  

     

    "I must admit the only reason I spoke with him for more than a
    moment was that I was curious as to why he never kept our one and
    only assignation. Why he never tried to deter me from marrying you."
     

     

    "And what did he say." She shrugged one shoulder. "He was mostly
    silent upon that point. He merely attempted to assure me that his
    regard for me is unchanged."  

     

    "And yet you don't believe him?" Thomas asked softly.  

     

    "I don't care about his feelings one way or the other," she said
    with an impatient wave of her hand. "His regard may well be
    unchanged, though I see now it was no more than an interest in a
    wealthy woman. But even if I ever believed his protestations of
    love, I am changed, Thomas, and he is nothing more than a silly
    passing moment of foolishness, but not one I would ever care to
    repeat."  

     

    "Oh?" he said, quirking one brow.  

     

    "Of course not," she said firmly, shaking her head. "For one thing,
    I am a married woman now. I do not take my vows lightly. Adultery is
    a most heinous offence in the eyes of God and man, and lust a deadly
    sin. I told him this, but he seemed not to care. But I care. I care
    very much."  

     

    Thomas gave her a relieved smile. "I'm glad. I do too. I would
    never--"  

     

    She nodded at once. "I know, Husband. You don't need to tell me. But
    please, let me confess all, just as St. Augustine did."  

     

    "I'm sorry. Pray continue," he urged.  

     

    "My aunt contrived a second meeting, and Agnes a first and third,
    just as you had feared. You and Father were right about both of them
    not being true friends to me. I've made it clear to them that I have
    no wish to see him, or them. I can't believe I was so deceived in
    the three people I trusted so implicitly when they protested that
    they loved me." She bit her lip, struggling to hold back her tears.
     

     

    He stroked her upper arm tenderly. "I'm sorry you had to learn this
    bitter lesson at such a tender age."  

     

    "So am I. But better that than harder ones which could never been
    undone." She cleared her throat uncomfortably and pressed on.  

     

    "Thomas, I know I've behaved foolishly, like a green girl at her
    first ball. The only way I can convince you that I'm telling the
    truth is to wait until such time as you can be absolutely certain
    that I'm not carrying his child. That I have not given myself to
    another. That I will not give myself to anyone else but you, my
    lawful husband in the eyes of God and man. And that I have no
    intention of giving myself to anyone else as soon as I have lost my
    maidenhood, the way you have accused me."  

     

    He had the grace to look shamefaced at the terrible accusation.
    "Charlotte, I'm so sorry--"  

     

    She ignored his attempt to apologise. "As for my socialising, I find
    it has lost its luster. I have everything I want in our home, save
    one. Or perhaps two." She gave a wistful little smile.  

     

    "And they would be what, exactly?" he asked, his eyes never leaving
    her face.  

     

    "A warm and loving husband, and children with him."  

     

    He looked at her hand gently. "Neither of those things are
    impossible. It's just that I-"  

     

    "I know. It's a big step."  

     

    He nodded. "Yet a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single
    step. If you take my hand we can travel together." He held his out
    to her, and she pressed it to her heart.  

     

    The gesture was too much for him, and before he could stop himself
    he was kissing her cheeks, eyelids, and neck. She returned his
    ardent caresses with an urgency of her own which reminded them both
    of the very first time they had ever been in a carriage alone
    together.  

     

    The memory was enough to set them both off, though he held her hands
    against his neck so that she couldn't start shredding his clothes as
    she had done that first night. He kissed her until her lips throbbed
    and her whole body trembled.  

     

    "Oh, Thomas--"  

     

    "Soon, my darling, soon."  

     

    "Perhaps we should go home and--"  

     

    "Nay, pet. Just kiss me, let me love you a bit before we have to go
    out to face the world once more."  

     

    "Yes, yes, please," she whispered breathlessly.  

     

    His hands traveled over her breasts, hips, up and down the length of
    her legs, and finally, to the soft mound in the lap of her dress.
    She shivered and quivered in his arms, and cried out against his hot
    mouth as the prickling sensations in her belly and back became wild
    ripples of desire.  

     

    "Thomas, what are you--"  

     

    "The same as you are to me," he panted, feeling himself on the knife
    edge of release. "It's the pinnacle of pleasure, a complete loss of
    control. Let yourself go, darling. It's all perfectly natural. And
    there's no need to be afraid."  

     

    "I want you so."  

     

    "I know. Soon. Just enjoy this," he said, rubbing even harder upon
    her secret pearl, tunneling his fingers deeper to caress her even
    more intimately.  

     

    Her self-control shattered and she sprawled against his chest and
    lay limp with torrid release. He kissed her deeply, as if trying to
    touch her very soul.  

     

    He only relinquished his caressing hold upon her when they arrived
    at the church. There they broke apart in consternation and were
    relieved they had pulled the shutters down.  

     

    "We shall continue this later, my dear," he promised in a thrilling
    undertone which held all sorts of unspoken longings.  

     

    She was shaking so badly, she couldn't even imagine what more there
    would be. Except that she had been fully clothed...  

     

    An image of appearing naked in front of Thomas's burning green eyes
    told her exactly what she had to look forward to. Her nipples peaked
    eagerly against her chemise and the pulse deep within her loins
    throbbed. She could hardly wait...  
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    Charlotte's heart soared. Thomas had kissed her passionately for the
    first time in weeks. He had also touched her more passionately than
    he ever had before. Things would be all right between them once she
    was able to leap a few more hurdles, she was sure of it.  

     

    She felt warm and glowing inside, with a curious lambent moistness
    between her thighs and trembling in her belly which made her just
    want to press herself full length against him and never let him go.
     

     

    When Thomas helped her down from the carriage, she had all to do not
    to launch herself into his arms again, but had to settle for
    smoothing down his most disheveled cravat.  

     

    Thomas could not believe how happy he was. He felt as though he were
    soaring with the clouds as he helped his wife down. Charlotte had
    come to him. Told her she loved him. All his patience had won out in
    the end. Won him a wife of whom he could be justly proud. And one he
    would worship with his soul and body for the rest of their lives
    with the most eager attention imaginable, he thought with an inward
    smile, recalling her heated response to his intimate caresses only
    moments before.  

     

    He shifted in the pew from buttock to buttock to try to ease the
    ache in his loins, and stole peeps at Charlotte's face every so
    often, taking in her flushed cheeks and parted lips.  

     

    "Soon, darling, soon," he whispered when she leaned close to share
    her prayer book with him. He knew it was wicked to lust after her so
    in a house of God, but he had been so restrained for so long...  

     

    Jonathan's sermon seemed interminable to the couple now that the
    floodgates of passion and conversation had once more been opened
    between them. At last they found themselves ensconced at the
    vicarage with soothing cups of hot tea.  

     

    "You will stay to dinner, of course," Sarah Deveril invited.  

     

    "Oh, we wouldn't want to put you to any trouble. It is I who should
    be offering you hospitality. What about the inn down the road?"
    Thomas offered.  

     

    Jonathan refused firmly. "Another time. You're here and comfortable,
    and here you shall stay, right, Sister?"  

     

    "Yes, indeed."  

     

    "Er, I was wondering if I could prevail upon Jonathan for a private
    conversation?" Charlotte requested in a timid tone.  

     

    The sandy-haired vicar looked surprised, but nodded. "Please, come
    into my study."  

     

    Once she was settled in a chair, he asked, "So, what is it you
    wished to speak with me about?"  

     

    "I have something I need to confess. Not because you're Thomas's
    friend and I think you'll tell him, but for my own peace of mind."  

     

    Jonathan gave a gentle smile. "He may be my friend, but your
    confession is for God alone, Charlotte."  

     

    "Thank you." She tried to get her tumultuous thoughts in order,
    pressing her hand against her temple. "I love Thomas, body and soul.
    I just don't know what to do about it."  

     

    He quirked one brow. "Forgive me, but am I the correct person that
    you should be making this revelation to? There is Thomas, for one.
    Or, if it's a more personal matter, my sister. Or Vanessa, seeing
    she's a married woman herself."  

     

    "No, it has to be you. Has Thomas ever spoken of the reason we were
    married so precipitately?"  

     

    Jonathan shrugged one shoulder. "I just assumed he loved you, it was
    a good match, the usual reasons."  

     

    "I'm not asking you to break a confidence-"  

     

    He shook his head. "No, I'm aware of that. But I am telling the
    truth. I was not aware of anything untoward with your marrying. He
    seemed most happy, and has been so ever since. In fact, he's been
    more and more with the passing weeks, until today of course. Now he
    looks, well, odd, and you've come to see me in some obvious
    distress. I know all sorts of things can go amiss in a marriage,
    from the little to the great. I've never been married myself, but
    I'll try to help if I can."  

     

    "I must start at the beginning, then. The whole truth is that I got
    married to Thomas purely by a trick of circumstance. I know that
    this does not reflect well upon me at all, but I was in fact eloping
    with another gentleman when he intervened."  

     

    Jonathan looked flabbergasted. "Oh my. I had no idea."  

     

    There, now she had said it. She pressed on with her sad tale.
    "Thomas appeared at the rendezvous point, and we headed off in the
    coach. We hadn't gone far when he kissed me. Truth to tell, I most
    certainly kissed him right back. Then my family came along, caught
    me in the most dreadfully compromised position, and Thomas offered
    to make good. The rest is as you have seen."  

     

    The vicar's sandy brows knit. "Except for me being clear about his
    motives. I mean, you are a most lovely woman, but it seems rather
    impetuous for my old friend, to say the least. He's never been much
    of one in the petticoat line in all the years I've had the privilege
    of knowing him."  

     

    She nodded. "Indeed, that confirms what I thought at the time. He
    was always so punctiliously correct in every aspect of his life and
    deportment, I couldn't think that he would let bad judgment or,
    well, lust cause him to behave so. And certainly not greed."  

     

    The vicar looked stunned at the very idea. "Greed? No, never,"
    Jonathan said firmly.  

     

    "I know that now. But at the time he told me that he stepped in
    because my fortune was too tempting."  

     

    Jonathan's eye widened even further.  

     

    She shook her head. "I know it can't have been the truth, not then,
    not now. It didn't take me long to discover more about his personal
    affairs, and discern that that was not the reason either. For one
    thing, he is most moderate in his manner of living, so I cannot see,
    unless it was to help an impoverished relative or friend, that he
    would have needed or wanted to marry solely for money." "That would
    be my impression as well."  

     

    "I also discovered recently from my aunt, and the, um, other
    gentleman in question, that they knew I was permitted to have
    discretion with regard to my own income. It was more than I knew
    myself, and certainly an unheard indulgence for any wife. I could
    not be sure if that was true. I have had so few needs as Thomas's
    wife. He has been a most kind and generous husband always.  

     

    "So I tested the information. I went to the bank to withdraw a few
    sums, and they were indeed given me without a murmur of dissent. So
    it appears that it might well be true. Therefore my question has to
    be, if he did not marry me for my fortune, why did he wed me, and
    why did he lie to me about his motives?"  

     

    Jonathan looked astonished at the facts she had imparted. "Being in
    any financial trouble is most untypical of him. I have known him
    since childhood, through thick and thin as the saying goes. I would
    know if he were in Queer Street, or in some sort of serious trouble.
    Your aunt and the, er, gentleman. Were they attempting to importune
    you for money?"  

     

    "Yes, they were," she admitted with a sigh, folding her hands into
    her lap. "I suspect they were acting in concert. I believe my aunt
    and a woman I thought to be my friend actually helped plot and
    scheme with regard to the proposed elopement. Thomas told me as much
    the day of our wedding, but I thought he was being uncharitable to
    my aunt at the time, and did not pay him the heed I should have.  

     

    "Oh, Mr. Deveril, Jonathan, if I may, I fear I have been terribly
    naive, far too trusting in reference to people I thought were my
    friends. I believed my aunt was concerned for my well being, but she
    has raised me to be far too worldly, interested only in beaux and
    not the state of my soul. She actually encouraged me to run off.
    What decent woman would ever want anyone she cared about to court
    scandal in such a manner?" "No right-minded woman, certainly," he
    said with a shake of his head. "Aye, you're right. I have no doubt
    they have been putting their heads together to see how best to
    secure my money for their own purposes."  

     

    "This is very bad indeed," he said with a rueful sigh.  

     

    "And she persisted in encouraging me to see the man in question,
    even when I was already respectably married. She even tricked me
    into it, bringing him to my own garden under the guise of wanting a
    tour of the grounds.  

     

    Jonathan's handsome mouth drew downwards. "Very bad."  

     

    She tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her ear and leaned forward
    earnestly. "I ran away at the first opportunity every time, but I
    can't be sure she won't keep trying. I don't want to complain of her
    to Father or Thomas, for I don't wish her to end up homeless, but
    nor can I think of a way to get her to stop badgering me. She has no
    conscience and morality."  

     

    Jonathan, nodded. "Indeed, none, to scheme against you in such a
    manner."  

     

    Charlotte let out a shaky sigh. "Thomas saw her for what she was
    long before I did, I'm ashamed to say. She tried to drive a wedge
    between my husband and I from the moment we were married. A true
    friend would never have refused to stand up with me at my wedding.
    And they certainly would not have behaved in so mean-spirited a
    manner to the man who gave her a fine home to live in. A decent
    allowance."  

     

    "No, indeed. She has shown a dreadful lack of care for you, and a
    lack of gratitude most unbecoming in a woman whose little status in
    the world has been solely through your good father's offices, and
    now your husband's."  

     

    Charlotte nodded miserably. "My own aunt only interested in
    controlling me, and my fortune. It is too terrible."  

     

    "But tell me, have you done anything to be ashamed of with this
    other man?" he asked gently.  

     

    "No! Never! My aunt and my friend Agnes sadly deceived me upon a
    couple of occasions. Set up a clandestine meeting without me being
    aware he would be present. I always ran away."  

     

    "You did well to," he said approvingly, and visibly relaxed.  

     

    "Thanks to my improving study, I came to understand how wrong the
    notion of eloping was, the idea of adultery grew even more abhorrent
    to me than it had been already," she said, sniffing piteously. "All
    this nonsense about lover's vows, and giving up everything for love,
    it's, well, not at all proper or decent after all, now is it. Most
    of these tales are of illicit passions. Even beyond losing my place
    in society, there is a question of losing one's place in Heaven."  

     

    Jonathan nodded approvingly. "Just so, my dear. I'm so glad you
    realised it in time."  

     

    "I was never truly tempted, not really," she said shyly. "The more
    time I spent with Thomas, the more I compared him with the other
    gentleman and found him lacking in every respect."  

     

    "Still, passion is a hard thing to resist," the vicar pointed out
    mildly.  

     

    She shook her head. "Only if it is felt. I have never wanted any man
    the way I do Thomas. It is the difference between girlish fancy, and
    womanly desire."  

     

    He looked surprised, but nodded. "Indeed."  

     

    "I just wish I could get him to believe that. Or that I was chaste
    to begin with," she confessed.  

     

    Jonathan's brows knit. "Ah, I see. So he thinks that your original
    protestations of love for another were sincere, and a sign that
    things might have progressed to a more, er, physical admiration.
    Hence the elopement."  

     

    "Yes. But I swear-"  

     

    He waved away her protestations. "Well, a man can usually tell these
    things, you know."  

     

    "I promise you, I am truly chaste. It's just, well-" She trailed off
    with a blush.  

     

    "Go on," he urged gently.  

     

    "While we traveled some distance in the coach, things got a little,
    um, warm. I never intended to kiss him, respond to Thomas. But some
    devil in me went almost mad with desire. I think I must have shocked
    him. But what we share is the difference between, oh, I don't know,
    the flap of a butterfly's wings and a hurricane."  

     

    He smiled despite himself. "Hmm. With Thomas the hurricane, no
    doubt. That would appear to be a good thing, I think. Tell me, my
    dear, before you married, did you know each other well, you and
    Thomas, I mean?"  

     

    She shook her head. "Only to nod to. He is always so, well, aloof
    with me."  

     

    "And in these past four months or more, have you had any cause to
    regret marrying Thomas? It's all right, I will not tell him anything
    you say."  

     

    She blinked her tear-filled blue eyes. "I regret only that I'm not
    the woman that Thomas deserves. I have been self-centered and vain.
    And willful and cruel. I was so foolish, so utterly blind to the
    faults of the man I thought I was in love with, that I reproached
    Thomas for not being that man.  

     

    "But I'm glad he isn't," she said firmly. "I would have been
    miserable if I had eloped with the other. He seemed so perfect, so
    dashing, but it was all a facade. He is selfish, violent. In short,
    he frightens me. He has pestered me to be unfaithful. To run away
    with him, then forced me to help him with money. I feel sure he will
    lie to Thomas and tell him I have been unfaithful, when I haven't."
     

     

    Jonathan felt a cold hand squeeze his heart. It suddenly made a
    terrible sort of sense, so obvious that he wondered why he hadn't
    guessed in an instant. He could think of only one reason why Thomas
    would have intervened in the elopement of a girl he hardly knew. To
    save her from a fate worse than death, of course... 

     

    "This other man," he asked, his voice coming out a reedy croak. "Can
    you tell me his name?"  

     

    "Yes, I might as well now, since I want to make a clean breast of
    everything and no longer have anything to hide. His name is Herbert
    Paxton."  

     

    He smacked his forehead with the palmof one hand. "God's above. I've
    been so blind." He rose almost blindly and staggered over to the
    sideboard as she stared at him. 

     

    Once there, he poured himself a glass of sherry without even
    offering her a libation, and downed his drink in a single gulp.
    "Good Lord, I had no idea he was even in Somerset," he said at last,
    his hand trembling with suppressed emotion.  

     

    Charlotte stared in confusion. "You know him?"  

     

    He snorted in derision. "Know him? All too well, for the
    foul fiend that he is. I certainly wish to God I didn't know him,
    for he's done nothing but blight our lives since we came across him
    in the war."  

     

    "Foul fiend?" she echoed, feeling a chill run from her spine down to
    her toes, like an icy fist imprisoning her.  

     

    "Aye, fiend. Paxton is nothing more than a blackguard, a vile
    seducer, and to my mind, little better than a murderer."  
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    Charlotte's eyes widened in alarm. She stared at the handsome young
    vicar in shock. "I don't understand. Paxton is a murderer?"  

     

    "As good as." 

     

    Jonathan poured himself another sherry, and one for her as well now,
    and sat down heavily. He pressed the glass into her trembling
    fingers, shaking so badly himself that the liquor sloshed all over
    their hands. Neither heeded the spillage.  

     

    Jonathan swallowed hard. "This is difficult for me. Not all of the
    affair is mine to tell. But I think Thomas has been silent long
    enough. Too long. It has blighted his life all this time, and might
    ruin any chance the two of you have to be happy if it's allowed to
    fester any longer. I must tell you quickly. Please forgive me if I
    appear distraught. There is a great deal at stake here."  

     

    "Tell me, please."  

     

    "Has Thomas ever told you how he was wounded in the war and sent
    home?"  

     

    She shook her head. "No, he hasn't. We discussed it before my
    wedding, remember, but it was not a subject he wished to embellish
    upon. I knew he was injured, but he never told me the whole tale."  

     

    "He wasn't just injured. He was dead. He and Clifford."  

     

    Charlotte's blue eyes rounded. "Dead?!" The flesh on the back of her
    neck prickled. "I don't understand. You mean a mistake was made. You
    thought they were dead."  

     

    "No, they WERE dead. As sure as I'm sitting here, they were dead. We
    had gone into the breach at the siege of Cuidad Rodrigo in January
    1812, even knowing how dangerous it was. Our commanding officer gave
    the order we would be first to go in. He said the way had been
    cleared for us, but the French were waiting. We were led like lambs
    to the slaughter. There was a huge trench, with evil spikes at the
    bottom of it. Clifford went first, fell in and was impaled through
    the back and stomach.  

     

    "They had a small cannon. As Thomas stepped into the breach, it went
    off, peppering him with shot. His legs were both mangled messes,
    blood pumping everywhere. I knew even if he lived, they would both
    have to be amputated.  

     

    "I dropped down into the trench, all thought of fighting gone.
    Thomas said goodbye to me, and I could see the blood spurting out of
    both his legs. His pulse grew fainter, and I could feel him slipping
    away from me.  

     

    "Clifford was no better. I could see, well, his innards," he said in
    an agonized whisper. "He was gritting his teeth against the pain as
    he clasped my hand and gave me messages for his loved ones."
    Jonathan trembled as he spoke and swallowed hard.  

     

    "I felt the pulse at his wrist getting weaker. I put my hand on
    Thomas's legs to try to stop the bleeding, and prayed as I never had
    before. I asked God to spare them both, to take me instead. I told
    the Lord I would make any bargain he liked. Turn my back on my old
    life, my worldly ways. Devote myself to the sick and the poor and
    the helpless, so long as he spared the two men who were like
    brothers to me.  

     

    "I don't know how long I knelt there praying. But when I finally
    looked at my surroundings once more, I saw something I never thought
    I would see."  

     

    "What was it?" Charlotte whispered in awe.  

     

    "A miracle. Clifford groaned and stirred, and sat up. The blade was
    gone, and he had only a ragged tear in his coat to show where he had
    been pierced, and a jagged scar front and back. He was still in a
    lot of pain, but was actually whole on the outside.  

     

    "But Thomas's recovery was even more miraculous. His breeches were
    shredded, but when he finally came to at the field hospital, they
    said he would be fine. They washed his legs. They were completely
    peppered with little piercing wounds, which have left small scars.
    He could hardly bend his legs at first, and had much pain, but they
    improved over time in the field hospital in Spain. But he was dead,
    I tell you. Had bled to death right before my eyes."  

     

    Charlotte clasped her hands as if in prayer, too moved to speak.  

     

    "It was a miracle, I'm sure of it," Jonathan said firmly. "After
    that, I did the only thing I could do. I kept my promise to God, and
    became a minister.  

     

    "Clifford and Thomas were both invalided out of the war after a few
    months in hospital. Since then they have dedicated themselves to all
    the causes they have espoused. Even if they are considered dangerous
    Radicals, they follow the dictates of their conscience. They've done
    a great deal of good for their tenants and children, and the poor
    slaves in this country and elsewhere."  

     

    "This is a remarkable story you've told me. I can't quite take it
    all in. It shows what I always knew, that Thomas is a special man."
    She shook her head in wonder. "But I'm not sure what it has to do
    with me."  

     

    "I told you that Herbert was a murderer. It was he who sent his men
    into the breach, all of us who were serving under him, without any
    regard for our lives. He was not just following orders. He knew what
    was waiting for us behind those walls. The French had bribed him,
    you see. Bribed him to betray our troops."  

     

    "Are you sure?" she gasped, unable to grasp such unspeakable evil.  

     

    Jonathan nodded. "He vanished after the battle, and was reported
    dead. It is easily done. You plant some of your possessions on a
    body with the right uniform, and everyone believes it. That's why
    the Rakehells have tattoos. In case the worse ever happened on the
    battlefield, at least our families would know for sure what had
    befallen us.  

     

    "Unfortunately, we've never been able to prove the bribery. We do
    know Herbert turned up here in England shortly thereafter,
    pretending to be a wealthy man with a title, but was really only an
    unscrupulous fortune hunter. You can imagine where he turned up."  

     

    "Not at your home, surely. Sarah-"  

     

    "No, he tried to woo Thomas's sister Jane."  

     

    She stared at him in confusion. "But Thomas doesn't have a sister
    Jane."  

     

    The vicar sighed deeply. "Not that you know of. And not any longer
    for all intents and purposes. Herbert was convinced that Thomas was
    dead. After all, he had sent him into a deadly trap. He had no
    reason to expect a miracle, any more than I did.  

     

    "Jane was next in line to inherit Eltham Castle and the title. What
    better way to triumph over a man you had always seen as a rival than
    to take for yourself everything he valued?"  

     

    At last, it all became clear to Charlotte. The rumors of the strange
    woman Thomas was associating with, the things her aunt had said, his
    sister Elizabeth's slip of the tongue, his monthly payments to a
    mysterious woman... A sister!  

     

    "My goodness! Why didn't he tell me?"  

     

    Jonathan raised his hands and shook his head. "I'm going to have to
    stop my tale here. The rest of this sorry history is not fully mine
    to tell. Suffice it to say that you're not the only young woman
    Paxton tried to ruin. You can thank Thomas that this time, he did
    not succeed."  

     

    "This time?" she echoed. "Oh, good Lord."  

     

    "I've said enough," the vicar asserted in clipped tones. "I must go.
    I have urgent business now that I know Paxton is nearby."  

     

    "I will not detain you, except to ask one other thing. Why would
    Thomas have allowed Paxton to maintain his place in society, to prey
    upon unsuspecting women, without calling him to account for all his
    heinous acts?"  

     

    He paced up and down as he revealed, "To protect the people that he
    cared about. Herbert is a dangerous man. But unless he is caught in
    a criminal act, he cannot be brought to account for his crimes. Thus
    far Thomas has kept an eye on him. I suspect he could have let you
    elope, and then caught him red-handed. Paxton's already married, I'm
    afraid, so he would have gone to prison for bigamy if nothing else,
    if you had ever even got as far as Gretna Green.  

     

    "I doubt you would have, though. Thomas obviously could not bear to
    see you ruined, and made to suffer the same horrible fate as his
    sister, so he intervened."  

     

    "Bigamy? Horrible fate?"  

     

    Jonathan nodded, shooting her a pitying look. "Paxton has married
    several times before. The women usually meet with a bad end, but
    again, we can prove nothing. He always makes it look like an
    accident. A fall from a horse, a carriage accident... You can see
    how easily it can be accomplished if one is a plausible rogue."  

     

    Charlotte stared at him and shuddered. "How monstrous." Her stomach
    roiled so badly she felt as though she was about to be ill.  

     

    But when she saw Jonathan heading for the door she rose and reached
    for his arm. "One more question, before I let you go. Why did Thomas
    simply not tell me all this himself? Why did he not warn me?"  

     

    "My guess is to protect you. He lied to spare your feelings, you who
    fancied yourself in love with Herbert. Thomas must have paid Paxton
    off to get him to leave you alone.  

     

    "Now that Herbert has probably spent all the money, he's back. He's
    discovered you don't know the whole truth about him, or are not
    willing to believe it because you still have feelings for him. He's
    trying to get back into your good graces. He would like nothing
    better than to ruin you and disgrace Thomas's family. You have not
    seen him willingly, have you? You have not acted imprudently?"
    Jonathan demanded in an urgent tone.  

     

    "No, no! I have told you, I love Thomas. When Herbert came back, I
    was surprised to find that my former feelings had turned to
    indifference. When he became more and more importunate, I began to
    dislike him actively. I told him I never wanted to see him again. I
    love Thomas. I want no other but he, if he will have me. If it's not
    too late."  

     

    "It's not, I'm certain," he said, patting her on the shoulder in his
    most reassuring manner. He took the glass from her numb fingers and
    put it down on the desk with his own. "I must go. Be very careful.
    Don't let Paxton near you if it can be helped. As he gets more and
    more desperate and angry, he will lash out."  

     

    She held out her hand. "Thank you for telling me at least part of
    the truth. I shall go to Thomas and ask him to tell me the rest."  

     

    He shook her hand and tore out of the study and into the hall. He
    called for his manservant to bring his carriage around.  

     

    Thomas came out of the parlor to see what all of the commotion was
    about.  

     

    "Charlotte has told me everything about your marriage. You should
    have told me yourself about Paxton."  

     

    Thomas blushed. "I know, but-"  

     

    "I must go see her. Satisfy myself that they are well."  

     

    "They are as well as can be expected," Thomas said promptly. "You
    know they are well tended. You've been the best of friends. I
    shouldn't have kept Herbert's presence in the district a secret from
    you.  

     

    "I feared your reaction. I thought if you behaved too rashly, in
    your terror for their safety, it might only play into his hands.
    Make things worse. I don't want you to go to prison for my sake."  

     

    "Our sake. All of ours, and poor unsuspecting women like Charlotte."
    He sighed. "I believe you, truly, Thomas, but I cannot be at ease in
    my own mind until I see them for myself. But please trust me. I
    won't kill him, much as I'd like to."  

     

    The two men shook hands, and then, to Charlotte's surprise,
    embraced.  

     

    "You are my brother in deed, even if never in fact," Thomas
    whispered.  

     

    "As you are mine, Thomas."  

     

    "Go safely."  

     

    Jonathan nodded. "I shall. I go with God."  
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    After Jonathan Deveril had charged out of the house on his important
    errand, Charlotte and Thomas were left alone together in the
    vicarage hallway.  

     

    Her gaze met his in confusion and pain. She felt as though she were
    looking at him from across a wide chasm.  

     

    "He's told you." It was a statement, not a question.  

     

    She shook her head slightly. "Not everything. He sought to maintain
    privacy where your sister Jane is concerned."  

     

    Thomas nodded, tight-lipped. "Ah, I see."  

     

    She faced him squarely. "What he's told me makes no difference to me
    in many respects. I told you before that I love you. What he's
    revealed to me only makes me love you more, Thomas."  

     

    He held out his hand. "Then you're willing to forgive the lies I
    told about our marriage, and the jealous rantings of a foolish man?"
     

     

    She clasped his hand eagerly. "Not foolish, no. I gave you every
    cause to mistrust me. I just want to know one thing. Why did you not
    tell me about Herbert yourself?"  

     

    "When you fancied yourself to be so much in love with him?" he said
    with a resigned shake of the head. "You would never have believed
    me. And probably would have hated me more. Been goaded into doing
    something foolish for the sake of the romantic ideal you were led to
    believe in by a plausible rogue."  

     

    She shook her head and gave him a bitter smile. "That may be true.
    But you gave my feelings and my maturity a bit too much credit, or
    too little. It did not take me long to realize the difference
    between a good man, and one who only pretended to be good. Spending
    time with you and your circle of acquaintance showed me my flaws and
    errors and vanities far better than any mirror."  

     

    He gazed at her as though hardly able to believe what he was
    hearing.  

     

    "Yes, darling, it's true. The more I compared what I had with what I
    imagined I could have had, the more I realized that fairy tale
    fantasies are vastly overrated. You were warm, and solid and real."
    She reached out to take his hand now and squeezed.  

     

    "The desire I felt for you the moment I kissed you in the carriage
    that first night couldn't even compare to what I thought I felt for
    Herbert. I was confused, embarrassed, ashamed. I wasn't willing to
    admit I loved you because of my pride. And what you said to me cut
    me to the quick. I didn't want you to love me for my fortune, but
    myself."  

     

    Thomas stroked her cheek tenderly. "Just as I didn't want you to
    love me because I was a duke, or because I had rescued you from a
    terrible fate at the hands of Herbert.  

     

    "But I always cared about you, you know. You were so fresh, and
    young and full of hope and potential. I couldn't let him destroy
    that.  

     

    "And I knew you would make a good wife. The passion that smolders
    between us, well, just take my word for it, it's a rare thing. Not
    something I ever thought I would find. Now that I have it, I want to
    keep it forever, tend the fire, nurture it."  

     

    "Oh, Thomas, truly?" She cupped the back of his hand against her
    face.  

     

    He nodded. "I was angry when I discovered you had been seeing
    Herbert behind my back. I also know that nothing improper took
    place. Quite the contrary. You've tried to be rid of him forever.
    But he's trying to blackmail you, is he not? You went to the bank
    and gave him money to leave us alone."  

     

    She nodded miserably.  

     

    "The problem with a blackmailer is that he will keep coming back.
    You'll never be free of him, or the past."  

     

    "Unless of course he's brought to justice for all he has done."  

     

    He shook his head. "I fear we have little proof. We can only wait
    until he makes a mistake."  

     

    She stamped her foot impatiently. "At the cost of how many other
    lives? Jonathan told me what happened during the war. And I don't
    know what happened to your sister Jane, but I suspect that it was
    something dreadful. So dreadful that you told me that you had only
    one sister."  

     

    "I don't wish to talk about this now. Enough of our lives have been
    blighted by Herbert and his misdeeds already. Suffice it to say that
    Jane, and her daughter by Herbert are alive, and as well as can be
    expected considering they have had to live in hiding for fear of him
    getting hold of them to use as pawns against me. The Deverils and
    Clifford have looked after their welfare for me. I dare not go
    myself too often for fear of being followed, of leading Herbert and
    his cronies to them."  

     

    "Then he must be stopped."  

     

    Thomas shook his head vehemently "I will not have another man's
    blood on my conscience. I killed enough during the war."  

     

    Charlotte sighed. It was just too confusing. She needed time to take
    it all in.  

     

    "We'll find a way, I promise. But for now, I want you to come home
    with me. You can tell me the whole tale quietly, in your own time."
     

     

    She reached up to clasp him to her, drawing him into the circle of
    her arms. He stiffened, but gradually began to relax. She rubbed his
    back and shoulders, and he began to nuzzle her neck.  

     

    "Come, my love, let's go home."  

     

    "Yes, Charlotte, home."  

     

    They took their leave of a rather confused Sarah Deveril in the
    parlor, and headed back to Eltham Castle.  

     

    All the way home in the carriage, they kissed and caressed tenderly,
    Thomas barely able to keep his hands from her.  

     

    Charlotte was delighted at the warm response, but one part of her
    mind was still awhirr with all she had discovered.  

     

    Another thought occurred to her as they rolled along the darkening
    lanes. Herbert might be too suspicious of Thomas to ever let him get
    close enough, but he had no reason to suspect that she had learned
    of his true nature at last. He was still counting on both she and
    Thomas doing whatever they could to avoid scandal.  

     

    She would do whatever she could to protect Thomas and his family
    from the debauched fiend. She just had to come up with a plan to
    exploit his weaknesses and thus entrap him. And do it without Thomas
    finding out, and trying to stop her...  
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    In the end, Herbert took matters into his own hands before Charlotte
    could come up with any feasible scheme to expose him.  

     

    After a quick stop at Clifford's house to tell him what had happened
    and to be alert now that Herbert was getting more desperate, Thomas
    and Charlotte drove home together snuggled in one of the seats of
    the carriage. On the way home, he told her about Jane.  

     

    "My sister fell in love with Herbert, and eloped with him when her
    friends tried to dissuade her from the match. He thought she was the
    heiress to all of the Eltham estate. At first he was kind to her,
    but when he found out that I was alive, and her income had been cut
    off by our solicitors, he beat her, tormented her.  

     

    "When he spent all the money she had, he prostituted her on the
    streets of London. We believe she was pregnant by that time, though
    we can't be absolutely sure."  

     

    "Good Lord."  

     

    Thomas continued, "In any case, her daughter was born during the
    time they were living together. It was only after she was born that
    she contracted a terrible disease. It's slowly driving her mad, but
    she was in a bad way after Herbert got through with her in any case.
    She is lucid about half the time. Then she has seizures and barely
    knows her own name at times. She's not fit to look after the child
    all by herself."  

     

    "The poor girl. We must do something--"  

     

    "Not with Herbert out there desperate to get his hands on her."  

     

    "True." She sighed.  

     

    "The tragedy of it is that Jonathan was engaged to Jane."  

     

    Charlotte stared at her husband in horror. "Oh, no. How terrible.
    What a cruel loss."  

     

    Thomas nodded. "He's been loyal and faithful, even though there can
    be no hope of them ever being together as man and wife. He made an
    awful bargain on the battlefield, and Clifford and I being alive is
    probably cold comfort to a man whose only love is a walking
    specter."  

     

    "Don't say that, darling. He loves you both like brothers. He's
    happy with his life, the decision he made. The only one to blame for
    any of this is Herbert. What Jane has suffered at his hands is
    dreadful. You must expose him for the monster he is."  

     

    "If I try, he will drag you down, and anyone else he can take with
    him," Thomas warned.  

     

    She raised her chin defiantly. "Let him damned well try. We're not
    friendless and alone. You're a Duke, a Radical. If anyone has the
    courage to brave the storm, it's you."  

     

    "If it were just myself to think of it would be one thing, but you,
    and Elizabeth--"  

     

    "Has done nothing wrong. Nor do most women, except believe the lies
    told by vile seducers. It is harsh and unfair for the world to
    permit men to act in such a manner, even applaud the rake in
    society, yet judge harshly women who do the same. What happened to
    Jane could have happened to me if I had gone with him. Goodness only
    know what will happen to their baby girl, called ugly names through
    no fault of her own. Or to poor Agnes if she persists in befriending
    him in the hope of getting money for her part in their betrayal of
    me."  

     

    Thomas kissed her warmly. "I'm sorry. I should never have let you
    sit in your room so upset all these weeks. I wanted to be with you,
    be your husband in every way. I've burned for you night and day from
    the moment you first kissed me in the coach all those weeks ago.  

     

    "But it was for your own good that I held back. And not just to
    protect your reputation, but to protect you from harm. Keeping
    yourself out of his way was the best thing you could do.  

     

    "It was more than that, though," he confessed, gathering her
    unresisting body to him so tightly that she could scarcely breathe.
    "I wanted you to come to care for me, to get over your
    disappointment that I was not the man of your dreams."  

     

    Charlotte gave him a winsome smile. "Ah, but you are, Thomas. If I
    hadn't been so stubborn, I would have admitted it almost from the
    first. As for Paxton, I refuse to skulk in corners."  

     

    "No, but I fear his desperation."  

     

    "Surely I'm safe in my own home?" Charlotte asked in disbelief.  

     

    "I've done my best to take steps that you should be so," he
    admitted. "I have had you under guard pretty much since the night of
    the thwarted elopement."  

     

    "You've been spying on me?" she gasped.  

     

    He shook his head. "Not like that. Protecting you."  

     

    "So that's why we've never been alone in all these weeks we've been
    married. The servants, your friends..."  

     

    "Yes, but I fear it may still not be enough. You thought him
    charming and harmless. He fooled us all in the past. We can't let
    him get close to us ever again. No, listen, Charlotte, I mean it. We
    cannot underestimate him for one second. Jane was not safe, and she
    a duke's daughter. When I'm not with you, my love, keep yourself
    safe. Do not go out, please, or respond to any missives, even if
    they are supposed to be from me."  

     

    "Don't worry, darling," she said as she stroked his cheek tenderly.
    "I'm not going to let you out of my sight now that I've found you. I
    meant what I said weeks ago, and I mean it more than ever now that I
    know the whole truth. I want to be your wife, Thomas. In every way
    possible."  

     

    "My dearest Charlotte." He kissed her hard, his dammed-up emotions
    flooding out at last.  

     

    For a moment the only sounds inside the coach were murmurs of
    endearment and satisfaction.  

     

    Thomas was the first to pull away and sit up.  

     

    "Have I done something wrong?" she gasped in disappointment,
    clutching the gaping top of her gown closed in embarrassed dismay.  

     

    "No, not at all," he replied in a voice trembling with raw emotion.
    "My restraint has been admirable until now, but if you touch me like
    that again, it shall be completely at an end. I want our first time
    together to be in a nice comfortable bed, not in a carriage."  

     

    "Our first time? Oh, yes, Thomas, please, hurry."  

     

    He groaned and kissed her hard again. His fingers parted the rest of
    the fastenings at the front of her of her gray frock, peaking her
    delicate pink crests almost painfully. He rolled each nipple between
    finger and thumb, before tracing each tiny perfect bud with his
    tongue while she shivered and moaned, her head thrown back, her legs
    eagerly parting.  

     

    When they arrived home moments later, her feet never touched the
    ground. Thomas draped her cloak over her bare bosom and swung her up
    into his arms.  

     

    He charged through the front door and foyer, and took the stairs two
    at a time. He hesitated for a moment, and then brought her into his
    own room.  

     

    "I should think you're sick of the sight of that chamber by now, and
    my bed is the one where all the family children have been born. I'm
    guessing it's where many of them were begotten as well, but I don't
    really care to discuss family history at the moment," he said
    breathlessly as he placed her gently on the bed and began to kiss
    her deeply.  

     

    "But Thomas, it's still daylight. Isn't this awfully wicked?"  

     

    "Nay, not when two people are so in love and married to one another.
    Then everything is permitted. I appreciate your shyness, darling,
    but I don't want to wait another minute. And I want to see all of
    you. No more secrets between us any more."  

     

    Charlotte reached up for him, and pulled him down onto the bed close
    beside her. She remembered their first carriage ride together, and
    gave herself up to the sensations she had had to fight ever since.  

     

    Soon his jacket, cravat, waistcoat and shirt were off. He had
    responded in kind by working loose the rest of the tiny mother of
    pearl buttons on the back of her dress and stripping her down to her
    chemise.  

     

    Placing torrid kisses along the slender column of her neck and down
    to her bosom, his hands explored under the hem of the garment,
    filling her with delight.  

     

    "Mmm, this is more than I could have ever dreamed."  

     

    "For me too, my love. But I need to make you more ready for me. Do
    you trust me?"  

     

    She stroked his cheek tenderly. "With my life."  

     

    He untied her laces, and pushed the bodice off her shoulders,
    trailing molten kisses upon each breast, tautening the nipples with
    his enticing tongue. Then he moved lower, kissing his way down to
    her stomach, and then even lower.  

     

    "Oh, Thomas. No, you can't mean to..." she gasped in alarm.  

     

    "Just enjoy it."  

     

    "Really, how can you..."  

     

    "Because I love you, and want to make your first time magical."  

     

    "Being with you is magical, always."  

     

    "This will make it even better," he promised.  

     

    She surrendered to the feeling, and admitted with a sigh a short
    time later, "Oh, it does."  

     

    "And it can get even better than that."  

     

    "That's not possible," she gasped, as she began to ripple inwardly.
     

     

    His hands now came into play, teasing her warm moist flesh. "Trust
    me, it will be."  

     

    Charlotte made a final token resistance, but lay back on the pillows
    again as his hand swept upwards over her body and fastened on one
    rosy nipple.  

     

    "Take down your hair for me, darling. I want to see all of you as
    naked as a nymph, as gloriously lovely as God made you."  

     

    She reached up as if in a trance to do as he asked. Her fingers
    trembled with nerves and barely suppressed passion. As the pins
    scattered everywhere, she wondered vaguely where and when on earth
    she had lost her bonnet to her husband's deft and compelling
    fingers.  

     

    Charlotte's shimmering dark hair spread out over the pillow in a
    lustrous cascade as she rolled her head from side to side in utter
    abandon.  

     

    Soon Thomas knew he could not hold out any longer. He waited until
    her ragged breathing grew almost desperate, and moved upwards again
    to take her mouth in a stirring kiss.  

     

    "Now please, Thomas," Charlotte beseeched urgently.  

     

    He needed no second invitation. Her legs were spread wide, and she
    was reaching for him so eagerly, there was no question of loss of
    willpower or seduction.  

     

    She wanted him.  

     

    And he needed and loved her. He positioned himselg between her
    dew-drenched thighs, and with one careful, sure thrust he was inside
    her.  

     

    She gasped once, her eyes flying open to meet his burning gaze. "Oh,
    Thomas, yesss...."  

     

    His iron control slipped as he pressed deeper into her tightness.
    She arched her hips to meet his with an instinct which caused him to
    fill her even further. It was a perfect fit, so thrilling he could
    barely hold on.  

     

    "God, Charlotte!" he shouted, as he cupped her buttocks and pounded
    into her, his climax ripping through him.  

     

    He trembled from head to toe, and began to grow almost frightened as
    his pangs seemed to go on forever.  

     

    He felt her inner muscles tighten around him, and if anything his
    pleasure increased as she cried out his name and her fingernails dug
    into his buttocks.  

     

    Finally they quietened, though Thomas felt so drained he lay on top
    of her for several moments.  

     

    "Lord, I'm sorry, I must be crushing you," he murmured.  

     

    Charlotte pleaded, "No, love, it's nothing. Please stay."  

     

    "Did I hurt you?" he whispered, as he brushed her tumbled tresses
    back from her face, and saw the tears glittering on her cheeks.  

     

    "No, my love, never."  

     

    "But you're crying," Thomas insisted, kissing the tears away gently.
     

     

    "Oh, Thomas, it was so wonderful. It was like finding the other half
    of myself at last. I've wanted you so much, ever since we first
    kissed. Making love with you like this has been all I could have
    ever imagined, and so much more.  

     

    "Only now that we've tasted bliss, it's going to make things that
    much worse. How can I ever bear for you to be separated from me
    after knowing such joy?"  

     

    "I'll always be by your side, love you forever," Thomas declared
    fiercely, stroking his left hand up and down her shoulder and
    breast.  

     

    He felt himself stir within her once more, and made love to her all
    over again, slowly and thoroughly, exploring all of her most secret
    places, leaving no part of her body untasted or explored.  

     

    She was limp with surrender, but every new peak he coaxed out of her
    only left them both wanting more. The burgeoning ache within her
    blossomed anew, making her ripple outwards as time stood still, with
    no past or future, only an endlessly unfolding present of complete
    bliss as each kiss and caress sent them both higher.  

     

    Much later, when she cried out his name for the hundredth time, and
    he could hold back no longer, Thomas knew Charlotte was right.  

     

    Their joining and blending into one was like the union of two halves
    of a whole, and they could never be complete without one another
    again.  
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    Charlotte awakened slowly some time later, just as the first rays of
    moonlight peeped through her window.  

     

    No, not her window. Thomas's. His window, his chamber, his bed. His
    wife in every way.  

     

    She hugged the knowledge to herself and reached over for him, her
    hand skimming over his hard, lightly downed chest. She started, and
    then sighed, feeling the play of muscle, bone and sinew under her
    fingers as her husband purred with pleasure.  

     

    "Are you all right?" he whispered.  

     

    "Mmm, wonderful," she said, curling into his lean, hard frame.
    "You?"  

     

    "Happier than I ever thought possible."  

     

    "I'm glad. And so very sorry-"  

     

    "As am I, Thomas." She stroked down the wonderful tattoo she had
    seen and so admired before. Or rather, the muscle it decorated. She
    was sure her husband was perfection itself, inside and out. "I
    should have trusted you-"  

     

    "You had little enough reason to, with all my fibs and Paxton's
    unlimited capacity for evil."  

     

    He held her close against him. "I overheard them, you know. He and
    your aunt and Agnes, plotting against you for your money."  

     

    "Overheard them?" she gasped, sitting up slightly to peer into his
    face. Her ebony hair cascaded down over her shoulder and his chest
    in a sensual caress.  

     

    The sheet draped over his loins began to stir, waving like a flag.
    He blushed, glad her gaze was directed elsewhere. She would be
    shocked if she knew just how much he wanted her again.  

     

    "Yes, in the orangery that night. I was just about to leave, out the
    side door. I, well, I was so disappointed that you hadn't paid me a
    blind bit of notice apart from saying thank you for your birthday
    gifts that I decided there was no point in putting myself through
    any more torment, being so near you, yet so far."  

     

    "Oh, my love, if only I had known. But go on, darling, tell me all
    of it."  

     

    He twined his leg over hers to settle more comfortably. "I was about
    to walk off some of my dismay in the orangery when I overheard the
    three of them talking. I guessed it was your aunt from the mezzo
    voice, and eventually figured out Agnes was the third party in the
    plot, a lighter soprano. As soon as they had gone, I confronted the
    snake. I told Paxton I had heard everything. Then I bribed him to
    stay away."  

     

    "Oh, Thomas!"  

     

    "But I should have known that even more than money, he wanted to
    make us all miserable. He could still--"  

     

    "He can do whatever he damn well likes," she said vehemently, her
    sapphire eyes blazing. "All three of them can go to the Devil."  

     

    "Charlotte!" he protested, shocked at how his demure wife had taken
    on the demeanor of a furious tigress.  

     

    "It's true. I don't want to waste another moment of our marriage
    with him standing like a shadow between us. You and I love each
    other." She cupped his cheek, caressed his full lower lip with her
    thumb. "The rest doesn't matter now. I just can't believe you felt
    so strongly about me and never said one word."  

     

    Her fingers continued their maddening caresses downwards, until
    Thomas could bear no more and rolled her under him.  

     

    She gasped, but her eyes lit with a knowing eagerness.  

     

    "I couldn't say anything. You were so young. And to admit anything
    would be to blurt out my feelingS for you. That I desired you beyond
    all reason."  

     

    The sensual pressure of his body told her that even more eloquently
    than his words, driving away all reason for them both.  

     

    "Show me," she urged in a husky tone. "Tell me the whole truth at
    last, with your mouth, hands-"  

     

    "Yes, my love, always."  

     

    Charlotte gave herself away completely to the pressure of his hands
    upon her hips and soft delicate flesh, his mouth upon her breasts.  

     

    His tongue licked flames of passion along each tip, until the
    coursing tumult of passion throbbed within her so violently she felt
    her back arch and her whole belly convulse.  

     

    Thomas chuckled softly. "If I'd known how sensitive your breasts
    were, I could have pleasured you a thousand times in the past few
    months. I'm sorry."  

     

    "Don't be. I don't think I would have been ready for all, well, all
    this," she said, blushing. She swept her hands downwards. "The
    novels can certainly never do the sensation of true love justice."  

     

    "Well, let's see if we can't try to capture its perfection in a
    marvelous scene of our very own."  

     

    "He Stoops to Conquer?" she said softly.  

     

    "Nay, my love, no stooping at all. In fact, I think it was more like
    having to climb up to touch you on your pedestal."  

     

    She shook her head vehemently, arching her hips to seek the elusive
    stroke that would join them together as one at last. "No pedestal
    for me, Thomas. I'm a flesh and blood woman now, thanks to you, not
    some lofty little miss, untouchable and aloof. I want you to touch
    me, love me. Now and always. But especially now."  

     

    He smiled down at her, and took the hint, filling her damp tight
    core with infinite care until he was so far up inside her he felt
    sure he would never come out.  

     

    He could feel her whole slick center grip him, and now risked his
    tenuous control to start moving. Fast to slow, shallow to deep, he
    teased her, gauged her reactions, until she was begging him to stop
    the erotic torture.  

     

    "Just let it come. Come with me, love," Thomas rasped against her
    lips.  

     

    "Yes, oh, yes."  

     

    The first waves of the ultimate pleasure swelled upwards in a tidal
    surge and she found herself drowning in a swirling vortex which cast
    her up on the shores of oblivion.  

     

    She clung to Thomas like a drowning woman. He anchored her between
    his strong arms until her last passionate sob echoed in the room,
    and then allowed himself his own tempestuous release.  

     

    At last the aftershocks faded, and Thomas collapsed on his beloved
    like a spent swimmer on a sandy shore.  

     

    Much later he bestirred himself, and lifted his heavy weight off her
    lithe form. He pushed back the thick fall of hair tumbled over her
    exquisite heart-shaped face, and kissed her berry-ripe lips.  

     

    "Mmm."  

     

    "Yes, indeed," he chuckled. "I'll be right back, pet."  

     

    "But where are you-"  

     

    "Not far."  

     

    He disappeared into the bathing chamber, and returned a short time
    later with a basin, soap and some clean cloths. He struck the tinder
    box and lit a couple of candles, then undraped his wife's lissome
    body from the sheet.  

     

    "I'm sorry. I should have been much more solicitous of you," he
    whispered. "But you touched me and I lost all reason."  

     

    "I'm fine, Thomas. You have nothing to reproach yourself for."  

     

    "But I do. It's never easy for a woman's first time."  

     

    "It was wonderful, I promise. And I seem to recall it being at least
    six times..."  

     

    He laughed happily. "Open your legs for me, love," he said, holding
    up the cloth.  

     

    "Oh, no, Thomas, really. I can-"  

     

    "Let me, please. No secrets or shame between us."  

     

    "All right," she said hesitantly, and did as he told her.  

     

    The cool cloth and slippery soap was both soothing and arousing. His
    lean strong fingers explored her most intimately, until she felt the
    increasingly familiar breathlessness tautening in her belly.  

     

    Soon the slightly abrading cloth was removed, and she was rinsed and
    thoroughly clean. But just to make sure, Thomas dipped his head,
    causing her to nearly rocket off the bed.  

     

    "Oh Lord, not again. You can't like--"  

     

    "It's perfectly natural and safe. Just let me love you. Give you all
    the pleasure you deserve."  

     

    "I do want you to, Thomas. But it can't be nice for you."  

     

    He gave her a warm, reassuring smile. "Not just nice, delicious,
    delectable. Your own most intimate taste that you will only ever
    share with me. Just as one day you might like to share mine. But for
    now..." He slid into the bed more fully head first, and draped her
    calves over his shoulders.  

     

    Charlotte was put in mind of a loving cup as he sipped from her as
    though drinking the nectar of the gods, and then forcefully worked
    at the small dimple of flesh on her mound with his thumbs until she
    was screaming, bucking and writhing like a wild thing, begging for
    him to come into her.  

     

    He laughed throatily and told her how much he loved to watch her
    lose control, and continued with his torrid loveplay...  

     

    Much, much later that night, when he had put aside the tray of
    delicacies he had ordered the servants to bring up, he wrapped her
    in the top sheet while he began to strip off the bottom one.  

     

    She had certainly bled enough, and his pride knew no bounds that he
    had been the first and would be the only man to love this incredible
    woman.  

     

    Once he had finished remaking the bed, he tucked her back into it,
    and went over to his dresser. He rummaged in the top drawer for a
    brief second.  

     

    "Ah, here they are."  

     

    She raised her brows in silent inquiry.  

     

    "Elizabeth put them back in the box for me. This was what I really
    wanted to give you for your eighteenth birthday, my sweet," he said,
    coming to sit beside her in the bed.  

     

    "But I didn't have the nerve. It would have been far too excessive.
    As it was I thought I had betrayed myself by discovering from the
    modiste in Bath that you patronize exactly what gown you were going
    to wear for your ball."  

     

    Charlotte's eyes lit with understanding. "So that was how
    it came to pass that the fan and reticule matched the embroidery on
    my gown."  

     

    "Guilty as charged."  

     

    "So what is this?" she asked, hefting the black velvet box in her
    slim hand.  

     

    "Open it."  

     

    "But it's not my birthday, Thomas."  

     

    "No, it's a far more special occasion, the true beginning of our
    marriage, the completion of all our vows. In the Middle Ages, the
    husband would give the bride a gift the morning after to show just
    how pleased he was with her. I would give you a wagonload full of
    jewels if I could for what we've just shared, but for now this will
    have to suffice."  

     

    "Oh, Thomas." She opened the box and gaped at the exquisite collar
    of sapphires, with matching hair pins and bracelets. "I thought they
    were your mother's. I would have chosen them to wear for our wedding
    if the emeralds hadn't reminded me of your lovely eyes." She cupped
    his cheek and smiled up into them.  

     

    "I saw these stones, so blue and glittering, and they were so like
    your eyes that I knew no other woman could ever do them justice."  

     

    She began to cry then. "You've always given me so much, and I-"  

     

    "Have been the best of friends, once you got over your initial
    anger. And now I want to be the best of husbands to a most wonderful
    wife. I want to gift you with far more than jewels. You have my
    heart and soul, Charlotte Eltham. Now I want you to know pleasure,
    passion, sensuality such as neither of us have ever dreamed. Do you
    trust me?"  

     

    "Yes, Thomas, always. But can it be so very special for you? I mean,
    I know you're not a virgin-"  

     

    "But nor have I ever been in love," he breathed against her ear as
    he began to nibble her lobe, and lick the pressure point behind it
    until she shivered. "It's more special than I can ever say."  

     

    "I'm glad," she sighed, lolling her head back to give him better
    access, rubbing her breasts against his bare chest.  

     

    "So come, darling, let's take those out of the box, and see what
    interesting uses we can put them to."  
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    The next three days and nights passed Charlotte by in a haze of
    bliss. Thomas saw to it that she was completely indulged and
    pampered in every way imaginable.  

     

    She awoke the first morning together to find Thomas licking her all
    over her body absolutely everywhere.  

     

    She eagerly reached for him, but to her surprise he turned her onto
    her side and began nibbling the back of her neck as he rubbed his
    huge length between her thighs. His hardness massaged her slick core
    while his fingers teased her mound and breasts until she came in
    great panting sobs.  

     

    Only then did he enter her. The sensation was so different from him
    being atop her that she climaxed at once, biting the pillow to stop
    herself from screaming the house down.  

     

    Afterwards he bathed her like a baby and put her in a frilled
    nightgown that was positively sinful in its revealing laciness. He
    fed her breakfast, griddlecakes with fresh cream and hot
    strawberries running with syrup. He dabbed fingerfuls of the cream
    on various intimate parts of her body, and proceeded to lick it off
    until she sobbed against him. It was every bit as wonderful as his
    fantasy with the wedding cake at their reception, and his head spun
    with the giddy joy of it all.  

     

    When he had finished making love with her, he sat her up in the bed,
    and brushed and stroked her long fall of raven hair until it shone
    and she was sure she would die of pleasure. From him she learned all
    the joys of her body, and his, exploring their sensuality in a shy
    but avid way until she fell asleep, fully exhausted and sated.  

     

    The only time they left the house was to attend a ball at Stone
    Court on the third night, and even then Charlotte was exceedingly
    reluctant to go.  

     

    Thomas convinced her that the only thing more erotic than dressing
    her in all her silk finery and sapphires was the prospect of
    undressing her after the ball.  

     

    "You'll be able to feel the jewels against your bare flesh like the
    touch of my lips, my fingers. And you can recall all the things I
    did to you with them that first night. And imagine all the things
    I'm going to do to you tonight. Once I undress you slowly, worship
    you as you deserve to be--"  

     

    "Oh, Thomas, please, I don't think I can manage to even walk, let
    alone dance," she panted, her whole body on fire.  

     

    "You will. I'll hold you close and you'll feel my desire brushing
    against your--"  

     

    "Thomas, please, let's not go. Come back to bed," she begged,
    clinging to his waist.  

     

    "You greedy girl," he said with a happy laugh.  

     

    "Yes. I never imagined it could be like this. I want you so," she
    said in shy wonder.  

     

    "Keep that thought until later, my dear," he said holding up her new
    navy velvet pelisse for her to slip her arms into. "Then I give you
    free rein to indulge yourself and me as much as you like."  

     

    The carriage ride was exquisite torture for them both as they rocked
    over the rutted road with her sitting in his lap while he fondled
    between her thighs her boldly. She was flushed and disheveled by the
    time they ever arrived in Millcote. Charlotte immediately had to
    excuse herself to go into the cloakroom and set her undergarments to
    rights.  

     

    The other Rakehells noted the change in the couple at once, and
    toasted each other.  

     

    "They look splendid together," Clifford observed to Jonathan.  

     

    "Yes, thank God they worked it all out in the end."  

     

    "Ah, so I was right all along. There was something odd going on that
    caused him to marry her so quickly, though it's obvious that it had
    nothing to do with a child."  

     

    "It was Paxton."  

     

    "Pardon?" Clifford said, aghast.  

     

    "Paxton was angling for her. Tried to elope. Thomas--"  

     

    "Is she all right? She wasn't hurt?" Clifford demanded, so looking
    so appalled that her wife hurried over to him to see what was amiss.
     

     

    "Good God, Jonathan, why did he not tell me? Or you tell me?"  

     

    "Tell you what, my dear?" Vanessa asked quietly.  

     

    "That Herbert Paxton tried to elope with Charlotte," he whispered.  

     

    The light of understanding dawned in her unusual violet eyes. "So
    that's why?"  

     

    "Apparently so. But if you look at the way they're gazing at each
    other, I would say that there was a lot more to it than that."  

     

    "Indeed," Jonathan said with a laugh. "I am of course delighted. But
    if you don't stop them from dancing with each other like that all
    night, this house is going to get a reputation as a den of
    iniquity."  

     

    Clifford gaped. "Er, quite. Come, let's offer them some refreshment,
    my dear. That might cool them down."  

     

    The dancing and continuous sexual tension nearly drove Charlotte
    mad. She had never felt so needy in her life before, as if she
    couldn't bear not touching her husband's bare flesh another moment.
     

     

    They didn't stay long at the ball, but as bad luck would have it,
    they had little choice but to take home a few of the neighbors in
    their carriage. By the time they were alone and near the house, she
    was almost at her wits' end.  

     

    Thomas urged hoarsely, "Wait a bit longer, my love. I promise it
    will be worth it."  

     

    "I've been waiting hours, darling. I can't bear it. Please, if you
    touch me again I won't be able to-- Ooooh."  

     

    All her skin burst into flames at the tiny caress of her mound.
    Unable to resist him any longer, she launched herself into his arms,
    kissing him like a drowning woman sucking in her last breath.
    Forgetting any lingering virginal restraint she might have had, she
    began to yank at his clothing like a woman gone mad.  

     

    Thomas was stunned by her ardor. He had hoped to find a measure of
    sensual happiness with his wife. But he had no idea how hard she had
    struggled against the temptation he had presented. Now he gentled
    her hands even as his loins surged against the fine broadcloth of
    his trousers.  

     

    "Easy, love. Take your time. We have all night--"  

     

    "No, I need you now. Oh God, oh God," she moaned, like an animal in
    pain, almost rending his waistcoat to rags as she tore it open,
    taking several of his shirt buttons with it as well.  

     

    "It's all right. Just calm yourself, my love. We'll be there in a
    moment."  

     

    She gave a short hysterical laugh. "A moment is too long. I need you
    so."  

     

    Charlotte never stopped until she got to his bare flesh. She began
    to plant hot fevered kisses all over his chest, and fascinated by
    his suddenly erect nipples, suckled one eagerly as well.  

     

    Her urgency and innocent wonder at his body nearly unmanned him. He
    eased the almost unbearable pressure with a firm tug to his
    tightened velvety purse and then raised her chin to look at him.  

     

    "As I need you, my darling," he murmured, gazing deeply into her
    eyes. He stroked her full lower lip once with his thumb.  

     

    Her lips parted. She raised herself up onto her knees to straddle
    him, and with a little cry tugged his head down the rest of the way
    to meet her mouth.  

     

    Then Thomas was truly lost. He pulled her up to rest against him
    full length, leaving her in no doubt of his desires. She could feel
    the heated bulge practically begging for release.  

     

    She slid one hand between them to work at his trouser fastenings,
    heaving his shirttails out of the waistband.  

     

    "Oh God, we're here."  

     

    "Here?" she echoed vaguely, kissing down his belly.  

     

    He flung open the carriage door, scooped her out into his arms, and
    ran through the foyer and up the stairs, thanking God that the falls
    of his trousers were trapped between their bodies. Otherwise the
    garment would have slithered down his legs and tripped him, leaving
    them in an undignified half-naked heap for all the servants to see.
     

     

    At last they gained the privacy of their suite and he hurried in
    with her and locked the door.  

     

    Thomas set her down on the floor once more, gliding his hand over
    her supple waist, the gentle flare of her hips, wanting to take his
    time.  

     

    To his surprise she shoved him backwards onto the bed and wasted not
    an instant in following. She was half prostrate on his chest and fit
    herself to him as though she belonged attached to his body.  

     

    "Darling, please, you don't have to--"  

     

    "I do. God, don't you see?" Her voice was trembling like a leaf in
    the wind. "I've never wanted anything in this lifetime more than
    you."  

     

    "But you need me to be more tender--"  

     

    "It will be perfect. Bliss. It can't be as hellish as I feel now.
    Like I'm about to explode into a million pieces if I can't touch
    you, taste you..."  

     

    She knelt up on one knee and heaved his trousers right down past his
    knees.  

     

    His eyes widened. She was as good as her word, and her lack of
    experience in no way diminished the impact upon him.  

     

    "Charlotte, no, please--"  

     

    "I want you to let yourself go. Do it," she murmured around his
    straining flesh.  

     

    He couldn't have resisted even if he wanted to. He saw and felt the
    final surge and clutched her hair, trying to drag her away even as
    she clung on like a limpet. The sight of her thus nearly drove him
    insane with need.  

     

    But it was too late. The climax crashed through them both, leaving
    each prone with shocked delight.  

     

    As soon as he was no longer paralyzed by his climax he hauled her up
    his chest and kissed her saturated mouth. He had never tasted
    himself like that before, but at the thought of making her
    completely his own, leaving no part of her without his taste or
    smell or touch, he became even more aroused.  

     

    His erection stirred eagerly and bored through the thin silk of her
    gown. She began to wriggle and squirm.  

     

    At first he thought she was trying to get away, but when he released
    her he discovered she was already divesting herself of her under
    things. They fell to the floor in a whisper of silk, and then she
    was surrounding him, clenching her thighs around him so that he
    could feel her dampness against the whole length of his shaft.  

     

    "I need to make you more ready," he protested.  

     

    "I am. I am ready," she panted.  

     

    He reached down to find her soaking. It was as if she had been
    possessed by a demon. He could feel her nipples peaking, felt her
    whole body quivering and clenching with desire.  

     

    "Yes, please, touch me, just like that. This is killing me!" she
    pleaded softly, the edge of desperation in her voice like a knife
    through his heart.  

     

    "What is, darling?" he whispered against her hair.  

     

    She moved to gaze at him, her eyes glazed and unfocused, her lips
    parted breathlessly. "This tightness in my body, this surging need.
    Please, Thomas, take me now. Fill me with all of you. Unleash the
    power I've just seen right up inside me. Fill me with your throbbing
    flesh, your delicious seed. I can't think about anything but you.
    Fill my senses. Love me."  

     

    "I do. Oh God, if only you knew how much," he half sobbed, the
    weight in his heart lifting as he told her the whole truth without
    an ounce of regret or compunction.  

     

    Though she had pleasured him so thoroughly he thought he had been
    turned inside out, he was already more than roused for a second
    round of delight.  

     

    "Then show me," she urged, her whole body trembling against his as
    she reached down for him. "Take me now."  

     

    "Yes. Oh yes."  

     

    All resistance crumbling to dust at last, he tugged off her whole
    dress with one abrupt yank over her head, and rolled her onto her
    back. He slid up the length of one thigh, drenched with urgent need.
    His engorged head instinctively found her entrance, and slipped a
    fraction into her blissful tightness. She began to climax almost at
    once.  

     

    He tried to drag back for another stroke, but she grabbed his
    buttocks with both hands and surged her hips upwards right into his
    own with such force he was impelled ever onwards. By the time he was
    buried in up to the hilt he had already climaxed with a roar which
    was echoed by the cry wrenched from deep inside Charlotte's body.  

     

    Terrified that he had hurt her, he stilled, but her whole body
    convulsed around his. Hardly daring to believe she could feel still
    more pleasure after that soul splitting thrust, he moved a tentative
    half inch out and in again.  

     

    "Please, more," she gasped against his neck in a near sob. "More.
    All of you."  

     

    Though no longer fully hard he was still tumescent, and angled
    himself to drag against her rosebud of desire. She opened to him
    like a flower greeting the sun. Her muscles spasmed and rippled,
    more powerful than even the caress of her mouth had been. He could
    already feel himself hardening once more.  

     

    He thought he had experienced it all in his younger days, but
    nothing could have ever prepared him for the bliss he found inside
    Charlotte's pulsating body.  

     

    "Oh, Lord, I'm going to come again. If I don't leave you pregnant
    now--"  

     

    "I don't care. It doesn't matter. I trust you. I want you. Please.
    Give me all of you."  

     

    "I don't understand," he said, raising his head to look at
    Charlotte's flushed features, her almost pained expression which was
    like a dagger in his heart. "You didn't have to do this to prove--"
     

     

    "All of you!" she pleaded. "It's so close."  

     

    He watched her expression change from the frown of seeming pain to
    the glow of joy as he moved again inside her. "Yes, that's it. All
    of you, now. Come with me. Come with me to heaven."  

     

    "Yes," he panted, "oh yes."  

     

    Her eyes opened fully now, blazing darkly as she threw her head back
    and let out another keening cry. It was his name, and he felt so
    full of pride he thrust even harder and more urgently.  

     

    "I love you," she gasped. "Love you so."  

     

    Charlotte's next sounds were incoherent burbles as her whole body
    coiled and released, wringing the orgasm from him until he thought
    he had been drained dry of every ounce of fluid in his body,
    including his saliva.  

     

    For his tongue withered in his head as his own climax left him
    gaping and mindless, speechless, overwhelmed. His hands cupping her
    bottom heaved her even more tightly into him. He stroked her legs
    upwards to loop around the backs of his thighs. He kissed her as
    though about to devour her as he pounded into her with such aching
    need he thought it could never be assuaged. Even inside her, he
    still wanted and needed her so badly it was terrifying.  

     

    One hand at the nape of his neck soothed him, while her other on his
    buttock drove him ever onwards. The light pressure of her fingertips
    against his most sensitive orbs enhanced the driving sensation. With
    one last desperate cry he gathered her right up into the cradle of
    his hips and gave a final thrust which splintered all sanity.  

     

    "My love!" she cried out.  

     

    The whipcrack of desire flicked out and back again. They both
    collapsed in a quivering heap on the mattress, one body, one soul,
    one breath as he turned his head to rest his cheek against hers and
    slept the sleep of the dead.  
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    Charlotte stretched as luxuriously as a cat the next morning as the
    sun streamed in the window. She felt too content to get out of bed,
    and every movement gave her a twinge in a most sensitive spot.  

     

    She smiled happily to herself. She might have had to wait five
    months for her husband to become her lover, but they were certainly
    more than making up for lost time. And with a breathtaking
    inventiveness that left her eager for more.  

     

    She smiled again happily. She wasn't in the least ashamed of her
    needs and desires, or the deliciously daring thing she had done to
    him last night. He had made their loving all seem so perfect, so
    very right.  

     

    Well, he was the one who had said everything was permissible when
    they were in love and married.  

     

    She rolled over with a glowing grin and reached for him eagerly. She
    longed to wake him up as he had done her each morning, with his head
    level with her thighs.  

     

    But Thomas's side of the bed was empty, only the merest trace of
    warmth lingering in the silk sheets, and a hint of his own uniquely
    alluring scent. She gathered a pillow to her and breathed deeply,
    trying to assuage her longing.  

     

    She tried not to feel distressed by his absence, and called to him
    through the bathroom door, certain he would tell her he would just
    be a moment. But when there was no reply, she could not help feeling
    a trifle put out.  

     

    Perhaps she was just getting too spoiled, used to the warm pampering
    in the mornings from her ardent husband. She had suspected that
    marital relations would be at least tolerable with such an alluring
    man as Thomas. She had never dreamt of anything as soul stirring as
    what she had experienced in his arms. With him inside her,
    possessing her so completely she had forgot even her own name at
    times.  

     

    But where on earth had the man got to?  

     

    She rose and tugged on one of the nightgowns now hanging in his
    wardrobe, before picking up his heavy brocade dressing gown and
    hugging the lapels close around her neck.  

     

    She headed to her own chamber and stepped in through her door. She
    sensed a movement behind her, but assumed it was the maid coming
    into their suite.  

     

    "Hello, Mary. How are you today? You've brought breakfast for me?
    Thank you so much."  

     

    She picked up a piece of toast off the plate, bit into it, and
    turned away towards her desk. She wondered why Mary did not respond,
    until she heard a small squeak betokening fear behind her.  

     

    "Let's go, you little whore. We're leaving," Herbert said, his voice
    rough with too much drink.  

     

    She whirled around and gasped. Her eyes widened at the sight of
    Paxton, armed to the teeth, in her very own room.  

     

    "Y-y-you're m-m-mad," she stammered, before swallowing hard to get
    her voice under control. "I couldn't possibly leave with you."  

     

    "You agreed to elope with me once," he said with an evil leer. "Much
    as I'd love to futter you right here and now, time is passing and I
    have places to be. So move." He waved the barrel of the pistol in
    the direction of the door.  

     

    "Thomas will stop you," she threatened. "You'll never get away with
    abducting me."  

     

    He sneered. "It won't look like abduction if you're seen leaving
    with me of your own free will. Your Aunt Margaret and Agnes will
    tell everyone you couldn't help yourself. Your darling husband will
    believe it. After all, what could have happened to make you change
    your mind about me?"  

     

    "My falling in love with him, perhaps?" she said coolly.  

     

    He scowled, his florid face a livid mask. "If I thought that, by
    God, I would shoot you here and now."  

     

    Charlotte stepped back, looking for a means of escape, but found
    none. With a pistol pointed at her maid's head, and another aimed
    directly at her heart, she did not have many options.  

     

    "Thomas will come for me. He'll tear your heart out. After what you
    did to him during the war, and what you did to his sister..."  

     

    "I don't give a damn about any of that," he rasped. "All I want is
    money, and to make him suffer."  

     

    Charlotte could well believe it.  

     

    "You've had plenty of money. Maybe if you didn't gamble it all away,
    you might be able to live a better life. Unless of course you enjoy
    being a criminal. Preying upon the innocent, ruining lives whenever
    you get the chance. I'm just one of your many victims. Who will it
    be next? Agnes? Jonathan Deveril's sister Sarah? None of us are
    safe, are we?"  

     

    "It won't be your concern. You won't be around to see it," he
    growled.  

     

    Her eyes narrowed. "So you are going to use me and abandon me the
    way you did Jane?"  

     

    "I'm going to keep you alive as long as it suits me to torment your
    husband. But make no mistake. He'll never find you. He'll pay me to
    keep you alive, but one way or the other, you'll never see each
    other again."  

     

    His words chilled her to the bone, but she was determined not ti
    give the cowardly bully the upper hand in any way. "In that case,
    why would he keep on paying? If he thinks that you and I have
    eloped, he won't care. He'll be glad to be rid of me."  

     

    "Don't worry, Missy, I'll make sure he pays. A gent like him, he'll
    do anything to avoid scandal. Now get your boots on, and let's get
    going."  

     

    "I'll need a dress as well."  

     

    "Hurry up about it."  

     

    She ran to the wardrobe and took out a loose gown in charcoal gray
    merino wool, and got her best pair of walking boots and some sturdy
    stockings. She turned her back on him and opened the robe, before
    yanking the dress around her one sleeve at a time and fastening it.
    She tried not to think of the disgusting man leering at her rear
    through the filmy negligee. She left the discarded robe on the
    floor, and tried to think of what clues she could leave that would
    show she had not gone willingly. She stepped on the sleeve as she
    bent to tug her dress down, and pulled hard as she rose, nearly
    tearing the sleeve in half.  

     

    She reached for her hair brush and pulled the old hairs out of it
    and onto the floor. As she twisted her hair up into a bun, she
    yanked several more out, and while she fixed it with several pins,
    she scattered several of them as well.  

     

    She grabbed another handful, and then put her cloak on. She reached
    for her most precious reticule, and wondered what was in it she
    could use to show that she had been taken by force.  

     

    Then she reached for her cloak. "I'm ready," she said at last.  

     

    "Not quite. Grab your jewel box, and let's go."  

     

    She hurried over, opened it briefly, and scooped out some ear bobs
    as she shut it again. It wouldn't exactly be a trail of breadcrumbs,
    but between the hairpins and earrings, and the fact that she was
    normally so tidy and careful with her possessions, she felt sure her
    astute husband would know she had been taken against her will and
    rouse the district to search for her.  

     

    Herbert would not be able to take her far. She only prayed that her
    husband would not put himself in danger in order to save her, or do
    anything foolish once he caught up with the vile Paxton.  

     

    He pointed to the door with his pistol. "Move."  

     

    Charlotte was terribly concerned as to where Thomas had got to. She
    tried to tell herself that his plan to get money from her husband
    would not work if Thomas were injured or dead. All the same, she had
    a dreadful sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. As she walked
    down the stairs, with Mary being dragged along behind whimpering,
    she wondered at the servants not being around the house as usual.  

     

    When she got outside and was heading toward the waiting carriage,
    however, she noticed a black plume of smoke rising over to the left
    of the house, in the direction of the village.  

     

    That was how he had got everyone out of the way!  

     

    "Very clever. Distract everyone with a fire. But if Thomas is
    killed, you won't get a penny."  

     

    He leered evilly. "Maybe not. But Jane is the heir, and my daughter
    after her. And barring either of them, there's always his baby
    sister Elizabeth. Quite a tasty little piece, that, and I like them
    young and tiny and firm."  

     

    He groped Mary again for emphasis, squeezing her breast so hard she
    whitened with pain and almost passed out.  

     

    Charlotte stiffened, aware for the first time of the full extent of
    the danger they all faced at the hands of this monster. "You won't
    get away with this."  

     

    "Who's going to stop me?"  

     

    She lifted her chin proudly. "I am. You mark my words."  

     

    He slammed the pistol into her stomach, knocking the air from her
    lungs and doubling her over with pain.  

     

    "Fine brave words, Missy. By the time I finish with you, you'll be
    on your knees begging me for mercy. Assuming you can still talk, of
    course."  

     

    She flung her jewel box hard at him, slamming him in the gut and
    scattering the contents to every corner of the foyer.  

     

    "Damn you. No, don't run. I'll shoot to wound, and make sure both of
    you suffer. Now get in the carriage." He kicked the box out of the
    way furiously, not daring to stoop to pick up the expensive
    contents.  

     

    Charlotte had stiffened at his words, and she reluctantly did as she
    was told.  

     

    It was a battered looking old hired coach which had certainly seen
    better days.  

     

    She and her maid got in, and sat with their backs to the driver.
    Charlotte knew they had to escape, had to try to get help. Surely
    Thomas would not believe that she was going away with Herbert
    willingly. Would never believe a word that Agnes or her aunt said.
    Not after all they had shared the past few days. Or last night.  

     

    The question was, what on earth would he do when he found out that
    she had been taken? Or that Herbert had been responsible for burning
    the cottages?  

     

    The other question was, where were they headed? As the carriage
    progressed ever westward, over more and more terrible roads, she
    began to wonder exactly what madness Paxton had in mind. She did her
    best to try to drop a hairpin or ear bob out of either one of her
    hands as the coach jostled them back and forth on the warm summer's
    day. But soon she would run out, and then what....  

     

    "There are some old smuggler's caves on the Welsh coast. We can lay
    low for a day of two, and take ship to Ireland. I have friends there
    who hate the English, and would do anything to help Bonaparte win. I
    can help them, and in exchange, they can assist me. And they will
    certainly be delighted to be entertained by a fancy piece like you.
    And this fresh little thing here."  

     

    He made a grab for Mary's breast. The girl shrank back in fear and
    anticipation of still more pain. Charlotte soothed her, and seeing
    the girl shivering uncontrollably, she took off her cloak and tied
    it around Mary's bony shoulders.  

     

    "Leave her alone, Paxton!"  

     

    He pawed at the girl again, enjoying making her squirm.  

     

    "Stop that! You're an animal," Charlotte hissed, slapping his hand
    away. "I can't imagine how you ever persuaded me that you were
    anything other than something that climbed out of a tree. I'm going
    to see you hang, do you hear me?"  

     

    He took a swig from his pocket flask, and sneered at her."They'll
    have to catch me first. And so far as I know, eloping ain't a
    hanging offence."  

     

    He tried to reach for Charlotte's breast now but she shifted away
    from him into the far corner of the seat and glared.  

     

    "Bigamy is against the law. And how do you explain dragging my maid
    along against her will? It will be our word against yours."  

     

    "I'll just say you're a loose pair of whores who both took a fancy
    to me. By the time they ever catch up with us, I'll know every inch
    of both your bodies, so it will be me who sounds the more credible."
     

     

    "What, with both of us full of bruises and broken bones? Because
    that's how we'll look. We're not just going to submit to you
    meekly."  

     

    He laughed and grinned evilly. "If you ain't afraid for yourself,
    you will be for each other. You don't behave yourself, I'll torment
    her. You don't behave yourself, little Mary, your mistress here is
    going to suffer my anger, and it won't be pretty."  

     

    The maid began to whimper piteously again.  

     

    Charlotte's temper snapped. "Oh for God's sake, Mary. There are two
    of us, and only one of him. Where are your guts? We can fight him!"
     

     

    Herbert jeered again, but Charlotte looked at the terrified maid so
    desperately that the girl took heart. When the coach lurched over a
    pothole, flinging Herbert off balance, they both hurled themselves
    forward upon him, each grabbing an arm and pushing it wide.  

     

    One gun discharged into the side of the coach above Mary's head,
    while the other ended up in Charlotte's hand. She quickly rammed it
    under his chin.  

     

    "Don't move! I'll use this, and gladly, if you so much as twitch.
    Mary, your stockings, please. Tie him up, tightly."  

     

    But Mary's response was to scream and begin moving to the opposite
    side of the coach, far away from the cliffs below on her right.  

     

    Charlotte's eyes widened in horror. The shot which had exploded
    inside the carriage must have injured or killed their driver, for
    the vehicle was now lurching precariously on the edge of the
    precipice, and picking up speed as the terrified horses plunged on.
     

     

    They were now being bounced about like fish in a rolling barrel.  

     

    Charlotte snatched at the door handle and twisted. Herbert made a
    grab for the gun. She swung it hard, catching him full on the nose
    and stunning him for a moment.  

     

    The wheels went over a large rock, tilting the vehicle dangerously,
    sending her flying upwards. She twisted to her left and landed on
    her rump on the floor of the coach, her legs half way out the open
    door.  

     

    "Come on, Mary, follow me!"  

     

    "I can't jump, I can't," she wept.  

     

    "It's going over! Come on, Mary!"  

     

    Charlotte tried to reach for the girl, but she was jolted out of her
    grasp. She could feel the coach lurching violently downwards. With a
    hasty prayer, she heaved herself out onto the road with both hands,
    and rolled.  

     

    Mary tried to follow suit, but it was already too late. She hit a
    boulder some ways down from the cliff edge, and tumbled about
    another hundred feet, snapping her neck.  

     

    Herbert shrieked and bellowed as he was tumbled round and round in
    the carriage, and fell to his death, dashed onto the rocks below.  

     

    Charlotte dragged herself up from the ground, and sat back down
    again abruptly. Her head was spinning, and the shock of her
    near-death experience now hit her with full force.  

     

    Poor Mary had panicked and been killed. Paxton's terrified screams
    echoed in her ears.  

     

    It could have been her. And then she would never have seen her
    beloved Thomas again...  

     

    Charlotte doubled over and was violently ill. She sat retching
    weakly until she was sure she would turn inside out with the
    spasmodic heaves.  

     

    At last she heard another sound other than that of her own wrenching
    sobs. It was the sound of a cart approaching from the opposite
    direction.  

     

    "Please, please help me, there's been a terrible accident!" she
    called to the old man coming down the road.  

     

    He could see the wreckage below, and the young girl struggling to
    get to her feet on legs limp as windswept wheat stalks.  

     

    "Oh my God, those poor souls. Come up here, Miss. I'll take you into
    the nearest village to fetch help."  

     

    "Thank you." She accepted his offer of a hand up. Together they
    managed to get her trembling body into the back. She stretched out
    on the straw as she struggled for breath. She sent up a prayer to
    Heaven for having spared her, and begged the Lord to look out for
    Thomas, wherever he was.  
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    At Eltham, Thomas had been fighting the blaze at the village for
    some time when a grim sense of foreboding overtook him. The
    conflagration had been no accident. Someone had set fire to the
    cottages. For what reason?  

     

    He caught sight of Charlotte's aunt, avidly watching the disaster,
    almost licking her lips in delight.  

     

    Oh my God.  

     

    To get him away from his wife, of course!  

     

    He ran to his mount, tethered some distance away under a tree, and
    raced back to the house as fast as the stallion could go. Once he
    arrived at the Castle, he made a frenzied search from room to room.
    But there was no escaping the grim fact. Charlotte was gone.  

     

    Thomas snatched his warmest coat and cloak out of the wardrobe,
    pausing just long enough to stare at the bed he had shared with
    Charlotte only the night before. He noticed that the maid had not
    been in to tidy the rooms. The covers had been thrown back, but
    there was no sign of violence, anything having been disturbed. He
    went back into her room. A breakfast tray lay untouched. His
    dressing gown was there too. Nothing appeared damaged.  

     

    Then he spotted the tear, the tugged out hair, the scattered
    hairpins. Damn it, the bastard had taken his wife!  

     

    He prayed again for God to keep her safe. His poor love. So young,
    so beautiful. She did love him. Last night had proven that.  

     

    So if she was not here, where was she? She would never have gone
    willingly. The fire must have been deliberate. That bastard had
    taken her, and he was going to pay.  

     

    But where could they have gone?  

     

    He knew time was of the essence. He had to find Charlotte at once.
    God only knew what would happen if he didn't.  

     

    He leapt onto his horse, and rode back into the village. "My wife,
    she's gone," he panted to the men gathered around the burning
    cottages. "She's been abducted. Leave the fire. It's not important,
    not compared to her. Or any other life here. Anyone who can ride,
    follow me back to the house."  

     

    As he rode back to wait, he tried to reason out what Herbert's next
    move would be. It would be easy enough to head to London, but he
    could be sure that Thomas would not leave any house unsearched in
    his bid to find his wife. She would fight and do her best to come
    home to him. Far better to take her to a place which would be much
    more difficult to escape from. More isolated so that she would not
    be able to summon help...  

     

    Thomas looked at the map on his desk, and then at his tenants'
    concerned faces. "I think he's heading into Wales, possibly on his
    way to Ireland. We need to go west. We'll send for my friends
    Jonathan and Clifford at Millcote as well. Let's head out."  

     

    The mounted men were all ready to leave in a trice, and Thomas led
    the group of thirty men as they thundered out of the gates. At
    Brimley Market Cross they split up, covering the four compass points
    to find some clue as to where Paxton had taken her.  

     

    Thomas looked around for a moment, and then headed west.  

     

    He sent a man up the lane to Clifford's. He came at once, outraged
    and eager to help. Luck was on their side, for the road in front of
    Stone Court was well traveled, and an old carter had seen the rented
    coach trundle through not that long before.  

     

    They galloped quickly to Jonathan's, and he dropped what he was
    doing to come join the search. They pressed westward, every sign
    indicating that they were on the right track. Every person they
    asked along the way had seen a coach driving through their village
    at break-neck speed. He had also discovered her smashed jewel box in
    the foyer before he had left, and a trail of hair pins or ear bobs
    dropped at intervals. He had caught sight of one glinting in the
    sunlight and thought it a coincidence. But as a second, third and
    then fouth appeared as he got to Jonathan's he knew his clever wife
    was trying to tell him something.  

     

    His instincts had proven correct, they were heading west. To
    Ireland, most likely. Perhaps even America if Thomas couldn't reach
    them in time.  

     

    Thomas was stunned at Herbert's audacity. He wasn't making any
    attempts to conceal himself. He had to be pretty sure there would be
    no repercussions for his actions...  

     

    No, it couldn't be. She hated Herbert now. She loved him, damn it.
    She was leaving a trail, wanting to be found.There had to be some
    other game afoot. He was armed, dangerous...  

     

    What was the bastard up to?  

     

    Paxton would try to blackmail his way out of his problems, the way
    he always had. Or perhaps he had powerful confederates in Wales or
    Ireland? In any case, it didn't matter. He would find his wife, and
    make Herbert pay for ever having crossed his path again.  

     

    Two hours later, they were on the cliff road heading toward Milford
    Haven, thundering down it as fast as the precarious hilly conditions
    would allow. Thomas was being jounced up and down unmercifully in
    the saddle, though he hardly noticed the discomfort, so rapt was he
    in his grim speculation as to Paxton's intentions.  

     

    Suddenly Clifford pointed. "Look, Thomas! There's been an accident."
     

     

    From the angled curve of the coastline as they swept around it he
    could see the fragments of coach down at the bottom of the cliff,
    and scanned the area for any sign of life. It was a bleak, desolate
    spot, and Thomas's heart sank. Nothing was stirring. How could
    anyone have survived that wreck?  

     

    His heart lurched into his mouth when he caught sight of a woman's
    prostrate form stretched out on the steep slope of the cliff, her
    head at an unnatural angle. It was a dark-haired woman, wearing a
    blue velvet cloak...  

     

    The cry of anguish burst from his lips. "God, no, oh, please, no!"  

     

    He spurred the horse, streaking ahead of his comrades. He dismounted
    parallel with the body and ran toward the low stone wall. He
    collapsed onto his knees trembling.  

     

    Jonathan and Clifford were hard on his heels. "Good Lord. Is it
    her?"  

     

    "It looks like her," Clifford whispered, staring at the black hair
    spattered with blood.  

     

    "No, no!" Thomas keened savagely. He made to go down the steep
    precipice, but his two friends dragged him back.  

     

    "You can't go down there! It's far too dangerous!" Clifford shouted.
     

     

    "That's my wife! I have to go to her, I have to help her!"  

     

    "She's gone, Thomas!"  

     

    "Don't say that, damn it! Don't say that!"  

     

    "Jonathan, tell him!" Clifford urged, as the two men struggled.  

     

    He shook his head. "I thought you two were gone. I believe in
    miracles. Maybe she's still alive!"  

     

    "Well, I can't find out if I stay here! Herbert can rot in hell for
    all I care, but I'm getting Charlotte." Thomas tried to lift his leg
    over the wall.  

     

    Clifford stayed him once more. "Then I'm coming with you." He began
    to strip off his cloak and jacket.  

     

    Thomas's tears began to gush forth. "Oh, Charlotte. Oh God, why? I
    should have been more careful. I should have told you I loved you
    right from the start..."  

     

    A wagon creaked toward them from the opposite direction, carrying
    several burly farm workers, and a small, jet-haired young woman in a
    gray gown.  

     

    She saw the familiar trio by the wall, the dark-haired man kneeling
    as if in prayer.  

     

    "Thomas! Thomas!" she shouted with joy. She jumped off the back of
    the cart and began to run.  

     

    He looked up, and relief lit his face as he beheld the woman he
    loved and thought he had lost.  

     

    He scrabbled off the ground and caught her as she threw her arms
    around his neck. They showered each other with kisses, and both wept
    with relief.  

     

    "My darling, my love." He spun her round and round in delight,
    holding her so close he could feel the thundering of her heart in
    time with his own.  

     

    "My dearest Thomas."  

     

    All the men breathed a collective sigh of relief, and began to
    attend to the business at hand, that of recovering the bodies.  

     

    Thomas gripped her by her elbows. "If you're all right, then who--"
     

     

    "My maid, Mary. I loaned her my cloak. I jumped in time, she didn't.
    The poor girl," she sniffed.  

     

    "God rest her soul," Jonathan sighed.  

     

    "We'll have to break the news to her family," Clifford said, staring
    down at the prone figure and shaking his head pityingly.  

     

    "Aye, we will," Thomas said sadly. "We need to see her decently
    cared for."  

     

    "I'll take care of it," Jonathan offered, patting his friend on the
    shoulder.  

     

    "Thank you. Thank you both for everything." Thomas began to tremble
    anew with delayed shock.  

     

    "Darling, what is it?" Charlotte gasped.  

     

    "When I thought it was you, well, I nearly went out of my mind with
    grief," he admitted, kissing her tears away.  

     

    "You didn't think I had left willingly, did you?"  

     

    "Never for a single second," he reassured her. "I saw all your
    clues, and knew what you were trying to tell me. I was just so
    terrified that he had hurt you, would hurt you. I went through three
    years of war, and in all that time I was never once as frightened as
    I felt today."  

     

    Clifford and Jonathan came closer to shake hands with her. "So glad
    you're all right, my dear."  

     

    Jonathan gave his handsome blond friend a warm smile. "You see, I
    told you, Clifford, miracles happen every day."  

     

    "All right, all right, I believe you now. I still think you were
    hung over from the night before at Cuidad Rodrigo, but the good Lord
    seeing fit to spare Charlotte today has made me a believer."  

     

    "The important thing is to leave yourself open to the possibilities.
    I was as skeptical as the next man, as you well know."  

     

    Clifford nodded. "As was I, until Fate brought me Vanessa."  

     

    "Well, it was a little sleight of hand with the cards too, I seem to
    recall," Jonathan said with a laugh.  

     

    "And my miracle was to overhear Herbert plotting to trick Charlotte
    into eloping with him. Just think what would have happened if I
    hadn't."  

     

    She shuddered. "Please, don't ever say that again."  

     

    "Now it's your turn, Jonathan," Clifford said, laughing. "Let's see
    what Fate brings you."  

     

    He shook his head deprecatingly. "Not for me, I'm afraid. I have my
    ministry, and Jane. I can hope for a miracle there, but that's all.
    You'll just have to accept that some people are not destined for
    matrimony. Please, don't embarrass us all by offering to match-make
    for me."  

     

    "Well, I do have one piece of luck for you, or chance if you want to
    call it that. The living at home at Brimley is going to become
    vacant shortly. I just got a letter yesterday from the incumbent. If
    you want it, it's yours," Thomas said.  

     

    Jonathan smiled with delight. "It will be wonderful for us to all be
    living so close together again. And I am not blind to its material
    benefits. It's certainly a great deal larger than my present parish
    at Millcote, and close enough for me to keep both, if I may."  

     

    "No reason why not, is there?" Clifford asked.  

     

    Jonathan smiled gratefully. "None that I can see, except if Thomas
    intends to gift my current one."  

     

    "No, not at all," the Duke said in all sincerity. "I want you to
    have both. Especially since you were so foolish as to give
    everything away, including your title. I mean, Christian charity is
    all very well and fine in its place, but-"  

     

    The vicar offered his hand to shake. "I didn't want a large,
    prestigious country home, and a seat in the House of Lords. Nor was
    I willing to let my sisters go without decent dowries. It was a
    lurch for my mother, and one she naturally resented, but the house
    did not go to her, or my distant cousins. It came to me, to do with
    as I saw fit. It was fitting to divide it into equal portions, and
    there is an end on it."  

     

    Charlotte could only stare at the handsome young vicar. He too had a
    title, a decent home, and had given it all up?  

     

    "Fine, fine, the point being that you'll have a lovely new home and
    be close to us. Who knows, you may yet meet the woman of your
    dreams, just as I've met mine," Thomas said.  

     

    Jonathan shook his head. "I'm just relieve that Paxton can never
    harm any of us again."  

     

    "Amen to that," Thomas breathed, hugging his wife to him tenderly.  

     

    The young vicar nodded. "So now that it's all over, off you get with
    your bride. Leave everything to us. I'll see that all is done in a
    fitting manner."  

     

    Thomas clapped him on the shoulder. "Thank you both. I need to get
    my wife somewhere she can rest. We'll see you later."  

     

    He turned to Charlotte and they began to walk down the road
    together, clinging to one another tightly, supporting each other as
    they tried to come to terms with the tragic accident. Only when they
    were alone together out of earshot did he ask urgently, "Are you all
    right? He didn't-"  

     

    She shook her head at once. "No, he didn't. We fought him, Thomas,
    both of us. I love you. I was damned if I was going to give in to
    him. So here I am, and here I stay. I'm never going to leave you. I
    will thank God every day for having preserved both of us in our
    moment of greatest need."  

     

    He looped his arm around her carefully to hold her close. "Amen to
    that."  

     

    She peeped up at him from under her lashes. "And since we've got
    such a long way to travel back, and I'm just about exhausted, what
    do you say to a nice country inn, some hot food, and an even hotter
    bed? I need you so."  

     

    He kissed her hard. "I can't think of anything I'd like more. So
    long as you're in the bed with me, of course."  

     

    "As if I would ever want to be anywhere else. I'm truly sorry for
    poor Mary. A terrible fate befell her, and it could so easily have
    been me." She gripped him even harder as that thought made her
    tremble.  

     

    "No, don't-"  

     

    "But I want to, darling. The truth is, her death has taught me to
    make the most of every moment. And so I'm not ashamed to admit that
    though I feel grief, and shock, liFe is meant to be lived without
    pain or regret. So I have to confess, my love, that in my humble
    opinion, I've spent far too many lonely nights without you since we
    were married, my dearest Thomas."  

     

    "I'll give you plenty of time to make up for it," he promised,
    kissing her lightly on the cheek.  

     

    "I'm going to hold you to that," she said with a light laugh, as he
    rubbed himself against her like a large, too sexy cat.  

     

    He kissed Charlotte warmly on the mouth before replying. "I'm
    counting on it, my dearest love."  

     

    She was silent for a moment, stroking his cheek. At last she
    whispered shyly, "In case I forgot to say it, Thomas, thank you for
    last night. It was truly incredible."  

     

    He held his wife as though he would never let her go. "It certainly
    was for me. Thank you for last night, and all the nights to come. I
    hope they'll all be even more incredible, thanks to the love we
    share."  

     

    "I pray they will be. You've been so good to me, loved me so
    tenderly and selflessly even when I was horrid to you. I don't
    deserve you, Thomas, but I'm going to do my best to be worthy of you
    in every way," she vowed, and never had she spoken a truer word.  

     

    Thomas beamed down at her. "I don't care about that. So long as
    you're safe and happy that's all that matters," he assured her,
    lifting her into the waiting wagon.  

     

    With a last wave to his friends tending to the accident on the
    cliff, they headed back down the road to the nearest inn.  
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    Once at the inn, Thomas secured the best room, a bath, and some
    clean clothes for his wife.  

     

    Thomas assisted Charlotte out of her crumpled and torn gown and into
    a hot tub. He forced her to drink a cup of hot sweet tea while he
    scrubbed her trembling body.  

     

    When she had completed her ablutions, Thomas wrapped her in the
    nightdress and quilt the innkeeper's wife had kindly supplied. He
    banked up the fire, and now saw what he had suspected all along,
    bruises and shock setting in.  

     

    Soon she was almost sitting right in the hearth, scarcely able to
    control her shivering. He hardly dared touch her until she asked
    softly, "Hold me, darling, please?"  

     

    "Of course."  

     

    He wrapped his arms around her, breathing in the fragrance of her
    clean hair. In her pristine white night rail with a high lace
    collar, she looked like a delicate young girl, innocent and fresh
    and unspoiled. He thanked God he had been able to keep her that way
    through a stroke of fate and His Divine Providence.  

     

    Thomas stroked her hair back from her brow. "I love you, you know
    that, dearest, don't you? If you want to talk about it, I'm happy to
    listen. There is nothing you can't say to me."  

     

    "I just can't believe how close I came to death. To losing you. To
    ending up like poor Jane. Or poor Mary," she sobbed, her voice
    breaking.  

     

    "I know, my love." He nestled his head against hers. "It makes me
    sick to think of it as well. But for you it's truly over at last.
    He's dead now. He can never hurt you again. I know how hard this is
    for you, how absolutely horrifying. But if you allow him to make you
    fearful for the rest of your life, then he's won. Defeated us.  

     

    "I know you're stronger than that, Charlotte. You were strong enough
    to stand up to me first, and him later when you realized you had
    been deceived in him, and that you loved me. I can't tell you how
    sorry I am that I ever doubted your love when you first told me of
    it. I'm a jealous man, I admit, but it's not your fault. That's my
    personal failing that I shall have to do my best to overcome."  

     

    She gave him a small smile, and stroked his thick black locks back
    from his face.  

     

    "If it's your only fault, I can live with it."  

     

    "Alas, I have many others."  

     

    Charlotte smiled up at him lovingly. "If you do, I certainly haven't
    found them yet. Even if I did, how could I ever reproach you for
    them? I can see it all now. You saved my life my eloping with me.
    Please forgive me for all my harsh words, petulance. I want to
    forget Paxton ever existed, so far as I can. Let us both put the
    past behind us, and be happy."  

     

    He nodded. "It will be hard, with my sister Jane and my niece Sophie
    as bitter reminders of the innocence Paxton tried to destroy."  

     

    'Thank God they're truly safe now."  

     

    "Aye, from Paxton, but not the rest of the world, alas. It's still
    best to allow them to live quietly away from the world, though at
    least I can visit them now without fearing they'll be harmed. I can
    start being a proper uncle to little Sophie."  

     

    "And me a proper auntie. Not like my aunt Margaret."  

     

    "God forbid."  

     

    She held him close. "I can only imagine how hard this had all been
    for you. You adore Elizabeth. I have no doubt you were just as close
    with the sister nearest in age to you. But you have the courage and
    strength to endure it, and can help Jane and her baby cope with all
    that's befallen them."  

     

    "If I do, it will be because you'll help me to be strong, Charlotte.
    I know you'll support me, just as you always have. Even when you
    thought I was a fortune-hunting swine, You were the best helpmeet
    and partner. And have already shown you intend to devote the same
    warm enthusiasm to becoming my wife in every sense of the word."  

     

    "I want to try. I'm ignorant compared with you, but it's wonderful
    to learn how to please you. I'd trust you with my life, Thomas. I
    know you'll be a kind and patient teacher."  

     

    He grinned. "Experience is the best teacher, love."  

     

    She laughed slightly. "So I'm starting to realise. Just so you know,
    well, I never felt for Paxton in, um, that way."  

     

    She blushed so profusely he couldn't help teasing her. "In what way,
    exactly? Go on, sweetheart, tell me. Don't be shy. Your pleasure is
    mine too."  

     

    "Er, greedy. Hot and cold, all moist and um, damp. Like I was last
    night," she admitted, hiding her face against his chest. "And so
    full of longing that the thought of never seeing you again made me
    sick."  

     

    He gathered her close. "My poor darling."  

     

    She shed a few tears at last. "I was so scared. But I was certain
    you would come for me. I just knew it, deep in my heart. He said
    we'd never see each other again. But I was sure you loved me. That
    our love would triumph over the darkness."  

     

    He stroked his hand down her long fall of raven hair. "When I saw
    your aunt gloating over the burning cottages I knew we had been
    conspired against. I prayed like I never prayed before. I was so
    terrified Paxton that he was going to harm you, but even worse, that
    he was going to kill you. It was all I could think about. It was
    like a living nightmare." He sighed, and the tears began to fall
    anew.  

     

    Charlotte snuffled once and began to dry her husband's eyes with the
    corner of the bed sheet. "As you said, it's over now. We'll send
    Margaret away under pain of a prison sentence, after she's made
    restitution for the cottages she destroyed.  

     

    "As for Paxton, well, he was a devil, a fiend. He assaulted,
    violated and murdered, betrayed his own country without an ounce of
    compunction or regret. He deserved no less than what he got."  

     

    He shuddered once more and whispered, "It's all true. He did. But
    he's dead now. He can't hurt us or anyone else ever again.
    Especially not my niece and sisters. Or my wife. Thank God he didn't
    rape you, give you a terrible disease the way he might have done to
    Jane.  

     

    "And while I shall hate him until my dying day, his taking you made
    me realize just how much I truly love you. When I thought you were
    dead, I literally had no idea how to go on without you."  

     

    "Oh, Thomas." She kissed his cheek tenderly, all her love,
    tenderness and passion in that one simple gesture.  

     

    He put her hand to his heart. "I want this to be the true start of
    our marriage, Charlotte. I'm asking you to forgive me for all the
    lies and evasions. Give me a second chance to make you happy. I was
    scared to admit how much I loved and wanted you. I was too proud,
    held back for far too long because I wanted to be certain not only
    of your character, but of your love for me as a man. Not as a Duke,
    or your rescuer, or a wealthy man. Just as Thomas, the man who loves
    you more than life itself."  

     

    "I do, my darling, truly," she breathed, snuggling against him until
    she was sure there was no part of their bodies that wasn't touching.
     

     

    "I know. I'm not frightened any more. I don't have a single doubt
    about the wisdom of what I've done in marrying you. I love and trust
    you completely, Charlotte Eltham. I'm going to show you how much I
    love you every day and night for the rest of our lives as soon as
    you're feeling better."  

     

    She snuggled against his lean hard chest. "Being in your arms like
    this makes me feel better already."  

     

    Thomas lifted her into her arms and brought her from the chair over
    to the bed. "Just as being in yours does me a world of good too."  

     

    "Oh, really," she asked playfully, with an arch of her delicate
    brows.  

     

    "Yes, I think I'm feeling quite lively now."  

     

    "So I see. And feel. Mmm, lovely."  

     

    He pulled away then. "But you've been through too much. I should
    have them make up a trundle bed and-"  

     

    "Don't be silly. I never want to spend another night without you.
    Now no more talking," she whispered, as she moved to divest him of
    his clothes. "I love you. I'm fine, and well, looking forward to
    start that family we've spoken of." She blushed prettily.  

     

    "Are you sure? I mean, we've been pretty careless these past few
    nights. But I can take steps so you don't-"  

     

    She shook her head. "I want all of you, Thomas, for better or worse.
    And there will be no worse, I promise. Not now, when we're so in
    love."  

     

    "We are that, my darling," he breathed, loosening the top of her
    night rail to kiss between her voluptuous breasts.  

     

    "And we'll thank God for this miracle every day of our lives."  

     

    "A miracle," he agreed, slipping her out of the linen like a
    butterfly out of its cocoon to admire her bare beauty.  

     

    He stroked her raven tresses down her body as his caresses flowed
    like a river over her, cooling her scorching ardor, causing all
    sorts of ripples, eddies and currents to flow within her.  

     

    As his fingers glided, so too did his lips, ruching her nipples,
    tautening her belly, flooding her with a runnel of molten lava which
    scalded her until she demanded in a voice hoarsened by ragged need
    that he end the exquisite torment.  

     

    Thomas kissed his way back up her body, then fastened on her rosy
    lips as his legs slid over hers. He moved inside the warm circle of
    her embrace.  

     

    Her hips canted upwards eagerly, begging for his stroke. The
    volcanic desire within them both overflowed, blazing a trail through
    them both which each could feel down to their toes.  

     

    He reveled in his wife's body, and her gnawing hunger drove away the
    last remnants of her reserve as she touched him everywhere she could
    reach, buttocks, hips, groin.  

     

    Thomas quaked and trembled, awed by Charlotte's beauty, and the
    power of what they unleashed together. A match made in Heaven.
    Perfect. Complete. Forged in a furnace of trial and tribulation,
    rendered all the more fiery and passionate, and as enduring as
    steel.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: after]AFTERWORD 

     

    The Rakehell novels came about during lunch with some friends one
    day. We wondered why serial killers seemed to be a particularly
    modern phenomenon. Then we concluded that there must have been
    serial killers in the past, but they had never been classified in
    such a manner.  

     

    We discussed the fact that in the past, where war and violence were
    endemic, men could literally get away with murder by, for example,
    not following orders, or shooting an unpopular officer in the back
    in the midst of the confusion of battle.  

     

    Without efficient record keeping or easily accessed data files,
    bigamy was common enough, as were turncoats during the war, looters,
    and men who took on identities other than their own.  

     

    All of these possibilities came together to add a bit of suspense to
    my wondering exactly what would happen if a girl decided to elope
    with the man of her dreams, and a different chap turned up instead!
     

     

    Finally, it occurred to me I haven't had many actual full formal
    weddings in my novels, so as a tribute to all of my friends who have
    tied the knot in the past year, enjoy!  

     

    In the next novel in the series, Jonathan meets the woman of his
    dreams, but there are many obstacles in the way to his happiness,
    not least of which are more old Rakehell enemies determined to
    settle a few scores... 

    

 

    The Rakehell Regency Romance Series
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    [bookmark: syn]SYNOPSIS  

     

    Too Many Men?   

     

    Lovely heiress Pamela Ashton finds herself driven to distraction by
    the number of suitors beating a path to her door now that she has
    inherited most of her father's estate. From the handsome but dull
    Earl of Ferncliffe, to the dashing but poor Captain Breedon, she is
    confronted with a bewildering array of men all determined to make
    her their own.  

     

    But does she want to be a mere ornament or possession of a greedy
    fortune-hunter? A breeder of children and the queen of gossip and
    sewing? Or is she destined for something greater?  

     

    Only the debonair local minister Jonathan Deveril seems to view
    Pamela as something other than a bank account or status symbol. Is
    it possible that Jonathan holds the key to her future, and her
    heart?  

     

    Jonathan's dark past holds a shadowy secret which prevents him from
    offering for Pamela, even though he knows he is falling more in love
    with her with every passing moment. A man of honour, he is willing
    to keep his dire promise to his Rakehell friends, even if it means
    losing the one true love of his life.  

     

    As Pamela and Jonathan grow ever closer, their increasing intimacy
    becomes plain for all to see. The heat between them simply cannot be
    denied. But the menacing forces from Jonathan's former life catch up
    with him, putting all he loves in peril.  

     

    Jonathan is accused of betraying Pamela in the worst possible way.
    Have all their heated embraces been nothing more than a lie? Pamela
    must risk all, her heart, even her life, to win Jonathan's love, and
    secure the happily ever after they both ache for....  

     

    The Earl of Ferncliffe came up just then, and was about to offer
    Pamela the last dance. Jonathan took her hand before the other man
    could utter a word. "Sorry, old chap, she's mine."  

     

    Jonathan led her onto the floor for the final quadrille, ignoring
    her stunned look.  

     

    Once they were in their correct places in the set, she asked, "What
    was that all about? You and Sarah were leaving. Now you've forced
    her to stand up with the Earl. Not that she'll mind, but you didn't
    even ask me."  

     

    He raised his brows. "Did I not? How remiss of me. I meant to."  

     

    Pamela stared at him, resplendent in a dark evening with a russet
    embroidered waistcoat and russet cravat. "Just what game are you
    playing, Mr. Deveril?"  

     

    Jonathan smiled at her as if he had not got a care in the world.
    "Game? No game. Am I not allowed to dance with the liveliest young
    girl in the room?"  

     

    "I suppose," she said doubtfully.  

     

    "Unless of course you really did want to stand up with the Earl?"  

     

    She shook her head, setting her blond ringlets dancing. "I did not
    have any strong preference one way or the other. I just wondered at
    your abrupt decision to join in the ball at last, and the manner in
    which you took me over."  

     

    A small smile played upon his lips. "I am sorry, I shan't do it
    again. Obviously you would rather dance with any other man in the
    room than an elderly, paternal chap like myself."  

     

    "Oh, please, don't start another quarrel. I never meant to say you
    were old--"  

     

    "I know. I was teasing. I do apologise."  

     

    Her blue gaze met his grey one, and she could see a jovial twinkle.
     

     

    "I'm sorry, Pamela. I should never have brought it up again. I know
    you were not being critical and I should not tease you so." He
    bowed. "I ask your pardon. And for the dance as well. In future, I
    shall most certainly give you advance notice before I drag you on
    the dance floor and step all over your feet."  

     

    She smiled back at him now. "You know full well that I find you the
    best dancer in the County, of all the men I have ever had the
    privilege to stand up with, of course."  

     

    "Why thank you." He inclined his head once more. "You have never
    spoken so warmly to me before. If I may, I would like to return the
    compliment. You are the best dancer of all the women in my
    acquaintance. Now, if you can only recognise that there is more to
    your life and character than endless seeking of balls and other
    entertainments, we shall all be very happy."  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: r]REVIEWS   

     

    Five stars, Gorgeous love story, vivid Regency romance   

     

    This excellent series of novels continues with the love story of
    Jonathan Deveril, the third of the Rakehells in the series we have
    met so far. Jonathan has led a colorful life in the past, but thanks
    to the Peninsular War, has found God, and devoted himself to the
    Church, duty, and honor.  

     

    All of his good intentions are nearly undone when he meets Pamela
    Ashton, the most glamorous of the local Brimley beauties. He sees
    vast potential within her, if only she will use her head for more
    than just holding up her stylish hair-do.  

     

    Pamela starts falling in love with Jonathan almost before she
    realises it. Included in his Rakehell set, and on a trip to Bath to
    stay at the Duke of Ellesmere's townhouse, Pamela grows more in love
    with Jonathan every day. She works hard against worldly temptation
    and social injustice as she aspires to be a better woman and good
    wife to the young vicar. The joy and wildfire passion she
    experiences from their almost daily contact is like nothing she ever
    imagined possible even in her wildest dreams.  

     

    But Pamela soon begins to wonder why, just as they seem to get so
    close she is sure he will propose, he backs away from their growing
    intimacy.  

     

    Soon news reaches her ears of the most appalling scandal touching
    Jonathan. In view of how he has treated her, the nightmarish tale
    seems to make sense. That he has betrayed her in every way possible,
    the better to get his hands on her considerable fortune.  

     

    But Pamela's heart tells her a different tale, to trust to love.
    With the help of the Duke of Ellesmere, Pamela uncovers the dark
    secrets of Jonathan's past that have prevented him from sweeping
    Pamela off her feet as he longs to.  

     

    Only through her love and the vanquishing of his enemies can
    Jonathan ever move from his darkness into the light of love, hope
    and joy at last.  

     

    This is an excellent novel, a true love story as we share all the
    delight and turmoil of this wonderful couple falling in love. Pamela
    grows up wonderfully thanks to Jonathan, his sister Sarah, and the
    Rakehells, and surprises us as well as herself with all she is
    capable of.  

     

    Jonathan is a delight, his marvelous character taking center stage
    amid his beguiling Rakehell companions.  

     

    The Rakehells, as usual, are excellent secondary characters that
    support but do not intrude upon the flow of this compelling love
    story.  

     

    The Gothic elements of the book are spine-tingling. The sensual
    elements are just perfect, promising an explosive passion which does
    not disappoint. The book is fast-paced, and the interaction between
    the couple is enthralling.  

     

    Jonathan is an enigma, and really keeps us guessing as to whether he
    will choose duty, or love. The suspense elements are great. I was
    really on the edge of my seat seeing what would happen next.  

     

    Readers of traditional Regency romance novels will be captivated by
    the author's command of the Regency period, the wonderful but
    tasteful love scenes, and her sumptuous attention to detail.  

     

    This is what historical fiction, and historical romance novels,
    should be: Great characters, fantastic meaty plot, and gorgeous love
    scenes with a couple who well and truly fall in love and get their
    happily ever after, despite all the trials and tribulations they
    endure. The Miss Matched is definitely a keeper!  

    -Evelyn Trimborn  
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    Late January 1814 

      Brimley, Somerset  

     

    "Unhand me at once, sir," Pamela said, struggling against her
    companion's intimate grip. "I've never been so abused and insulted
    in my life."  

     

    The eager young man with jug ears only clung onto her waist more
    tightly. "My dear Miss Ashton, your beauty, your inestimable--"  

     

    She shoved hard at his shoulders, and ducked and squirmed as his
    moist, fleshy lips pressed closer and closer to her own.  

     

    Egad, anything but that! she thought desperately as his mouth
    descended.  

     

    The sound of a throat clearing behind them on the snowy forest path
    caused both to start.  

     

    Pamela took the opportunity to stamp hard on the groping young man's
    foot. As soon as the cad released her, she fled to the side of her
    rescuer. "Mr. Deveril, you've come at a most fortuitous moment."  

     

    "So I see." The handsome young sandy-haired clergyman planted
    himself between Pamela and her assailant.  

     

    Mr. Prine sidled up to the clergyman. "I am of course willing to
    marry the girl immediately to protect her from any hint of scandal,"
    he said, his huge Adam's apple bobbing up and down as he spoke.  

     

    Jonathan appraised Prine with his sharp gray eyes, the color of a
    storm-tossed sea. "Yes, I'm sure you are. But Miss Ashton isn't
    willing to marry YOU."  

     

    His bulbous eyes bulged still further. "Pamela, please--"  

     

    She cringed away from his eagerly questing hand.  

     

    Jonathan grabbed hold instead and twisted it up behind Prine's back
    in an instant. "I should thrash you within an inch of your life," he
    said through tight lips. "Don't ever pester Miss Ashton in such a
    deplorable manner again."  

     

    "But I love--"  

     

    Jonathan twisted the arm harder, until Prine let out a pained
    whimper. "If you try to harm her again, Prine, I shall have you
    arrested. I suggest you leave now, or else I shall read you out from
    the pulpit every Sunday for being a fortune-hunting seducer of
    women."  

     

    All the fight fled Prine then. He wisely determined that though
    Jonathan Deveril might well be only a vicar, he was not to be
    trifled with. He scuttled off like a demented crab, leaving Pamela
    both relieved and faintly amused now that it was at last all over
    and she was safe.  

     

    She sighed, checked the damage to her gown, and drew her cloak more
    tightly about her once more with a small shiver.  

     

    "Thank you, Mr. Deveril. I'm so very grateful. One minute I was
    walking with his sister. The next she vanished into thin air, and he
    appeared out of the shrubbery."  

     

    He shook his head, his normally handsome mouth a thin line of
    outraged disapproval. "Like the serpent in the Garden of Eden."  

     

    "At least he could have offered me an apple before he started to,
    well, you know." She blushed profusely, but they could not resist
    giggling over her witticism.  

     

    Jonathan sobered and said earnestly, "You're going to have to be
    much more careful in future. You did well for yourself trying to
    fend him off, but I dread to think what might have happened had I
    not chanced to come along."  

     

    "So do I." She shivered again.  

     

    His brown eyebrows knit in consternation. "And some men are far more
    dangerous than that milquetoast."  

     

    "I know."  

     

    "I can't believe he dared behave like that," he said with a shake of
    his head. "What on earth could have possessed him?"  

     

    Pamela grimaced. "I can well believe it. My money, of course. The
    nerve of him. I want to twist those awful ears of his right off."  

     

    He reproved mildly, "Now, now, temper, dear girl. Not everyone is as
    affluent as yourself, you know. He may need to marry well to support
    an elderly mother and multiple siblings."  

     

    She looked at him pertly out of the corner of her gleaming blue
    eyes. "Does he?"  

     

    He gave a tight smile. "I'm afraid not. He's simply trying to pay
    off his excesses at Boodle's."  

     

    She lifted her chin in triumph. "Hah, I thought so. It's one thing
    to play for amusement. It's another thing entirely to stake your
    entire estate upon games of chance. Disgraceful."  

     

    "I couldn't agree with you more, Miss Ashton. But that's not to say
    I haven't indulged in the past. I've even seen you engage in a small
    flutter on occasion."  

     

    She nodded. "I confess it, but I wouldn't risk all for mere money."
     

     

    "Ah, for love, then, obviously," he said with a tiny smile.  

     

    "Perhaps not even that," she said after a moment's consideration.
    "I'm beginning to wonder if love really exists, or if it's just
    something written about to sell novels. Every man I've met in the
    past six months has done nothing but pursue me for my fortune. It
    makes me wonder if anyone can see me for who I really am."  

     

    He paused to look at her closely. "And who ARE you, pray?"  

     

    Pamela shrugged and toyed with the ribbons of her fashionable gray
    bonnet, feeling unaccountably despondent by the turn of the
    conversation. She took his proffered arm and stepped closer. "Are
    you going into the village?"  

     

    "Yes, I have some things for the Millers," he said, indicating the
    baskets he had put down under a tree before coming to her rescue.
    "And I need to drop some items over at the school. But I can't
    possibly leave you alone, Miss Ashton. I should take you back to the
    Manor."  

     

    Loath to part with his company, she replied, "No, not at all. I'm
    eager for some fresh air and exercise. Here, let me help you." She
    reached out for a basket handle.  

     

    He stayed her. "Your ordeal must have been most distressing. Are you
    sure--"  

     

    "I'm fine, truly, now that you're here. No real harm was done. Just
    a few strained stitches in my gown and a valuable lesson learned
    about how unscrupulous some men can be."  

     

    He sighed. "I'm sorry you had to find out in so violent a manner. If
    it ever happens again, raise your knee hard into the man's groin. It
    will render him incapable of harming you."  

     

    She blushed and looked away. "I'm fine, truly. Just startled, that's
    all. And I can assure you I shan't be letting any man get so close
    ever again."  

     

    "I really ought to get you home," he said, taking her arm more
    firmly. "We're alone here, and I would not wish to cause you any
    further unease. Not to mention the chill in the air, and night
    setting in. Your family will worry."  

     

    She shook her head and took a handle at last, which he yielded only
    with great reluctance. "Step-mama's time is taken up with the
    younger children. And Aunt Susan is too busy making up her gowns for
    our journey to Bath."  

     

    He stiffened slightly. "How delightful. When do you plan to depart?"
     

     

    Pamela did not notice the alteration in his demeanor, so caught up
    was she in her excitement. "As soon as the weather improves. The
    roads have been well nigh impassable for weeks."  

     

    He tried to keep the reproach out of his tone. "You're naturally
    eager to participate in the pursuits of a town."  

     

    He was relieved when she said, "The concerts and lecture series are
    most edifying. While Aunt is soaking in the Hot Baths for her
    rheumatism, I can catch up on my reading. You've been so kind
    lending me so many excellent books. But ever since Papa died and
    I've come of age, I've been so busy I've scarcely had a moment to
    myself."  

     

    He nodded. "I understand. I lost both my parents not too long ago."
     

     

    "I'm so sorry."  

     

    "Thank you." He inclined his head politely.  

     

    She wondered at his impassivity, but pressed on with her theme. "I'm
    trying to learn more about the holdings at Ashton Manor. I'm certain
    our steward is a decent man, but he's getting on in years, and apt
    to overlook things. He can't see a jot without his glasses, and
    takes hours to do things which should require only minutes. Things
    need to be attended to properly until little Bertie comes of age.
    It's a great responsibility being one of his guardians."  

     

    He restrained a small smile. "Yes, I dare say there's a great deal
    of paperwork."  

     

    "You mock me, Mr. Deveril," she said with a pettish toss of her
    blonde curls. "I'll have you know that I take my duties seriously.
    I'm only sorry I wasn't a better pupil at school."  

     

    "Yet you sing and play the harp and pianoforte so beautifully."  

     

    She shot him a sharp look. "You really are intent upon picking a
    fight with me, or mocking me, aren't you?"  

     

    He shook his head and gave a small smile. "I do apologize, Miss
    Ashton. I had no right to tease. It's just that most men of your
    acquaintance would find those attributes highly desirable, whilst a
    knowledge of sums and other intellectual fields of inquiry would be
    far less so."  

     

    Her face relaxed into her usual gentle expression once more as she
    admitted with a sigh, "I didn't place much value on them myself
    until Father died. Now I'm eager to do better. You've helped show me
    the way. Thank you."  

     

    He felt a curious uplifting of his heart and snugged her arm closer
    to his body. "I'm glad to be of service. It's never too late to
    learn."  

     

    They walked along in the woods for a few moments in comfortable
    silence, keeping pace perfectly with one another despite him being
    almost a foot taller than the dainty Pamela, only two inches above
    five feet.  

     

    "And after Bath?" he eventually asked. "Will you go on to London
    from there? It is to be your Season, after all. You must be so
    excited about being introduced at Court."  

     

    Her blue eyes lit up like beacons. "At the risk of earning your
    censure yet again, I am. I missed my chance last year with Father
    being so ill, and passing. I want to do my duty to his loving
    memory. But if I don't come out this year the Ton will think I have
    three heads."  

     

    He chuckled and gave her an admiring glance. "I'm sure you won't be
    thought badly of for doing your filial duty. If I were seeking a
    wife, I should think it a desirable quality."  

     

    The mention of his single state made her suddenly feel
    self-conscious in his presence. Odd, it had never seemed to bother
    her in the past....  

     

    She withdrew her arm from his ever so gradually, until merely her
    fingertips rested upon the crook of his elbow. "And do you think you
    shall be? In the market for a wife soon? After all, it would be a
    good thing for the parish, would it not, for you to have a
    helpmeet?"  

     

    Jonathan took a deep breath and said evenly, "No, it is not to be.
    As you know, the clerical ideal is chastity. And a poor parson has a
    limited number of choices available to him. Moreover, my sister
    Sarah is a most excellent housekeeper. Thus for a variety of
    reasons, I have no wish to alter my state."  

     

    "Not even to have the comfort of a good loving woman and children by
    your side?"  

     

    He ground his teeth together audibly, trying to tamp down the
    stabbing pain of regret he always felt at his circumstances. But
    oddly, the pair of mournful green eyes he usually saw did not appear
    in his mind's eye.  

     

    Pamela's face seemed to loom in front of him, larger than life. He
    could smell her perfume now, though it only was light and the wind
    was gusting. The floral essence hit him with the force of a
    sledgehammer, right in the solar plexus, and further down.  

     

    Realizing she was staring at him, he managed to grit out, "Some
    horses pull well as a team. Others are better on their own. I am the
    latter type of horse."  

     

    "Not to be yoked then," she said with a lift of her pert nose,
    wondering why it was suddenly so urgent for her to appear not to
    care in the least. "But you're still young enough yet. I imagine
    several women left on the shelf might jump at the chance of a man
    not quite thirty."  

     

    He shot her a scorchingly furious look. "Thank you so much."  

     

    "Oh, no, I didn't mean--" She clapped her gloved hand over her
    mouth, mortified that her flippancy had wounded his pride.  

     

    When she had regained the use of her tongue she declared, "I'm so
    sorry, Mr. Deveril. I spoke without thinking. I very much regret my
    inadvertent slight."  

     

    He knit his sandy brows and said nothing. Now his face really had
    aged to something far beyond its usual boyishly charming and open
    expression.  

     

    "Come, Mr. Deveril," she said more softly, "we've always been such
    good friends, ever since you moved here to Somerset. Please don't
    hold my thoughtless remark against me. I know you're not quite as
    old as all that. And I would so hate it if you dismissed me as an
    empty-headed little miss, only interested in the company of young
    men."  

     

    "No, I'm not angry," Jonathan said. "And I could never dismiss you,
    Miss Ashton. You are many things, but certainly not easily
    dismissed."  

     

    She looked at him timidly from under her lush sweep of dark lashes,
    which contrasted strongly with her glowing blond hair. "Thank you, I
    think. I wouldn't like to fall out with you. Now that I'm an orphan,
    I should like someone paternal, or at the very least fraternal," she
    added, seeing his glowering expression return, "to keep me on the
    straight and narrow. Who better than a clergyman?"  

     

    "Who indeed," he muttered, trying to think of anything but her
    lovely face and person.  

     

    "I can see I've vexed you again. I'm sorry."  

     

    "Not at all, Miss Ashton. I'm simply feeling the chill. My advanced
    years, you know," he said in a mocking tone.  

     

    He sighed inwardly, and told himself not to keep punishing himself
    by pursuing his friendship with this light young butterfly. Not when
    his own inner darkness plagued him so.  

     

    She laughed merrily, not catching the grimness in his steely-gray
    eyes. "Oh, you do tease awfully. I shall taunt you right back. If
    you're so aching and bent with age, it's a wonder you don't come to
    Bath with my aunt and myself. You could serve as chaperon for us,
    and sit in the spa with her to cure your rheumatism."  

     

    Jonathan knew he was going to regret ever opening his mouth, but the
    temptation was simply too much to resist. "As it happens, I do have
    business there. The Duke and Duchess of Ellesmere have often asked
    me to stay. I believe you have a nodding acquaintance with her?
    Formerly Charlotte Castlemaine?"  

     

    "Yes, of course I remember. They were married last winter."  

     

    "Indeed. They have a fine townhouse in Bath. I should be most
    pleased to wait upon you and your aunt. In fact, I don't see why we
    could not be their guests."  

     

    She blinked. "Really? Why, how wonderful! They're delightful people,
    with most excellent conversation and strong principles, even if I
    don't quite understand them all. We can talk of books and music, and
    oh, a million things. But I mustn't be so selfish," she said, her
    face falling. "If we were to accept your kind offer, who would take
    over your Sunday duties here?"  

     

    Jonathan was gratified to hear that she did not seem unduly
    impressed with the nobility of their proposed host. "I have a fairly
    good curate. He can manage to fill in for a fortnight."  

     

    "How marvelous. Now I shan't dread going to Bath quite so much."  

     

    He looked at her sharply. "You just said you were looking forward to
    it."  

     

    She nodded. "So I did. But the prospect of being with my aunt night
    and day is enough to drive even the most placid of temperaments to
    distraction."  

     

    He patted her hand. "I understand fully. She's a good woman, but,
    er, rather wearing in her enthusiasms."  

     

    She beamed at him gratefully, her rosy lips curved into a smile so
    alluring he struggled not to taste their succulent ripeness. "Yes,
    just so. I knew you'd phrase it precisely the right way."  

     

    He distanced himself from her overwhelming beauty, stepping away
    from her to bow smartly. "Consider me yours to command for Bath,
    Miss Ashton. Name the departure date, and I shall make all the
    arrangements."  

     

    "Are you sure the Duke won't mind you inviting us without even
    asking him?"  

     

    "The house is almost fully separated into two. Your aunt and you
    shall have one half. I shall stay with Thomas and his wife in the
    other. Only please don't mention my friend's full title to your aunt
    at this point. Else I fear she'll decide her wardrobe still is not
    sufficiently grand enough, and we'll never get to Bath."  

     

    Pamela's laughter pealed out in the frosty air. "We shall aim for
    mid-February then, and see what the weather does."  

     

    "Very good. I shall look forward to it."  

     

    She gazed up at his earnest face, and saw he was telling her no less
    than the truth. As she stared, she wondered why she had never
    noticed how exceptionally handsome the young clergyman was.  

     

    She blinked and turned away, fumbling with her reticule. He caught
    it before it fell, restored it to her, and took her other hand in
    his own for a brief moment. He tucked it back into the crook of his
    arm, and warned her against a couple of icy patches on the path.
    Then they continued upon their way.  

     

    They walked on in silence to the road and continued on until they
    reached the outskirts of the village, enjoying the mild weather and
    the quiet companionship.  

     

    Jonathan told himself there was no harm in being in so public a
    place with Pamela. It wasn't as if he got to see her all that often.
    Even when he did, they did not get the chance to speak privately,
    and were certainly never completely alone. He spent so much time
    avoiding her, or at least trying to. Why not just relax for once and
    enjoy her charming company for an all too brief moment?  

     

    "Are you coming with me to the Millers?" she asked as they reached
    the first thatched cottage in the row.  

     

    He curbed his desires with every ounce of willpower he possessed.
    "If you're going in, I'll just give you this basket. I shall go on
    to the school with the promised supplies."  

     

    She looked at him for a moment, wondering why she felt so reluctant
    to part with him. "All right, if you're busy."  

     

    "Not busy, exactly, my dear Miss Ashton, but I did promise," he said
    quickly, not wishing to offend, but fearful he had been too bold
    with her already. "It's late. I need to get you home safely. It will
    save time if we separate for a short while."  

     

    She nodded and hefted the basket more firmly in her left hand. "Very
    well. Thank you for being so considerate. But if you have other
    matters to attend to, I can make my own way home, Mr. Deveril. I
    shouldn't like to take you out of your way."  

     

    He shook his head. "I wouldn't dream of leaving you out here by
    yourself on an arctic evening such as this. Go on to the Millers and
    get warm. I shall come fetch you in half an hour."  

     

    Pamela stared after Jonathan's tall, muscular figure as he strode
    toward the village school.  

     

    She watched him wistfully until he became a mere speck in the
    distance. He was truly kind, not dour and severe like many
    clergymen. He was very witty in company, and had put on and played
    in a performance of She Stoops to Conquer in the neighboring village
    only last year.  

     

    But there was something in his eyes which seemed so... Sad,
    world-weary, hard. He could sometimes be very distant when they were
    in company together, as if he were thinking of something else or
    were somewhere else entirely.  

     

    She shook her head as she walked on to the Millers' cottage. Now she
    was being fanciful. As if you could tell anything from a person's
    eyes. It was their deportment and words that were everything.  

     

    And he was a busy man, with his head full of important matters. She
    wouldn't be at all surprised if his energy, drive and devotion to
    his work earned him a bishopric one day. He was, she had to admit,
    quite remarkable.  

     

    But too strict for her, she added hastily, with a blush, fearing she
    had dwelt too long on the vicar's handsome face and steel-gray eyes
    which seemed to pierce into her very soul. Oh, he was certainly
    clever enough, an excellent and passionate speaker, but he could be
    so, well, preachy.  

     

    That was excusable, given his chosen profession. But every time she
    was with him, his mere presence made her feel painfully conscious of
    her own sins and frivolity. Oh, if only she were a better person, or
    he a worse one....  

     

    She giggled at the thought of her vicar acting sparkish with her,
    and put it out of her mind. He was not beau material, it was as
    simple as that. And time was pressing. Her feet had taken her to the
    Millers' door, and here she was standing like a ninny pining away
    for Mr. Deveril of all people.  

     

    She had to pull herself together and hurry. She would drop off the
    basket, then quickly head home to complete her many chores. There
    was a ball to prepare for that evening. Then there was a sewing
    circle tomorrow afternoon, and a card party the next night, and she
    simply had to look her best.  

     

    She entered the small, ramshackle cottage, and greeted care-worn
    Mrs. Miller. They discussed the snowy weather for a moment with some
    spirit. Once Pamela was seated, she began to run through her list of
    gowns in her mind as she listened to poor Mrs. Miller chatter to a
    seemingly sympathetic audience about the state of her husband's
    health.  

     

    Pamela tried not to nod off as the woman told her details of each of
    her spouse's maladies. She barely managed to stifle a yawn, and told
    herself she needed to curtail a few of her late nights. But it was
    awfully fun to be so popular and sought after.  

     

    She started as she opened her eyes and realized she had been dozing.
    Mrs. Miller, kind soul that she was, had either not noticed, or not
    taken offense.  

     

    But a pair of steely-gray eyes observed her with a less than cordial
    expression. Jonathan Deveril had come to fetch her, and found her
    asleep. How mortifying.  

     

    She began to bridle with indignation. Who was he to judge? Why
    should she care what he thought of her anyway? A mere country
    parson... The very idea.  

     

    She rose up to her full height, though he dwarfed her, even stooped
    as he was under the low beams of the cottage ceiling.  

     

    "Are you ready, Miss Ashton?" he asked frostily.  

     

    "I am indeed, Mr. Deveril," she returned.  

     

    Mrs. Miller would not let them go, however, without expressing her
    thanks once more for all their kindness.  

     

    "So pleasant to see you again, Mrs. Miller. The children will be
    home from school shortly," the vicar said.  

     

    "I'll come to visit again soon," Pamela promised.  

     

    That earned her a withering glance from Jonathan.  

     

    She stalked past him, wondering why she felt so ruffled.  

     

    Because you feel guilty, came the candid reply. It was rude of you
    to fall asleep, and a waste of time for you to do nothing but attend
    endless rounds of parties.  

     

    She told herself she had to make hay while the sun shone. She was
    not going to be young and carefree forever. She had to do the best
    she could in the Marriage Mart.  

     

    Just because Jonathan Deveril took such a dim view of wedlock did
    not mean everyone ought to follow his example. She was determined to
    marry, and marry well.  

     

    Maybe she should take more of an interest in her gowns, and take
    further dancing lessons after all...  
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    The walk back to Pamela's home was accomplished in relative silence.
    Jonathan seemed preoccupied, and whilst not exactly rude, was
    certainly not as warm and friendly as he had been on their way to
    the Millers' house. She tried to make excuses for her having fallen
    asleep without actually coming out directly and admitting her fault.
     

     

    He did not respond to her overtures, and at length Pamela gave up
    with a sigh. Let him be surly if he chose. It was of no consequence
    to her what he thought. She only hoped he would not read her out
    from the pulpit on Sunday.  

     

    For his own part, Jonathan could not believe how the sight of her
    slumbering had moved him. A welter of emotions, ranging from tender
    regard to rampaging lust, had flooded through him so suddenly he had
    had to cling to the doorframe for support. He had hardly been able
    to form a coherent thought since. The hammering of his heart and
    pulsing of his loins threatened to drown out all other sensations,
    even reason itself.  

     

    He had thought he knew all about love through his past devotion for
    a most delicate and lovely woman. He had also enjoyed the pleasures
    of the flesh before he had seen the Light. He had not been proud of
    his few lapses, and had always resolved to do better.  

     

    Now he felt as though he had scarcely any control over his limbs. He
    had been with skilled older women of the world, yet never had any of
    them unmanned him like the chaste blonde who tripped along the path
    trying to keep up with his long-legged stride as he hurried to get
    her home before he did something unpardonable right there in the
    snow lane.  

     

    The poor girl. If only she knew.  

     

    He tried not to stare at her elegant booted feet, neat turn of
    ankle, pendulant sway of her narrow yet flared hips under her thick
    dark gown.  

     

    Her perfume hammered into him despite being out in the open, filling
    his senses. He breathed in her own most womanly scent, clean and
    fresh, with a hint of musky, vibrant arousal. His good brisk walk
    through the freezing countryside to subdue his own animal needs was
    now completely for naught.  

     

    Jonathan wondered if Pamela sensed his overwhelming desire. He was
    sure it was written all over his face. She kept peeping up at him,
    desperate for any sign of approval or regard.  

     

    He almost reached out several times to reassure her, but knew he
    dare not. Not when he felt so frazzled by her presence that the
    least indication of receptiveness to him as a man instead of just a
    friend would produce the good Lord only knew what response.  

     

    His loins sizzled so hotly that he stumbled and almost fell. He
    twisted away in desperate alarm when she tried to help him right
    himself. "I'm fine, really. Just watch your own step."  

     

    She thought he would offer her his arm, but he actually stopped
    short and indicated that she should go on ahead of him with the
    lantern he'd had the foresight to borrow from the school. The winter
    days would be short for some time to come, but tonight seemed
    especially gloomy.  

     

    Was it because of the louring clouds threatening snow? Or what
    Pamela had first said to him? About him having a wife and family?
    Not being content with his circumstances?  

     

    But he was a man of God now. Fornication was a sin. If he was not
    married, he would simply have to burn. And since marriage was
    impossible without breaking faith with everything he had ever held
    to be sacred and true, he had no other choice but to endure the
    scourge of unfulfilled passion for as long as the Lord saw fit. His
    will be done, on Earth, as in Heaven. He had agreed to it one day
    exactly two years ago. His bargain with God was far more important
    than any unruly stirrings of his male member.  

     

    "I said, can you see all right?"  

     

    "Yes, indeed, Miss Ashton. I'm following your lead."  

     

    "You may take my arm if you wish."  

     

    "If I fell, I wouldn't wish to drag you down with me." He was
    painfully conscious of the double meaning of the words. Never a
    truer word had he spoken.  

     

    Thus he crunched along behind her silently, accompanying her as far
    as the red-brick gatehouse which graced the sweeping gravel drive
    leading up to her fine seventeenth-century manor house.  

     

    She continued on, but Jonathan halted abruptly. He knew what would
    most likely happen if he walked her to the front door. He would kiss
    her, and bring ruination upon himself and possibly even both of them
    in one disastrous instant.  

     

    "You'll be safe enough here. I'll bid you good evening, Miss
    Ashton." He bowed curtly.  

     

    She turned to stare at him in surprise. "Surely you'll come up to
    the house for tea?"  

     

    He quashed his desires ruthlessly. "No, thank you, Miss Ashton. I
    promised my sister Sarah I would be back shortly. We're redecorating
    our drawing room. She needs my assistance in rearranging everything
    to her satisfaction."  

     

    "I see. Well, another time, Mr. Deveril." She struggled with the
    inexplicable surge of disappointment which coursed through her
    veins. She was about to turn away when he offered to shake hands.  

     

    She blinked in surprise, and complied.  

     

    He bowed over her hand slightly, squeezed it with a warm, compelling
    pressure, and began to stride away.  

     

    She watched his retreating back in the murky gloom. "Wait,
    Jonathan!"  

     

    He swung around at once. If he was surprised to hear her utter his
    given name, he gave no sign. "What, what is it, Pamela?" he asked,
    sounding almost alarmed, taking three steps back toward her.  

     

    "The lantern. You must take it."  

     

    He halted. "No, really. I can see well enough."  

     

    "But I'm only a minute away from home, and all of the light and
    warmth I could wish for. You've come out of your way for me. Please,
    don't make me worry whether you've got home safely or not. It would
    be all too easy to turn your ankle. Goodness knows what would happen
    to you left out in this storm."  

     

    She had approached him as she spoke, so that once again she was only
    an arm's length away.  

     

    "You needn't worry. The good Lord always provides."  

     

    "True, but I'm sure He is entitled to be rather vexed with people
    who take foolish risks on the basis of that assumption."  

     

    Jonathan grinned then, showing even white teeth.  

     

    Pamela stared at him as he smiled. He was good-humored enough, but
    truly smiled only rarely. She found herself gaping at him like a
    floundering fish. She held out the lantern, and he nodded.  

     

    He reached out to take it, careful not to touch her. "You're right.
    I'll stand on the drive until you get safely to the door. Don't run,
    but do hurry. I wouldn't want you to catch a chill."  

     

    "Thank you. Do please be vigilant going home."  

     

    "I shall." He gave her one last longing look.  

     

    Something dark sparked in her deep blue eyes as she reluctantly
    parted from him at last. "Good night, Mr. Deveril."  

     

    "Good night, Miss Ashton," he said, giving her a formal bow.  

     

    She hurried up the drive, and ventured a look back. He waved the
    lantern by way of farewell.  

     

    She arrived at the door safely a moment later. When she turned
    around again for one last look, Jonathan had vanished amid the swirl
    of snowflakes.  

     

    She hoped once again that he would reach home safely before the
    storm worsened, then wondered at herself for this excessive concern
    for his welfare. She shook her head as if bestirring herself from a
    daze, and walked around the side of the house along the paved
    terrace.  

     

    Entering her house by the glass-paneled door from the garden, she
    removed her sopping boots in the small chamber fitted with clothes
    racks and shoe-cleaning paraphernalia. She put on her house
    slippers, then shook out her snow-covered cloak and bonnet.  

     

    She smoothed her blonde hair and navy woolen gown, and went into the
    drawing room to stand in front of the fire to dry her hem.  

     

    A portly woman in her mid-forties with salt and pepper hair looked
    up as she entered. "Ah, there you are, dear," her Aunt Susan said.
    "We were starting to worry."  

     

    "I went for a walk to the village. I met Mr. Deveril along the way,
    visited the Millers, and he accompanied me home."  

     

    "Well where is he, then?" she asked expectantly, fluffing her curls
    in a gesture which would have been construed as flirtatious in a
    much younger woman.  

     

    "He went back to the vicarage. Sarah is waiting for him."  

     

    "Oh, how sorry I am to have missed him," she said, evidently
    crestfallen.  

     

    Pamela smiled. "I'm glad you like him so well, Aunt, for he has
    offered to escort us to Bath. Invited us to stay at his friend's
    townhouse. Thomas Eltham, and his wife Charlotte, nee Castlemaine."
     

     

    Her aunt's mouth flew open. "Bless my soul! Eltham you say? He's the
    Duke of Ellesmere, my dear!"  

     

    Pamela joined her aunt upon the ice-blue silk sofa patterned with
    garlands. "Yes, indeed."  

     

    "That was how Mr. Deveril came by his parish. They are friends of
    long standing, going back many years. I do remember Charlotte.
    Lovely raven hair and blue eyes. Such a fine couple, even if their
    marriage did surprise many with its abruptness. But there was no
    seven-month child in the end, so all must have been well." Her faded
    blue eyes sparkled shrewdly.  

     

    Her aunt smoothed down her gown thoughtfully with one hand. "My, the
    Duke of Ellesmere. This most certainly puts an entirely different
    complexion on our trip to Bath. My gowns..."  

     

    Pamela accepted a cup of tea and listened patiently to her aunt's
    discourse on the number of alterations which would have to be made
    to render her wardrobe sufficiently grand enough to befit the
    company they would now be keeping. She endured with a fixed smile
    the catalog of slippers, stockings, reticules, fans, turbans, and
    feathers.  

     

    She said nothing of her own clothes, but her aunt suddenly remarked,
    "Who knows, you could be married before you ever even get to
    London!"  

     

    Pamela felt her heart batter against her ribs in alarm. "Now, Aunt,
    I don't see any point in being hasty. Far better for me to look
    around than to grab at the first opportunity."  

     

    Her aunt shrugged and gave her a calculating glance. "I don't know,
    my girl. In my day you were lucky to get any offer, let alone expect
    more than one."  

     

    Pamela bit her lower lip and struggled to keep her temper. "I don't
    mean I expect to get more than one. I simply want to meet many
    different people without committing myself. It's too soon after
    Papa's death. I know I've been surrounded by beaux ever since
    Charlotte got out of the Marriage Mart, but I don't wish to tie
    myself to anyone hastily. For one thing, I'm still guardian to
    little Bertie. Whoever I marry can't live too far away from here. I
    shall be needed."  

     

    Her aunt shook her head. "La! Where do you get such notions? Once
    you marry, you'll be part of your husband's family. You must be
    loyal to them, not worry about your step-brother."  

     

    Pamela set down her cup and took up some darning from the rattan
    workbasket next to the sofa. "I should think I would do my duty to
    both families."  

     

    Her aunt sniffed. "It will very much depend upon which family you
    marry into. Some are jealous of rank and privilege, while others are
    happy enough to be intimate with your relatives. None of the young
    men hereabouts have seemed inclined to sue for your hand. I think
    they must believe you too grand for them."  

     

    She suppressed a small smile. "Not quite all of them. Mr. Prine has
    been most importunate."  

     

    "That little flea?" Aunt Susan gasped. "He wouldn't dare!"  

     

    "Oh, but he did. However, he won't be coming near me again, I'm
    sure."  

     

    Her aunt made a moue of distaste. "I hope you didn't do anything too
    rude or foolish."  

     

    "Not at all. In fact, it was Mr. Deveril." She smiled at the
    recollection of him coming to her rescue like a knight in shining
    armor. "He threatened to read him out from the pulpit if he didn't
    mend his ways."  

     

    Her aunt laughed heartily at this choice piece of news. "How
    wonderful. Clever man. Such a dear boy. Pity he's only a clergyman.
    Ah well, it can't be helped. Being a younger son is a burden, but
    someone has to bear it."  

     

    Pamela put down her completed stocking and picked up the newspaper.
    She had just begun scanning the Court Circular, so did not pay full
    attention to her aunt. But she wondered why this struck her as odd.
    Had Jonathan ever mentioned an elder brother? She would have to ask
    him the next time she saw him. Or when they were in Bath.  

     

    At the thought of Bath, she cheered. The difficult last half-hour
    she had spent with Jonathan evaporated like the morning mist. It
    would be such fun. The teas, the dances, the public readings, the
    Assembly Rooms. It would be so fine staying with the Duke and
    Duchess. And with a handsome, charming escort such as Jonathan, she
    need not be ashamed, even if her fortune was not quite as good as
    some girls'.  

     

    All thoughts of the Millers and the village school were forgotten
    completely as she contemplated her next social occasion. "What do
    you think I should wear to the ball tonight?"  

     

    "Well, my dear, what about your..."  
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    The rest of Pamela's evening was spent preparing for the Assembly
    Ball, which would take place in the Parish Hall at Brimley.  

     

    She had had many new gowns made for her Season, but she did not want
    to appear too fine in their sleepy little Somerset village. So she
    chose a simple gown of pale blue muslin, trimmed with a darker blue
    ribbon, with a white lace over-gown completing the ensemble.  

     

    The Hall was an elegant neo-Classical building of red brick and
    white stucco. This was their regular monthly Ball, not as elegant
    and refined as the private ones, but an excellent place to see and
    be seen. The Earl of Ferncliffe would not attend, but handsome
    Captain Breedon would.  

     

    Pamela was in the mood for laughter and a bit of mild flirtation.
    The Captain was tall, blond and jovial, a decided contrast to the
    Earl, who was handsome in a dark brooding sort of way, but who for
    all his loftiness seemed to have little interesting conversation.  

     

    By the time Pamela and her aunt arrived in their small gig, Pamela
    wondered if she ought to have exercised common sense and stayed at
    home, rather than venture out again in the icy weather.  

     

    But the thought of missing the ball had been too much to bear. She
    assumed that Jonathan would be there, but if he were going to be so
    severe upon her for falling asleep and Mrs. Miller's and for
    enjoying herself, she would just be civil to him.  

     

    On the other hand, she had to admit that his company was certainly
    the most stimulating in the district, even if she did not understand
    everything he spoke about.  

     

    But there were others certain to keep her amused. Peter and Toby
    Stephens, Timothy Bridges, Percy Parke and Michael Jarvis were all
    jocular and attractive, said to be promising young men with modest
    fortunes. They loved a good hunt as much as she did, and when not
    flattering Pamela, regaled her with their exploits riding to hounds.
     

     

    Pamela, delighted to be the center of attention, danced until she
    was exhausted. After a while though, even dancing and an interesting
    topic could become wearing. She thought once again of her rudeness
    at the Millers.  

     

    "Ah, you blush, Miss Ashton. I hope my words of warm appreciation
    for your most wonderful self have not embarrassed you unduly," her
    brown-haired companion declared, leading forward intently in a
    manner which made her feel cornered.  

     

    "Er, not at all, Mr. Jarvis. I was just recollecting a duty I've
    neglected to perform. Pray excuse me."  

     

    She rose from the settee and made her way over to the new arrivals
    in the hall, Jonathan and his sister Sarah.  

     

    "How nice to see you," she said warmly, helping the young woman off
    with her snow-encrusted cloak.  

     

    "And you, Pamela. Are you well?" the dark-haired woman inquired.  

     

    She did not look much like her brother in terms of coloring, for he
    was far more fair. But with regard to politics and religion, they
    were similar in every respect.  

     

    "I am, Sarah. You?"  

     

    "Very well, thank you, though I long for spring."  

     

    "It will be coming soon enough, Sister," Jonathan reassured her.  

     

    To Pamela's chagrin, Jonathan did not linger to speak with her, but
    moved over to chat with some of the men gathered by the fire. She
    watched his retreating back and wondered at his coolness. He had not
    even asked her to dance! Pity, really, for even though he was only a
    vicar, she felt he was far and away the best dancer in the room.  

     

    "And I hear you are to stay with the Duke of Ellesmere and his wife
    in Bath?" Sarah asked.  

     

    "Yes, indeed. I'm looking forward to it eagerly."  

     

    "They're the best of couples. So interesting, and entertaining,
    without a hint of superiority."  

     

    "How nice to hear it. Charlotte I know slightly, but I imagine him a
    most exalted gentleman."  

     

    Sarah shook her head, then dusted the snow from the front of her
    bronze silk gown. "Not a bit of it. The Duke took his hereditary
    seat as one of our Radical members in the House of Lords as soon as
    he inherited. He's done wonders to help sway public opinion on the
    slavery question. He also takes an active interest in prison
    reform."  

     

    "Oh, my, he sounds fascinating, but far too intelligent for me,"
    Pamela sighed, flicking open her fan.  

     

    Sarah smoothed the skirt of her elegant gown once more. "That's what
    his own wife might have said once. But Charlotte has a lively,
    inquiring mind. I would say they're ideally suited to one another,
    though many people thought it was a complete mismatch at the time."
     

     

    "Well, there's no explaining things in a rational manner when people
    fall in love."  

     

    "That's most certainly true," Sarah said with an odd smile on her
    face.  

     

    "And how does your brother come to be so close to such a paragon?"
    Pamela asked, fishing for further information.  

     

    Sarah took the bait. "He and Thomas were at school together at Eton
    and Oxford, and served in the Peninsula with the British Army for a
    number of years, along with Clifford Stone."  

     

    "Oh?" Pamela said, trying not to reveal her surprise.  

     

    Three years. He must have seen a great deal of action, and suffered
    all sorts of privations. Most men who had served against Bonaparte
    would have boasted of the matter at every opportunity. Yet Jonathan
    had never once said a word.  

     

    "Yes, indeed. They're all like brothers, the Rakehells, as they call
    themselves, but especially the three founding members."  

     

    "I had no idea he'd served. Did he meet Wellington himself?"  

     

    Sarah nodded. "When he was promoted. He covered himself in honor,
    but sold his commission and left the service shortly thereafter to
    take up his studies in divinity. He speaks of meeting the Viscount
    as one of the proudest moments of his life, next door but one to his
    being ordained."  

     

    "Oh, do tell."  

     

    Sarah shook her head. "It's not something to be gossiped and
    chattered about. If my brother chooses to tell you, that's his
    decision."  

     

    Pamela raised her brows in surprise, but did not press her friend.
    "Very well, if we can't speak of his gallant and dashing Army days,
    what would you like to discuss?"  

     

    "Did you see that item in the local paper about crop rotation?
    Clifford and his wife Vanessa wrote it."  

     

    She hoped her face did not fall too far. It was not the ideal
    subject for a ball, but anything had to be better than foxes and
    hounds at that point. "I must confess, I skipped over it," she said,
    giving her fan another flutter. "His wife writes? How interesting."
     

     

    Sarah nodded. "She's a great scholar, raised by a maiden aunt with
    very advanced ideas about the education of women."  

     

    "She must be very plain, then," Pamela said in a rather dismissive
    tone.  

     

    "Vanessa?" Sarah gave a little laugh. "She's one of the most
    beautiful women in England. But you shall see her for yourself, I'm
    sure. I have no doubt that once Clifford hears Jonathan and Thomas
    are to be reunited in Bath, they shall wish to join them."  

     

    "I'll look forward it. And I hope you'll be coming with us also?"  

     

    "I shall save the article for you if you like. And yes, I shall be
    only too pleased to come. It will be such fun."  

     

    Pamela grimaced at the offer of the article. "No, that's quite all
    right. I've had a hard enough time keeping up with all the books
    your brother loans me, without plying through the papers."  

     

    "I know, there's rarely enough time for all one's duties," Sarah
    said sympathetically.  

     

    Pamela sighed and fiddled idly with the tassels of her reticule.
    "Yes, by the time I break my fast, dress, have my hair done, receive
    visitors, or go out to pay calls myself, then dine, play cards or
    whatever entertainment is organized at the houses I visit, then take
    tea, and so on, the hours just fly by. Then supper and parties,
    masques, balls, well, my days and nights are quite taken up."  

     

    "If you're intent upon reading, you might do it whilst having your
    hair dressed, or better still, wear your hair more simply," Sarah
    pointed out mildly.  

     

    Pamela sniffed. "Easy for you to say, when you have such naturally
    wavy hair. My maid is at me with the tongs night and day to keep my
    ringlets absolutely perfect." She patted her blond locks with a
    proprietary air.  

     

    "It's hard being a Society maiden," Sarah said gently. "But not
    nearly as difficult as the life Mrs. Miller leads."  

     

    Pamela tossed the aforementioned ringlets pettishly. Her
    cornflower-blue eyes sparkled. "Oh, don't you start going on about
    Mrs. Miller as well."  

     

    "Pardon?"  

     

    Pamela stuck out her lower lip in a decided pout. "I suppose
    Jonathan told you that we visited, and I behaved badly."  

     

    Sarah shook her head. "Er, no, he didn't mention he'd seen you."  

     

    Pamela nodded. "Well, he did. We went to the village together. Hard
    as I tried to listen, I fell asleep. I'm sorry. I was just so
    tired."  

     

    "With the schedule you just described, I can see how you would be,"
    Sarah said, hoping she kept the sarcasm from her voice.  

     

    "Oh, no, you don't approve of me either," she cried, feeling hot
    tears of mortification springing up.  

     

    Sarah patted her shoulder. "Now I never said that."  

     

    "But I can tell by the way you're looking at me."  

     

    Sarah sighed. "I can see a perfectly charming and lovely young woman
    wasting her life in idle frivolity. I hope you can find a man who
    will keep you in the style to which you are accustomed. You
    certainly have enough suitors.  

     

    "In fact, it's a wonder that you've troubled to stop to speak to me
    for so long, when they're lining up behind six deep for the
    privilege of dancing with you. Just guard yourself, my dear. Too
    much pleasure is as much of a bad thing as too little. And if you
    encourage every young man who comes to pay court to you, you'll soon
    earn yourself an undesirable reputation."  

     

    Pamela squared her shoulders belligerently. "I've done nothing
    wrong. I'll thank you not to preach to me. Only your brother has
    that right, by virtue of his being a man of the cloth. You aren't
    that much older than myself that you can take on maternal airs. I'm
    out of short skirts and can do as I like."  

     

    Sarah shook her head. "I cry your pardon. It was not my intention to
    offend or argue with you, merely to caution you against the pitfalls
    I perceive as strewn in your path."  

     

    Pamela flicked her fan open impatiently to cool her flaming cheeks.
    "Thank you for your concern. But I shall be fine, truly. And if you
    can't keep your envy of me to yourself, then it's best we don't
    speak at all."  

     

    She turned to the first man behind her, Toby Stephens, and took his
    proffered hand. "Delighted."  

     

    A few lively polkas with him, and later Captain Breedon, who was
    being most attentive, soon put her in a more even temper. But Pamela
    sensed that this ball was not going to be one of her more memorable
    triumphs.  

     

    Drat both those Puritan Deverils, she declared inwardly as she saw
    Jonathan looking across at her and quickly glanced away. She gave a
    defiant lift of her chin. I shall do as I like.  
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    Pamela spent the rest of the evening trying to avoid Sarah, and
    watching Jonathan seemingly ignoring her. It did not improve her
    frame of mind. She regretted having spoken so hastily to Jonathan's
    sister.  

     

    She relented as the evening drew to a close. When she saw the pair
    getting ready to leave, she went up to Sarah and said bravely, "I'm
    truly sorry I was so pettish before. I know you meant well. I beg
    your pardon for the unkind things I said."  

     

    Sarah gave her a genuine smile. "I'm sorry you don't seem to be able
    to distinguish between envy, and disinterested and concerned
    friendship. But I accept your apology."  

     

    "You both make me feel, well, quite small sometimes," Pamela
    confessed with a blush.  

     

    A small crease appeared between Sarah's fine dark brows. "It's never
    our intention, I assure you. Jonathan is a kind man, if I do say so
    myself. And I hope I haven't been too severe upon you, though my age
    does give me some excuse for trying to give you the benefit of my
    wisdom and experience. Perhaps you should look within yourself to
    discover why you have concluded thus."  

     

    Pamela admitted, "Because you seem so accomplished. So at ease in
    the world. As if you couldn't care less who you marry, or what will
    happen to you."  

     

    Sarah patted her shoulder. "I do worry about that at times. But I
    have other things to do with my life. I'm sure you can find other
    things too. Besides, it is as God wills it. I'm a great believer in
    destiny. God has a design for each one of us. If it's meant to
    happen, it will."  

     

    Pamela shook her head. "I can't be so calm about my fate."  

     

    "Why not?" Sarah asked, her brows curving upwards in surprise. "You
    have your own fortune, and can do as you please. Forgive me for
    speaking so candidly," she added when she saw Pamela's look of
    surprise.  

     

    "I merely meant that it is given out that there are no conditions
    attached to your fortune. Whilst it's only cash and not property,
    it's still not a mean sum, and one you can live on without having to
    worry about a husband to support you."  

     

    Pamela nodded pensively. "I suppose you're correct. But a single
    woman on her own? It's not possible in our society."  

     

    "That's true, I'm afraid. However, you do at least have your aunt."
     

     

    Pamela shook her head. "She means well, but she drives me to
    distraction. All she talks of are gowns and matrimony."  

     

    "Now I know who you take after," Sarah rejoined dryly, then winked.
     

     

    Pamela groaned. "I suppose I deserve that."  

     

    "Please don't be cross with me again--"  

     

    The Earl of Ferncliffe came up just then and bowed to them both.  

     

    Pamela was surprised to see him there, and he was moving toward her
    side so purposefully that she felt sure he had come expressly to see
    her. That he was about to offer her the last dance.  

     

    Jonathan took her hand instead. No sooner had the Earl opened his
    mouth to utter his request than the vicar declared, "Sorry, old
    chap, she's mine."  

     

    The Earl glared as the vicar led the lovely blonde onto the floor
    for the last quadrille.  

     

    Pamela stared as they took their proper places in the set. "What was
    that all about?" she asked at last.  

     

    "All what?"  

     

    "You and Sarah were leaving. Now you've forced her to stand up with
    the Earl. Not that she minds, but you didn't even ask me."  

     

    "Did I not? How remiss of me. I meant to," he said in a bland tone.
     

     

    She stared at him, resplendent in a dark evening suit and russet
    waistcoat and cravat. "Just what game are you playing, Mr. Deveril?"
     

     

    Jonathan smiled at her as if he had not got a care in the world.
    "Game? None. Am I not allowed to dance with the liveliest young girl
    in the room?"  

     

    "I suppose," she said doubtfully.  

     

    "Unless of course you really did want to stand up with the Earl?" he
    asked quietly, a tic suddenly appearing in his cheek as if he were
    suppressing some raw emotion.  

     

    But that was absurd, Pamela thought. He never showed emotion, except
    good humor and kindness. He was always perfectly composed.  

     

    She shook her head. "I didn't have any strong preference one way or
    the other. I just wondered at your abrupt decision to dance, and the
    manner in which you took me over. Especially since you seem to have
    been punishing me all evening for our quarrel this afternoon," she
    added boldly.  

     

    A small smile played upon his lips. "I'm sorry, I shan't do it
    again. Obviously you would rather dance with any other man in the
    room than an elderly, paternal chap like myself."  

     

    "Oh, please, don't start another quarrel," she begged. "I never
    said-"  

     

    "I know. I was teasing. I do apologize."  

     

    Her blue gaze met his gray one, and she could see a jovial twinkle.
     

     

    "I'm sorry, Pamela," he said quietly. "I should never have brought
    it up again. In future, I shall most certainly give you advance
    notice before I drag you on the dance floor and step all over your
    feet."  

     

    "You know full well that I find you the best dancer in the County,
    of all the men I've ever had the privilege to stand up with, of
    course."  

     

    "Why thank you. You've never spoken so warmly to me before. If I
    may, I'd like to return the compliment. You're the best dancer of
    all the women in my acquaintance. Now, if you can only recognize
    that there's more to your life and character than dancing and the
    latest gossip, we shall all be very happy."  

     

    She froze in place. As soon as the TrÃ©nis figure of the
    quadrille ended, she walked over to her aunt without a backward
    glance, seething at his criticism of her yet again.  

     

    "The storm seems to be worsening, Aunt Susan. We need to go home,"
    she said in clipped tones.  

     

    Aunt Susan's brows shot up. "Yes, of course, dear." Pamela had never
    wished to leave early before, but she could not argue with the
    wisdom of the suggestion.  

     

    Pamela headed for the cloakroom and began to wrap herself against
    the winter weather. She stiffened as she felt Jonathan's presence
    behind her.  

     

    "If you'd care to wait until Sarah has finished speaking with the
    Earl, Miss Ashton, I shall ensure that you and your aunt get home
    safely."  

     

    "Thank you, Mr. Deveril, but there's no need. You've done quite
    enough rescuing of me for one day. We wouldn't wish to take you out
    of your way on such a dreadful evening."  

     

    She finished fastening the velvet frogs of her pelisse and flung her
    heavy shawl over her own head and shoulders without waiting for him
    to assist her. She marched straight out of the Parish Hall without
    saying farewell to anyone.  

     

    Her aunt followed in her wake, but did not reproach her for her
    abrupt behavior, since the weather had indeed closed in.  

     

    What an insufferable prig Jonathan Deveril could be at times! Pamela
    thought as they headed home.  

     

    So why did her heart lighten whenever she laid eyes on him?  
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    Pamela was determined not to have Jonathan's evidently bad opinion
    of her alter her demeanor in any way. But after a week of seemingly
    endless card parties, suppers, and concerts, she began to wonder if
    the vicar didn't have a point after all.  

     

    And Sarah, she amended, recalling her rudeness to the clergyman's
    sister, when she too had only meant well.  

     

    Perhaps she was capable of better things? And ought to pay more
    attention to the future? Take more care over the manner in which she
    comported herself?  

     

    She loved to dance, but now perceived that some men appeared
    determined to take the most gross liberties and had to be held
    firmly in check. At the gaming tables, many of her companions tried
    to urge her into ever-deeper play.  

     

    She had always wished her gowns to be the mode, but now she
    reflected that a bit less ankle and cleavage rather than more might
    actually be a good thing. Just as not always repeating everything
    one heard was also desirable. Along with not deliberately trying to
    score points off people whilst engaged in conversation with them.  

     

    Pamela also noted with some concern that several of the older women
    in the district now whispered about her behind their fans.  

     

    At first the chatter had been good-natured and indulgent, but now it
    was more pointed, and usually took place when one of her male
    acquaintances began to monopolize her.  

     

    She knew this was the most dangerous thing to watch out for. She
    recalled with a shudder the dastardly attempts of Mr. Prine to
    compromise her. She enjoyed a good time, but was not prepared to
    have her name linked irrevocably with anyone. The more she got to
    know some of the men, the more she thought they were dreadful
    rattles, if not actual rakes.  

     

    Peter Stephens was a confirmed card player, it was rumored Edmund
    Cavendish had ruined several naÃ¯ve local girls, and
    Toby Stephens and Michael Jarvis were both immoderate drinkers.  

     

    But had they always been so bad? Or was she looking at them with
    such a critical eye because she had been warned against them? They
    were great companions at the hunt balls and parties. Could they
    really be so very wicked?  

     

    Jonathan of course did not hunt. He did not approve. Nor did he
    drink, and certainly had never been accused of wenching. Or
    gambling. Or loose, immoderate talk, gossip.  

     

    Ought she not look to her own deportment a bit more? she wondered
    morosely one day.  

     

    Then she stiffened her spine. Nonsense. She could make up her own
    mind. She did not need Jonathan or any other man telling her what to
    think, what to do.  

     

    She checked her riding habit in the full-length mirror once more and
    headed out for a day in the saddle and some hot rum punch at Timothy
    Bridges' house afterwards.  

     

    But it did not take her long to realize that Mr. Bridges wanted to
    give her more than a cup of hot punch. She barely managed to retain
    her modesty and virtue intact. Jonathan's advice about the knee to
    the groin was the only thing that saved her.  

     

    She fled like the hounds of Hell were after her as he writhed on the
    carpet of the parlor, and resolved never to cross his threshold
    again. She found herself wishing that her knightly Jonathan had been
    there to help protect her from yet another appalling and potentially
    compromising situation.  

     

    Jonathan and Sarah had been right. She had to be more careful from
    now on. She only prayed she had not ruined herself already in their
    eyes.  

     

    By the end of another week of measuring up, sewing, and preparing
    her wardrobe for Bath and London by day, and dancing, gaming, and
    eating all night, Pamela had to admit she was feeling jaded.  

     

    The weather seeming fair, she decided to go into the village to
    visit the Millers. If she were not fortunate enough to run into
    either of the Deveril siblings, she would go call at the Vicarage.
    She could use the excuse of wishing to see their new
    dÃ©cor, or wanting a copy of the Stones' article on crop
    rotation.  

     

    She had not seen them except in passing each Sunday since the night
    of the ball, and hoped the visit would not be too awkward. However,
    she felt the need to mend fences. They might think that it was
    nothing to worry about, but she did not wish their future meetings
    to be strained. She certainly did not want any hasty words on either
    side to ruin their enjoyment of Bath.  

     

    She ran into an acquaintance upon arriving in Brimley, but it was
    not Jonathan Deveril. And it was not in circumstances she could have
    anticipated. She walked straight into the tall, handsome Earl of
    Ferncliffe, apparently coming out of the public house.  

     

    She blinked at the nobleman who usually appeared so quiet and
    formal. His color was high, and she thought she could detect the
    smell of alcohol upon his breath, and the reek of tobacco on his
    rather disheveled clothing.  

     

    She was used to a rather horsy set of gentleman, but he looked most
    disreputable in her opinion. She could only imagine what Jonathan
    would say if he saw the Earl.  

     

    Her aunt said true aristocrats were permitted their foibles and
    eccentricities. She tried to swallow her mild revulsion and put on
    her most charming smile. Even as she did so she wondered why
    womanizing and drunken debauchery were considered mere follies, when
    as Jonathan had often highlighted from the pulpit, they led to all
    sorts of other social evils.  

     

    She shook her head to rid it of Jonathan's moralizing, and tried to
    concentrate on the Earl's words.  

     

    "What an unexpected surprise. Delighted, Miss Ashton." He bowed over
    her hand.  

     

    "You have business here in town, sir?"  

     

    "I'm chasing up idle workmen. As you know, I've inherited a rather
    run-down property. I've been taking great pains to make it
    habitable. The roof is still half-off, and a severe winter storm is
    said to be coming this way. The men are all in the tavern, alas, and
    I am driven to extreme measures."  

     

    "How dreadful. I'm sorry there isn't more I can do."  

     

    "Oh, but there is. I have no sisters. I would take it as a great
    favor, Miss Ashton, if you would give me your assistance in choosing
    the dÃ©cor for my home." He bowed.  

     

    She stared up at him, but his solemn face told her he was in
    earnest. "B-b-but I do not know your taste, have not seen the house,
    would never presume..." she stammered.  

     

    "You and your aunt have most excellent taste. I feel confident that
    you would make wise choices."  

     

    "I can but advise you, sir, as to fabrics which wear well, color
    schemes and so on. But the final choice would have to be yours. It's
    your money, and your home, after all."  

     

    "Splendid. I shall not forget your kindness, Miss Ashton, in
    assisting me in my hour of need. I must get back and supervise the
    roofers. May call upon you tomorrow with some fabric books and so on
    that they have given me?"  

     

    "Er, yes, why don't you join us for dinner?" she suggested,
    astonished at the Earl's affability and his desire to deepen their
    acquaintance.  

     

    "I would not like to inconvenience your family."  

     

    "No, it's fine," Pamela said, thinking what a social coup it would
    be, even as she wondered why she was inviting him when he was so
    dull in general. "Shall we say two o'clock?"  

     

    "I shall be there." He bowed over her hand and departed.  

     

    He made rather unsteady progress down the street, but Pamela put it
    down to the fact that the wind had picked up considerably.  

     

    She watched him stagger to and fro, then wondered what she had let
    herself in for. They had not entertained grandly since long before
    her father's untimely demise. Her aunt and Step-mama would probably
    get attacks of the vapors as soon as they heard the news.  

     

    She also reflected that the Earl had not noted her lack of
    chaperonage at all. Nor had he offered himself in that role.
    Deciding that he had determined Town manners were for London and
    country ones for Somerset, she picked up her skirts and continued on
    her way.  

     

    She took refuge from the elements at Mrs. Miller's and did her best
    to pay more attention to what the woman was telling her. She gave
    her some warm knitted items she had been working on and had forced
    herself to complete. They were pronounced exactly what was needed.
    She gave a reading lesson to the two small children crawling about
    with some chalks upon the slate floor, Amy and Ben, while their
    mother put up the stew for supper.  

     

    The darkness fell rapidly due to the storm, but she decided, not
    entirely accurately, that the vicarage was closer than her own home,
    if she went along the bridle path which skirted the churchyard, and
    pressed on.  

     

    Sarah was astonished to see Pamela at her front door looking so
    wind-blown and wild. "My dear, come in, please. You must be frozen."
     

     

    "Not at all. Just a bit buffeted about."  

     

    "Do your aunt and step-mother know you're here?"  

     

    "I told them that I was coming, yes."  

     

    "I'm so glad. I wouldn't want them to worry. Going home is quite out
    of the question. The weather is so fierce. You will have to stay the
    night."  

     

    "Oh, no, I wouldn't want to put you to such trouble."  

     

    "No trouble at all. We will be delighted to have the company."  

     

    "We shall see," Pamela hedged. "The storm may let up, or blow past
    us soon."  

     

    Sarah took Pamela's cloak and hung it up on the peg, then brought
    her into their sitting room and sat her down by the fire.  

     

    The wooden-paneled room had evidently been the one remodeled,
    because the dark paint and furniture had been improved upon
    considerably since she had last visited. It was now pale blue and
    cream with gold accents, with fine matching sofas and chairs, and a
    new pianoforte.  

     

    "Oh, my, what a change," she said, gazing around her in awe.  

     

    "The Duke of Ellesmere has been most kind. He said his Wedgwood room
    needed to be re-done, and so gave us the pieces he no longer needed.
    I dare say that was a fib, though, for they are little used. He's
    just trying to be kind."  

     

    "Such generosity indeed. Everything looks splendid. And the
    pianoforte is magnificent."  

     

    "Please do sit down and try it. I confess I used to enjoy playing,
    but my life is so full these days I seldom have the time."  

     

    "Does your brother play?"  

     

    "Oh yes, and sing. He used to be famous for his duets."  

     

    She raised her brows. "With you?"  

     

    Sarah looked at the floor for a moment before replying. "Um, many
    different ladies. He has a wonderful voice, and is such a mimic. He
    can imitate most of the people in the district if he so chooses."  

     

    Pamela's brows shot up. "Really, Sarah, you do surprise me. He tends
    to be so staid and serious in my company." She settled herself by
    the fire as Sarah indicated.  

     

    "He has had a hard life in some senses. His bouts of cheer are far
    fewer than in his youth. But he does have a wonderfully droll sense
    of humor, and a ready wit when he chooses to unbend."  

     

    "Yes, I remember hearing about him in the play last year, She Stoops
    to Conquer. He certainly made everyone laugh."  

     

    "The better to realize their own foibles. He's talked of doing
    another play this season, if he has the time and willing
    participants. He loves good dramas, especially satirical ones.
    Satire as social commentary and correction is one of his favorite
    themes."  

     

    Pamela gave a slight smile. "I can guess at some of the others. The
    evils of drink, the abolition of slavery, the role of women in
    society. Yes, while we frivolous women dance, he fights for our
    rights like Mrs. Wollstonecraft herself would have done had she
    lived."  

     

    Sarah looked at her carefully. "You almost sound as though you do
    not approve."  

     

    Pamela laughed and shrugged. "Why overturn everything? For the sake
    of novelty? What was good enough for my parents should be good
    enough for me."  

     

    Jonathan entered the room at that point, and remarked, "So it
    necessarily follows that if a boy or girl's parents could not read
    or write, they should be content with that for themselves, and never
    trouble to go to school if the chance is offered them?"  

     

    Pamela blinked. "Er, no. When you put it that way."  

     

    "Or if a child's parents are slaves, he too should meekly accept the
    yoke and not seek freedom?"  

     

    "Um, no. I suppose not," Pamela admitted.  

     

    "Or if a woman is beaten by her husband, that she should accept it
    because she saw her own father behave in that manner?"  

     

    "No, not at all," she said with a lift of her chin.  

     

    He smiled, his steely eyes warming just a little. "There, you see,
    Sarah, I told you we should make an honorary Rakehell of her yet."  

     

    "Oh, no, I have no desire to be a Radical or free thinker, sir."  

     

    Jonathan's brows knit. "You make it sound like the most appalling
    thing you could possibly be. I assure you, there is far worse,
    especially for a woman."  

     

    Sarah now remonstrated with her brother. "Really, Jonathan, you'll
    frighten Miss Ashton and she'll never come to visit us again. Please
    do behave."  

     

    He ran his hand through his sandy hair, ruffling it further, though
    it was already rather unruly and wind-blown. "I'm sorry. I've just
    come back from some of the outlying villages in the parish. It's
    been a hard winter, and they've been cut off. There has been much
    illness, and little food. With the war on, the press gangs have come
    further and further inland, and they've been hit hard. Imagine
    taking farmers off their lands and putting them to sea, and leaving
    their families to starve. I shall write to The Times at once."  

     

    "Please wash your hands and eat first, at least," Sarah requested
    with a good-humored smile. "And please do something about your hair,
    Brother. You look like a hedgehog."  

     

    Pamela had bristled at his remarks. "I had heard you were a
    Bonapartist, sir, but I did not think it true until now. How can you
    begrudge Britain the soldiers and sailors needed to fight for
    freedom?"  

     

    "I do not begrudge them, if they're willing to serve voluntarily, as
    I did myself. But these men are offered so-called free hospitality,
    deliberately got drunk, forced to sign a paper saying they will take
    the King's shilling, and dragged off. There's no honor in that."  

     

    She looked appalled and rather sheepish as she heard him out. "No,
    indeed."  

     

    He paced up and down in front of the hearth, warming to his theme
    even as he warmed his body. "As for fighting, most of them will
    never even see a French soldier. The English ships blockading the
    Channel are little better than hellholes, full of disease. They do
    not put into port at all for fear of the men jumping ship and going
    back to their families. The food is inedible at worst, indifferent
    at best. At least one-third of the crew will be killed off by
    malnutrition and dysentery. So much for fighting for our freedom."  

     

    She put one hand up to her chest. "Oh, my, I had no idea--"  

     

    "And while they are starving and dying, their wives, children,
    parents, are doing the same, with them gone, and no one to take on
    the duties of the farms. They are reduced to beggary, or worse."  

     

    "That's terrible!" Pamela exclaimed, truly appalled.  

     

    He nodded, and paused to rest his hand on the mantelpiece and face
    her. "Even if the men get to see action, there is no pension for
    them if they are injured, and their pay is often held over for years
    because of military bureaucracy and inefficiency. What is a family
    supposed to do if the head of it comes back sans an arm or a leg? Or
    doesn't come back at all? What are a widow and her children supposed
    to live on?"  

     

    Sarah held up one hand as Jonathan's paused for breath, panting in
    his fury over what he had just seen. "Please, Jonathan, enough of
    this depressing talk. Pamela came here for a social visit, to admire
    our new sitting room and play the pianoforte, not be subjected to a
    catalog of social ills."  

     

    Jonathan drew himself up abruptly and sighed. "I'm sorry, Miss
    Ashton. My sister is absolutely right. You came here to enjoy the
    pleasures of her good society, not hear the rantings of a Radical
    parson with the social graces of a bull elephant and prickles like a
    hedgehog. I shall cry your pardon and withdraw." He bowed stiffly,
    and left.  
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    Pamela tried to call Jonathan back to continue their lively
    discussion, but he had already shut the door behind him. Once again,
    she was sure she had offended him, though she was uncertain as to
    how.  

     

    Sarah shrugged. "I'm sorry. My brother feels things very deeply."  

     

    Pamela shook her head, feeling unaccountably near tears. "It is I
    who should be sorry. I called him a Bonapartist, and set him off. I
    do apologize. I'm ashamed of myself. Bonaparte is only interested in
    his own power. Jonathan is interested in using the little power he
    has to help as many people as possible. I see the difference now."  

     

    Sarah smiled at her fondly. "Jonathan would be pleased to hear you
    say that."  

     

    "And equally pleased if I were to ask him to help educate me. But
    he's obviously very vexed with me, so I shall have to ask you."  

     

    Pamela paused, and took a steadying breath. "Pray do not laugh at me
    for what I'm about to say. I find that you and your brother may be
    right. That living a life of continuous socializing and frivolity is
    a wasted existence.  

     

    "Oh, I know I cannot give up my balls and soirees entirely. But I
    should like to have a balance in my life, so that people I respect
    do not think me an absolute ninny."  

     

    Sarah looked mildly surprised. "I see."  

     

    "Will you help me? Will you lend me some books, or give me a list of
    what you think I should study?" she asked shyly.  

     

    Sarah smiled. "I'll do better than that. We shall also go over to
    see Vanessa Stone at Millcote. She'll gladly help. She is the
    best-educated woman I know, and will be only too pleased to assist
    you."  

     

    "I thought perhaps, since we just spoke of it, some adult literacy
    lessons might be useful. The children have got a good school, thanks
    to Jonathan, but educating the parents would be an excellent thing
    too, would it not?"  

     

    Sarah nodded, but cautioned, "After a long day of work, it might be
    hard to get them to come. In any case, who would look after the
    children?"  

     

    Pamela thought for a moment, then suggested, "They could come to the
    village hall and play and be looked after by volunteers."  

     

    Sarah considered the proposal in silence. At length she said, "It
    would be a big undertaking, and require more than just your good
    intentions. You would also have to give up your nightly
    entertainments."  

     

    "We can start it one night a week, and see how we go?"  

     

    "I'll do what I can, as will Jonathan, I'm sure, once I tell him."
    She reached for her work basket.  

     

    "Does he need to know?" she asked, blushing.  

     

    Sarah laughed over her darning. "Well, of course, if you wish to use
    the parish hall."  

     

    "He might think it presumptuous of me."  

     

    Sarah smiled. "No, Jonathan will be delighted. And he's certainly
    not one to stand upon ceremony where the welfare of his parishioners
    is concerned. No, I think it will be a great success."  

     

    Pamela bit her lip. "The more you talk about it, the more I'm
    getting cold feet. What if I fail? And besides, I'm not all that
    clever."  

     

    "You won't fail. Anything you can do to help the poor is better than
    nothing. As for being clever, you don't have to be. You're passing
    on what you know to people who will need and appreciate it. Often
    the best way to learn yourself is by teaching."  

     

    "I've thought of one other stumbling block. You know I shall be
    going to Bath and London eventually for the Season."  

     

    Sarah shrugged one shoulder. "We can do our best to start them off,
    and see how we get on from there. I'm hoping there will be other
    young ladies willing to follow your example and donate their time
    too."  

     

    "Very well. How shall we start, do you think?" Pamela asked eagerly,
    perching on the edge of her chair.  

     

    Sarah plied her needle for several moments. "With the alphabet and
    simple passages from the Bible? And I am sure our teacher Mr.
    Brockway will gladly help guide us. I shall get pen and paper and we
    can begin to organize." She put down the stocking and moved over to
    the small writing table. Pamela rose from the fire and joined her.  

     

    They spent the next half-hour making a list of all they would need,
    until the grizzled old manservant Caleb told them it was time for
    supper.  

     

    Pamela rose from her seat by the desk, determined to leave, since
    Jonathan seemed so undesirous of her company. "I really shouldn't
    stay. It's too inconvenient for you."  

     

    "Not at all. The weather is still so foul, the roads and lanes
    running with mud. And I'm sure I smell snow. We have no carriage,
    only the small trap. By the time Jonathan got you home, you would
    both catch your deaths. It's far better to stay here for the night."
     

     

    "But I have nothing with me."  

     

    "I'll be glad to lend you anything you like. It will be so fun to
    have a guest. Your aunt will know where you are and not be worried,
    I take it?"  

     

    Pamela peered out the leaded window. The torrential rains had turned
    into flurries, just as Sarah had predicted. "Oh my, it looks like a
    blizzard out there. No, I'm sure Aunt Susan would guess that I took
    shelter here with you, and have not come to any harm."  

     

    "Good, then. It's all settled. Come and eat. Afterwards I shall show
    you to your room. I look forward to having your company this
    evening. But please do not feel obliged to sit up with me if you're
    fatigued."  

     

    "Not at all. I've had little enough to tire me these past few
    weeks."  

     

    "This time just after the holidays can be rather depressing," Sarah
    observed as she led the way down the hall to their cozy dining room.
     

     

    Pamela saw that the table had been laid for three. Jonathan must
    have given the instructions, though he was nowhere to be seen.  

     

    He appeared a short while later looking rather distracted. Pamela
    noticed he was in his waistcoat, his dark cravat had been loosened,
    and he was wearing black bands on his shirtsleeves. He noticed her
    look, and stripped off the ink-spattered cloths.  

     

    "I beg your pardon. I did wash my hands, though, I assure you. I was
    writing my letter to The Times. I must thank you for the stimulating
    conversation before, Miss Ashton. I believe I have found the very
    topic for my sermon on Sunday."  

     

    Sarah soon informed him of their conversation about educating the
    parents in the village. As she had predicted, he was most
    enthusiastic.  

     

    "We shall get tutors to work with them one to one. A half an hour a
    couple of times each week should be fine. The children can come too,
    and we shall have tea and cakes. I'll hire some of the older village
    children to help out.  

     

    "This is splendid. It will make a huge difference to so many lives,"
    he said, his face shining with an inner light of conviction. "Thank
    you, Miss Ashton. I feel confident that together we can all make
    many valuable contributions to the people of Brimley."  

     

    He smiled at her warmly. Pamela smiled back, wondering as she did so
    how she had ever thought Jonathan Deveril strict and dour. He was
    the most handsome and genteel of men, and did his best to live up to
    the stringent morals he expected of others, she could see that now.
     

     

    He tried to turn the topic of conversation to subjects he knew
    Pamela would be interested in, and regarding people they had in
    common.  

     

    She noticed that unlike many of the men and women she knew, the
    brother and sister did not say more than was strictly factual about
    their acquaintance, and never joined in with any salacious gossip.
    She made a mental note to try to curb her own gossipy tendencies
    with a much more ruthless determination than heretofore.  

     

    The meal was an excellent one, served on fine china, with good
    silver. The sideboard had an impressive array of tableware and
    silver as well. Pamela guessed that they too had been provided by
    the Duke.  

     

    When she said something about the Duke's superb taste, they simply
    nodded and turned the conversation back to their new
    dÃ©cor. Little did suspect know just how lofty the
    Deverils had been, and actually still were, though lacking in any
    desire to flaunt their wealth and status.  

     

    Pamela took in every little detail of the meal for further
    reflection later in the privacy of her chamber. The Deverils'
    manners, for example, she deemed most fine. She reflected, not for
    the first time, that he seemed more than a simple country vicar. He
    had evidently traveled, seen the world, been to Oxford, and served
    in the Army. He must have been a younger son, forced to seek a
    career for himself.  

     

    "And your family, Sarah. Will they too be joining us in Bath?"  

     

    "Alas, no. Both of our sisters live in the North, and are married
    well, with quite big households to take care of."  

     

    "No brothers, then?"  

     

    "Jonathan is my only one. I'm more than grateful to have him." She
    smiled at him fondly.  

     

    "That's not what you used to say when we were children," he laughed.
     

     

    "Only because you were so inordinately fond of living creatures, and
    decided everyone in the house simply had to be as in love with frogs
    and squirrels and all sorts of other crawling things as you were."  

     

    They both laughed happily at the memory.  

     

    "He used to drive Father to despair," Sarah giggled.  

     

    At the mention of his father, Jonathan sobered, and quickly
    deflected the conversation away from himself and onto their guest.  

     

    "And you, Miss Ashton. You were an only child, I take it, until your
    father re-married?"  

     

    "That is right. Step-Mama came along with little Bertie and Bella,
    and the girls were born a couple of years later. There's a large gap
    between us though, that I must admit is a bit hard to breach. I'm
    glad that Bertie was made Father's heir, of course, but it's a big
    responsibility for us all until he attains his majority at
    twenty-one. I'm afraid he acts quite the little lord of the manor,
    for all that his own father was a spendthrift and wastrel who left
    him with nothing."  

     

    "Do you not think it unjust that your father's wealth should all go
    to Bertie simply by virtue of his being male, without regard to
    merit or entitlement?"  

     

    Pamela stared at Jonathan, nonplused. It had never occurred to her
    before. It also seemed so disrespectful to her father to question
    his judgment.  

     

    "Father worked hard for what he achieved. It was his right to
    dispose of his wealth as he chose," she said with a lift of her
    chin.  

     

    "Forgive me, I did not mean to offend you. I was simply pointing out
    that it seems unfair for one child to inherit everything simply by
    dint of the fact they were born first, and by an accident of
    circumstance also happen to be male."  

     

    "But it's an opinion shared by many, Mr. Deveril. Our inheritance
    system is not something that we can change overnight."  

     

    "Yes, but Clifford Stone and his brother Henry are good examples of
    people who have tried to change things, and you-"  

     

    Sarah shot her sibling a reproachful look once more. "That's enough,
    Jonathan. We are getting carried away again in front of our guest,
    when I'm sure she'd like to have her dessert in peace."  

     

    He signaled for Caleb to take away their plates and bring the sweet
    and a cheese board. "I like to have coffee with the pudding if you
    don't mind, and this room is so cozy."  

     

    "It is," she said, admiring the dark wood and the brocade hangings
    in rich wine and blue.  

     

    "A bit somber, perhaps?"  

     

    "Not at all. Traditional, though. I like it."  

     

    "You have good taste."  

     

    "I seem to be getting quite a reputation for good taste."  

     

    "Oh?"  

     

    "The Earl of Ferncliffe has asked me to help him re-decorate his
    home, myself and my aunt, that is."  

     

    "Did he indeed?" Jonathan asked, a grim expression now creeping into
    his eyes, eclipsing their former brightness.  

     

    "Yes, he's bringing swatches for Aunt to look over tomorrow," she
    said, blithely unaware of Jonathan's seething jealousy. "I'm sure
    she'll be able to help him, though I hope he has a goodly budget."  

     

    "I haven't got to know the Earl properly yet except to dance with.
    He doesn't appear to attend church," Sarah said.  

     

    "Well, he's new to the neighborhood, and might go in Bath, which is
    not all that far from his home and rather more fashionable for a man
    of his rank. It's just taking him some time to settle in, that's
    all."  

     

    "I imagine so," the vicar said dryly, "but one's Christian duty
    should never be neglected for worldly concerns. Not to mention the
    fact that a house of God is just that, no matter if it is deemed
    fashionable or provincial."  

     

    Pamela's eyes widened. "Oh, I do beg your pardon. I didn't mean--"  

     

    "Quite. But yes, I dare say he can find a more liberal
    interpretation of the Lord's word in a large city, and perhaps a
    more lively and progressive vicar than myself. One less elderly and
    paternal."  

     

    Pamela blushed, but he winked at her to show he was simply teasing
    her upon the same theme as their last time together.  

     

    "In any case, who can blame him for worldly concerns? The castle has
    not been lived in for a number of years. It's like something
    directly out of a Gothic novel. I wouldn't be at all surprised to
    find a dungeon, a secret room, and a skeleton or two rattling about
    in the dark dank passages," Jonathan said, though the small smile
    which played about his lips did not light his eyes.  

     

    "Really, Jonathan, you'll give Pamela morbid fancies."  

     

    "You know the Earl well, then?" Pamela asked curiously.  

     

    His face closed up further. "Let's just say that we were acquainted
    some time ago, before he inherited."  

     

    He rose from his seat, his coffee only half-drunk. Then he looked
    around. "Oh, I'm sorry. Please do forgive me."  

     

    He sat back down hastily. "I was so eager to finish my letter and
    thoughts for my sermon Sunday that I forgot my manners entirely."  

     

    Sarah smiled indulgently at him. "I'm not offended. I'm accustomed
    to your absent-minded ways. But you will scandalize Pamela if you
    don't behave better."  

     

    "Not at all. Please don't let me keep you." She rose, and he stood
    up from his chair, bowed to her and his sister, and left them alone.
     

     

    Sarah watched her brother go with a fond smile. "I shall be
    surprised if we see him for the rest of the evening. He does get so
    passionate about some topics."  

     

    Pamela considered the closed door thoughtfully. "Passion can often
    be a good thing, though."  

     

    "Spoken like a true romantic. But it can often lead to errors in
    judgment. Take a young woman eloping with the wrong man, for
    example."  

     

    She nodded. "I agree. It can lead to ruin, scandal, and a great deal
    of unhappiness for all concerned."  

     

    "That is why you will be careful, won't you?" Sarah said with a
    worried frown. "Do forgive me for speaking so plainly, but I feel it
    incumbent upon me to give you the benefit of my advanced years."  

     

    "I assure you, I have no intention-"  

     

    Sarah placed her hand upon Pamela's arm. "I didn't say you would. I
    was just going to warn you that sometimes unscrupulous men can trick
    you, compromise you deliberately, the better to get hold of your
    fortune."  

     

    "So your brother did tell you what happened the other week," Pamela
    said, not sure who to be more angry with, Jonathan for telling her
    sister, or herself for having been so naÃ¯ve in the
    first place.  

     

    "Jonathan said nothing. What happened? Are you all right?" Sarah
    asked in alarm.  

     

    "Yes, yes, I'm fine," Pamela hastened to reassure her. "It was Mr.
    Prine. Jonathan sent him packing. But if you didn't know about that,
    then why mention tricks and stratagems?"  

     

    She shrugged. "I've seen it happen to two of my friends, and know
    how unhappy it made one, and how narrowly disaster was avoided in
    the other instance. I know you have a sizable fortune, and will be
    pressured by your aunt into marrying well. That she views Bath as a
    golden opportunity to make a conquest."  

     

    Pamela nodded. "Yes, she does."  

     

    Sarah sighed, and wiped her mouth with her napkin. "I know that she
    means the best for you. But an empty title, or hollow flattery, are
    not what's best. Marrying a man who can love, respect and esteem you
    is the ideal, whatever your Aunt Susan may say."  

     

    Pamela smiled. "Thank you for the advice. I'm glad I shall have you
    by my side for at least part of the time in Bath. I will consider it
    a great favor if you'll watch over me and keep me from folly."  

     

    "If you're sure you are not angry with me?" Sarah said with a timid
    smile.  

     

    She patted the other woman's hand. "No, I'm not angry. I feel a bit
    naÃ¯ve and silly, but I own that I've been coming more
    and more to your way of thinking. It's nice to be popular, but I'm
    sure some of the men only see me as a walking bank account."  

     

    "It's true with some men," Sarah said, toying with one of Pamela's
    blond curls, "but they are a fool if that's all they see, since you
    are very lovely, my dear. You're a wonderful girl, and in time will
    be a formidable woman in your own right. Often it's easy to be led
    into doing things by pressure, force of habit, or circumstance. I've
    always followed my heart, and find it to be the best guide."  

     

    "And you, Sarah, what of your beaux? A beautiful woman like you? Why
    have you not wed?"  

     

    She waved one hand dismissively, and poured more coffee for them
    both. "I never met the right man. Or at least not one that I was
    certain I would gladly spend the rest of my life with."  

     

    "I see. Forgive me, but would a lack of fortune have something to do
    with their lack of interest? I mean, I notice you're not asked to
    dance very often, and-" She blushed and decided she had said more
    than enough.  

     

    "I'm sure that's part of it," Sarah said calmly, seeming not in the
    least offended. "That and the fact that I'm not so insincere that I
    would feign interest in a man simply for form's sake. I do like to
    go out, but the meaningless small talk grates upon my nerves at
    times.  

     

    "And perhaps too, with the examples of good men like Clifford and
    Thomas, my brother's best friends, it's hard to find anyone to
    compare favorably with them."  

     

    "Then surely a season in London-"  

     

    Sarah shook her head. "No, I've been to the Town. It holds no charms
    for me."  

     

    Pamela stared at her. "Have you been disappointed in love? Is that
    why you are so averse to the idea?"  

     

    Sarah shook her head again more vehemently. "No, I've never fancied
    myself in love. I feel sure I'll know the right man when I see him,
    but I won't actively go looking for one."  

     

    Pamela decided to broach a subject which had puzzled her much in
    recent weeks. "And how exactly does a person knows when they're in
    love, do you suppose?"  

     

    Sarah rose from her chair and moved toward the door. "I think we
    should make ourselves comfortable in front of the fire in the
    drawing room. This could take some time."  

     

    Once they were ensconced by the roaring blaze in the hearth in the
    Wedgwood room, Sarah picked up her darning once more and said, "I've
    observed many happy couples, and also many unhappy ones. With the
    happy couples, they talk of everything and nothing. It's as if
    there's no one else in the room for them. They have a certain way of
    looking at each other, in an intimate manner, with a physical
    closeness. The Duke and his wife, for example. I'm sure you've seen
    them together."  

     

    Pamela reflected upon this remark for a moment. "Yes, they're a fine
    couple. I see what you mean. They do act as if they were the only
    people in the room."  

     

    "Clifford and Vanessa are the same, though one would not have
    imagined when they first became engaged that they ever would have
    settled so well. It's a true love match. The birth of their son
    three months ago has made their happiness together complete."  

     

    "In that case, she won't want to be bothered helping to teach me."  

     

    "On the contrary, she'll see it as a trial run for her own child."  

     

    "A few years early, perhaps," Pamela said with a grin.  

     

    "Yes, rather, though knowing that pair, little Arthur is bound to be
    precocious."  

     

    They watched the fire dance for a time in silence. Then Pamela
    broached the other subject which had been troubling her.  

     

    "And the marriage itself? I mean, the physical side. What do you
    suppose it's like? Just too shocking?"  

     

    Sarah answered carefully, "It would very much depend upon the man,
    and the nature of the relationship, I suppose. Why do you ask?"  

     

    "Step-Mama tells me it's something dreadful that simply has to be
    tolerated, but I'm not so sure. If it were, why would women ruin
    themselves for it?"  

     

    Sarah nodded. "A good question. I'm not really equipped to answer,
    never having been in love or married myself. In terms of the happy
    women I know, their husbands take the trouble to be affectionate and
    attentive toward them. They do not use their fists, are patient and
    kind and forbearing. Other women I have met, well...  

     

    "And we know all about prostitutes. It shows a failing on the part
    of the man more than the woman, that they would buy intimacy just as
    they would a new cravat."  

     

    Pamela's brows rose. "I hadn't thought of it that way. Then what is
    your opinion of affairs, adultery?" she asked, dropping her voice to
    a whisper. "Why do people do it? Risk everything for love?"  

     

    The older woman shook her head. "That's lust, not love. Love is
    doing the decent and correct thing no matter how hard it is. It's
    keeping your word, your oath, even when it's not convenient or even
    sensible."  

     

    Sarah took a sip of her coffee and sighed. "Sometimes it can be
    carried to great extremes. My brother, for example. Once he gives
    his word, he never goes back on it, no matter how much common sense
    and self-preservation might dictate otherwise."  

     

    She started as Jonathan entered the room.  

     

    "Taking my name in vain again, Sister?" he drawled, his eyes
    watchful and wary.  

     

    Pamela had never seen him looking so ill at ease.  

     

    "Not at all, Jonathan. I was just telling Pamela that you're a man
    of your word, even at great inconvenience to yourself."  

     

    He smiled tightly. "Ah, yes. But it's easy to give your word and
    then break it. It happens all too often, does it not? Just as it's
    easy for a man to represent himself as one thing, when he is another
    entirely."  

     

    "Now, now, that topic sounds far too contentious for an after supper
    chat. It will disturb the digestion, and Miss Ashton will already be
    susceptible to nightmares after what you've told her about
    Ferncliffe Castle."  

     

    "In that case, I shall do my best to help amuse you both. Miss
    Ashton, do you like plays?"  

     

    She smiled broadly. "Yes, of course."  

     

    "And reading aloud?"  

     

    "Yes."  

     

    "Very good. Why do we not all have a turn together?" he suggested.
    "Here is Pilgrim's Progress. You can be Christian, Sarah the
    Atheist, and I shall be Hopeful."  

     

    He went over to the small bookshelf by the door, and handed a copy
    each to the ladies. He told them to find paragraph seven hundred.
    When they had all found the appropriate place, he said, "Begin with
    that paragraph, please, Pamela."  

     

    She complied with Jonathan's request. "What is the meaning of your
    Laughter?"  

     

    Sarah said in her role as the Atheist, "I laugh to see what ignorant
    persons you are, to take upon you so tedious a Journey, and you are
    like to have nothing but your travel for your pains."  

     

    "Why man? Do you think we shall not be received?"  

     

    "Received! There is no such place as you dream of in all this
    World."  

     

    "But there is in the World to come."  

     

    "When I was at home in mine own Country, I heard as you now affirm,
    and from that hearing went out to see, and have been seeking this
    City this twenty years; but find no more of it than I did the first
    day I set out."  

     

    "We have both heard and believe that there is such a place to be
    found," Pamela read.  

     

    Sarah recited, "Had not I when at home believed, I had not come thus
    far to seek; but finding none, (and yet I should, had there been
    such a place to be found, for I have gone to seek it further than
    you) I am going back again, and will seek to refresh myself with the
    things that I then cast away, for hopes of that which I now see is
    not."  

     

    "Then said Christian to Hopeful his fellow, Is it true which this
    man hath said?"  

     

    Jonathan said in firm tones, "Take heed, he is one of the
    Flatterers; remember what it hath cost us once already for our
    hearkening to such kind of fellows. What! no Mount Sion? Did we not
    see from the Delectable Mountains the Gate of the City? Also, are we
    not now to walk by Faith. Let us go on, said Hopeful, lest the man
    with the Whip overtake us again. You should have taught me that
    lesson, which I will round you in the ears withal: Cease, my Son, to
    hear the instruction that causeth to err from the words of
    knowledge. I say my Brother, cease to hear him, and let us believe
    to the saving of the Soul."  

     

    Pamela said in the role of Christian, "My Brother, I did not put the
    question to thee for that I doubted of the Truth of our belief but
    to prove thee, and to fetch from thee a fruit of the honesty of thy
    heart. As for this man, I know that he is blinded by the god of this
    World. Let thee and I go on, knowing that we have belief of the
    Truth, and no lie is of the Truth."  

     

    "Now do I rejoice in hope of the glory of God."  

     

    Jonathan broke of the reading for a moment. "You both did that very
    well. Now, Sarah, you can read the narrator's part."  

     

    "So they turned away from the man; and he laughing at them went his
    way. I saw then in my Dream, that they went till they come into a
    certain Country, whose air naturally tended to make one drowsy, if
    he came a stranger into it. And here Hopeful began to be very dull
    and heavy of sleep; wherefore he said unto Christian..."  

     

    "I do now begin to grow so drowsy that I can scarcely hold up mine
    eyes, let us lie down here and take one nap," Jonathan continued.  

     

    Pamela warned him, "By no means, lest sleeping we never awake more."
     

     

    "Why, my Brother? Sleep is sweet to the labouring man; we may be
    refreshed if we take a nap," Jonathan said.  

     

    "Do you not remember that one of the Shepherds bid us beware of the
    Inchanted Ground? He meant by that, that we should beware of
    sleeping; wherefore let us not sleep as do others, but let us watch
    and be sober."  

     

    "I acknowledge myself in a fault, and had I been here alone I had by
    sleeping run the danger of death."  

     

    "And that, of course, is the message I would like to convey,"
    Jonathan said with a smile. "This life is but a dream. When we are
    dazzled by its baubles, and false philosophies, it lulls us into a
    state of complacency, so that we do not want to pick up our burdens
    and toil once more."  

     

    Pamela smiled back at the handsome young man, hanging on his every
    word. "Very clever. You're certainly an excellent teacher. The
    children must love you at Sunday school."  

     

    "When the weather gets fine, we dress up as pilgrims and take our
    packs into the woods. You should join us some time. Sarah loves it,
    don't you?"  

     

    "It's a great deal of fun," his sister said.  

     

    "I should like that. But I fear I shall be in Bath or London by the
    time the weather is fine enough for such an outing."  

     

    "Ah, yes of course, the delights of the Ton. A dream of yours, I'm
    sure." Jonathan's tone had become more frosty. He took the book from
    her hands and set it back on the shelf without another word.  

     

    Pamela realized she had spoken hastily, and had made herself look
    worse than usual after he had just warned her of the dangers of
    worldliness.  

     

    She blushed and looked away.  

     

    Sarah came to her rescue by asking her to play something on the
    pianoforte.  

     

    She rose to comply, but as she walked toward the instrument, she was
    suddenly conscious of the deficiencies in her repertoire. Too many
    of the songs she knew had what Jonathan would no doubt deem
    objectionable content.  

     

    She confined herself, therefore, to instrumental pieces. She was
    relieved when he listened with evident enjoyment, and approved her
    choices. He eventually came over to turn her music, and she thrilled
    at being so near to him again.  

     

    "Very well done. You have just the right touch on that Bach."  

     

    "Kind of you to say so."  

     

    "But no more than you deserve," he said with a warm smile.  

     

    "Would you not much rather read to us? I know you had a particular
    passage on educating women which you wanted to show me."  

     

    "Well, if you're really interested," Jonathan said, gazing intently
    at her face, and wishing he could leave aside his duty for just one
    moment. One kiss.  

     

    She gazed up into his eyes intimately. "I am, truly."  

     

    Jonathan dragged himself away from her temptingly ripe lips. "Very
    well, I shall fetch my copy of Defoe from the study."  

     

    He returned a short time later, and leafed through the pages looking
    for the correct place. Then he sat down so close to her in front of
    the fire that one movement of either of their legs would have them
    touching most intimately.  

     

    Ignoring his quaking flesh, he said, "Here we are.  

     

    "The Education of Women by Daniel Defoe, 1719.  

     

    "I have often thought of it as one of the most barbarous customs in
    the world, considering us as a civilized and a Christian country,
    that we deny the advantages of learning to women. We reproach the
    sex every day with folly and impertinence; while I am confident, had
    they the advantages of education equal to us, they would be guilty
    of less than ourselves.  

     

    "One would wonder, indeed, how it should happen that women are
    conversible at all; since they are only beholden to natural parts,
    for all their knowledge. Their youth is spent to teach them to
    stitch and sew or make baubles. They are taught to read, indeed, and
    perhaps to write their names, or so; and that is the height of a
    woman's education. And I would but ask any who slight the sex for
    their understanding, what is a man (a gentleman, I mean) good for,
    that is taught no more?"  

     

    "Hmm, that's very true," Pamela said with a nod.  

     

    "The soul is placed in the body like a rough diamond; and must be
    polished, or the lustre of it will never appear. And 'tis manifest,
    that as the rational soul distinguishes us from brutes; so education
    carries on the distinction, and makes some less brutish than others.
    This is too evident to need any demonstration.  

     

    "But why then should women be denied the benefit of instruction? If
    knowledge and understanding had been useless additions to the sex,
    God Almighty would never have given them capacities; for he made
    nothing needless. Besides, I would ask such, What they can see in
    ignorance, that they should think it a necessary ornament to a
    woman? or how much worse is a wise woman than a fool? or what has
    the woman done to forfeit the privilege of being taught? Does she
    plague us with her pride and impertinence? Why did we not let her
    learn, that she might have had more wit? Shall we upbraid women with
    folly, when 'tis only the error of this inhuman custom, that
    hindered them from being made wiser?"  

     

    Pamela's eyes lit up. "A good point."  

     

    "They should be taught all sorts of breeding suitable both to their
    genius and quality. And in particular, Music and Dancing; which it
    would be cruelty to bar the sex of, because they are their darlings.
    But besides this, they should be taught languages, as particularly
    French and Italian: and I would venture the injury of giving a woman
    more tongues than one. They should, as a particular study, be taught
    all the graces of speech, and all the necessary air of conversation;
    which our common education is so defective in, that I need not
    expose it. They should be brought to read books, and especially
    history; and so to read as to make them understand the world, and be
    able to know and judge of things when they hear of them."  

     

    Pamela nodded. "That is precisely what I wish for."  

     

    Jonathan smiled at her warmly, and allowed their knees to touch.
    "I'm glad."  

     

    "To such whose genius would lead them to it, I would deny no sort of
    learning; but the chief thing, in general, is to cultivate the
    understandings of the sex, that they may be capable of all sorts of
    conversation; that their parts and judgements being improved, they
    may be as profitable in their conversation as they are pleasant.  

     

    "Women, in my observation, have little or no difference in them, but
    as they are or are not distinguished by education. Tempers, indeed,
    may in some degree influence them, but the main distinguishing part
    is their Breeding.  

     

    "The whole sex are generally quick and sharp. I believe, I may be
    allowed to say, generally so: for you rarely see them lumpish and
    heavy, when they are children, as boys will often be. If a woman be
    well bred, and taught the proper management of her natural wit, she
    proves generally very sensible and retentive."  

     

    "Do you believe that to be true, Mr. Deveril?" she asked quietly,
    her blue eyes shining up at him making him feel like a god.  

     

    "Absolutely, Miss Ashton," he said, letting the length of his leg
    relax against hers most intimately, and their shoulders brush. "I
    teach both boys and girls in Sunday School after all."  

     

    She leaned against his warm, solid body even more closely, unable to
    help being drawn into the orbit of his magnetic presence. Where was
    the harm in just a few moments of comfort? "Pray continue, sir. I am
    all ears."  

     

    She seemed all woman to him, soft and yielding, but he kept his
    hands on the book and returned his eyes from her bosom to the
    printed page.  

     

    "And, without partiality, a woman of sense and manners is the finest
    and most delicate part of God's Creation, the glory of Her Maker,
    and the great instance of His singular regard to man, His darling
    creature: to whom He gave the best gift either God could bestow or
    man receive. And 'tis the sordidest piece of folly and ingratitude
    in the world, to withhold from the sex the due lustre which the
    advantages of education gives to the natural beauty of their mind.  

     

    "A woman well bred and well taught, furnished with the additional
    accomplishments of knowledge and behaviour, is a creature without
    comparison. Her society is the emblem of sublimer enjoyments, her
    person is angelic, and her conversation heavenly. She is all
    softness and sweetness, peace, love, wit, and delight. She is every
    way suitable to the sublimest wish, and the man that has such a one
    to his portion, has nothing to do but to rejoice in her, and be
    thankful."  

     

    "Yes, I should like to be described as such," Pamela said.  

     

    "As indeed would I," Sarah agreed.  

     

    "I have no doubt you shall both succeed. For the alternative is not
    very desirable, as Defoe shows.  

     

    "On the other hand, suppose her to be the very same woman, and rob
    her of the benefit of education, and it follows-  

     

    "If her temper be good, want of education makes her soft and easy.  

     

    "Her wit, for want of teaching, makes her impertinent and talkative.
     

     

    "Her knowledge, for want of judgement and experience, makes her
    fanciful and whimsical.  

     

    "If her temper be bad, want of breeding makes her worse; and she
    grows haughty, insolent, and loud.  

     

    "If she be passionate, want of manners makes her a termagant and a
    scold, which is much at one with a Lunatic.  

     

    "If she be proud, want of discretion (which still is breeding) makes
    her conceited, fantastic, and ridiculous.  

     

    "And from these she degenerates to be turbulent, clamorous, noisy,
    nasty, the devil!"  

     

    Pamela found herself blushing profusely at these descriptions, and
    owned that she could sometimes be proud and haughty. She could also
    easily be accused of being fanciful and whimsical.  

     

    If Jonathan noticed her unease, he made no comment upon it as he
    continued,  

     

    "I remember a passage, which I heard from a very fine woman. She had
    wit and capacity enough, an extraordinary shape and face, and a
    great fortune: but had been cloistered up all her time; and for fear
    of being stolen, had not had the liberty of being taught the common
    necessary knowledge of women's affairs.  

     

    "And when she came to converse in the world, her natural wit made
    her so sensible of the want of education, that she gave this short
    reflection on herself: "I am ashamed to talk with my very maids,"
    says she, "for I don't know when they do right or wrong. I had more
    need go to school, than be married."  

     

    Pamela blushed again at his last words. "Thank you so much. I can
    see why you recommended it as a powerful piece."  

     

    He resisted the temptation of leaning in closer to her lithe body.
    "Now you shall be well-armed with arguments in favor of improving
    your education, if anyone should ever ask you why you would trouble,
    or why bother to educate your daughters." He shut the book and rose
    from his seat, distancing himself from her oh so alluring form.  

     

    "And now, if you'll forgive me for saying so, I think it's time for
    us all to retire for the night. You've had a long day, and need to
    rest after having been out in such inclement weather.  

     

    "Thank you for visiting the Millers today. It was very kind of you
    to take the trouble and bring so many fine things."  

     

    She wondered how he had known, when she hadn't mentioned it at
    supper, but she was pleased with his praise.  

     

    They stepped out into the hall, and he lit each of their three
    candles. Then he took up some books which had been left there, and
    said, "A bit of reading for you to start your personal program of
    study."  

     

    She stared at him again. He was some sort of magician or mind
    reader, that was it. But no, he was just a perceptive man, she
    decided.  

     

    She stammered her thanks, and taking the candle and books, ascended
    the stairs.  

     

    The Deverils reached the landing a short time after her.  

     

    "Good night, Sister." He kissed Sarah on the brow, and she gave him
    an affectionate pat on the cheek.  

     

    Pamela felt a pang as she watched them. She wished she were closer
    with her half- and step-siblings. She had envied them, but perhaps
    they also envied her? It was an interesting point she would have to
    consider.  

     

    The room Sarah had put her in was airy and light, in cream with pale
    primrose accents. It overlooked the garden, and under the window was
    a fine walnut desk and chair. She put the books down on it, along
    with her candle, and waited as Sarah showed her what she had lent
    her.  

     

    "Nightdress and wrapper, brush, and of course, there are towels and
    warm water. Is there anything else you need?"  

     

    "I don't think so."  

     

    "You can have a bath in the morning."  

     

    "Oh, I wouldn't like to put the servants to such trouble."  

     

    "No trouble at all. We have a well-appointed bathroom with indoor
    plumbing, courtesy of the Duke, who has a real fetish for
    cleanliness, as do all the Rakehells. A leftover from their days in
    the Army when they scarcely had water to drink, let alone wash
    with."  

     

    "Oh my."  

     

    "Anyway, if you're sure you don't need anything else?"  

     

    "No, I'm fine, thank you."  

     

    Sarah smiled. "Then I shall just shake hands and say good night."  

     

    Pamela took the proffered hand. "Goodnight, Sarah, and thank you so
    much for everything. It's been a delightful evening."  

     

    "Don't even mention it."  

     

    As soon as she had left, Pamela disrobed, and picking up one of the
    books, lit her bedside candle and folded down the covers. She slid
    in under the cool sheets, and put her feet right up against the hot
    water bottle before opening the book.  

     

    It was Mary Wollstonecraft's Maria. She scanned down the preface,
    and read,  

     

    "Matrimonial despotism of heart and conduct appear to me to be the
    peculiar Wrongs of Woman, because they degrade the mind. What are
    termed great misfortunes, may more forcibly impress the mind of
    common readers; they have more of what may justly be termed
    stage-effect; but it is the delineation of finer sensations, which,
    in my opinion, constitutes the merit of our best novels. This is
    what I have in view; and to show the wrongs of different classes of
    women, equally oppressive, though, from the difference of education,
    necessarily various."  

     

    She smiled. Not exactly what she had expected. She would have
    imagined Pilgrim's Progress would have been one of Jonathan's first
    choices for her course of study. She looked back at the pile of
    books, and spotted it.  

     

    Rising from the bed, she fetched the volume, and returned to her
    former position. She opened the book to the page she had read from
    earlier, and continued a bit further down the page with the
    description of Vanity Fair.  

     

    Then Christian began and said, I will ask you a question: How came
    you to think at first of doing as you do now?  

     

    Hopeful. Do you mean, how came I at first to look after the good of
    my soul?  

     

    Christian. Yes, that is my meaning.  

     

    Hopeful. I continued a great while in the delight of those things
    which were seen and sold at our Fair; things which I believe now
    would have (had I continued in them still) drowned me in perdition
    and destruction.  

     

    Christian. What things were they?  

     

    Hopeful. All the Treasures and Riches of the World. Also I delighted
    much in Rioting, Revelling, Drinking, Swearing, Lying, Uncleanness,
    Sabbath-breaking, and what not, that tended to destroy the Soul. But
    I found at last, by hearing and considering of things that are
    Divine, which indeed I heard of you, as also of beloved Faithful,
    that was put to death for his faith and good living in Vanity Fair,
    That the end of these things is death. And that for these things'
    sake the wrath of God cometh upon the children of disobedience.  

     

    Pamela wondered if Jonathan were trying to tell her about his own
    life. What had brought an obviously well to do young man, the heir
    to some money and property, to the Army and then the Church? His
    name had never been mentioned in connection with a goodly fortune.
    Was it possible that through, as the book put it, 'Rioting,
    Revelling, Drinking,' he had squandered it all?  

     

    She shook her head. It was not her place to wonder about him. The
    only thing she needed to know about her vicar was that he was
    beneath her socially even if he was above her intellectually. She
    would be foolish to ever consider him as anything more than a
    friend.  

     

    His past might not be as bad as she feared, but it was none of her
    concern. She could not allow herself to get involved with someone
    who had frittered away his fortune, no matter how reformed and
    God-fearing he was now.  

     

    She turned back to the somewhat lurid novel. It had her spine
    tingling by the end of the first page. She closed that book too.  

     

    Really, Jonathan Deveril was the most unsettling man, she thought,
    recalling his steel-gray eyes laughing one moment, and looking at
    her as if he were trying to see into her soul the very next.  

     

    Impatient with these fanciful notions about Jonathan, she blew out
    the candle, and flopped over on her side, pulling the covers up over
    her head.  

     

    She would be grateful for his help with their scheme for going to
    Bath, but that was all. There would be a plethora of fascinating
    people there to keep her entertained. She would treat him like an
    elder brother, and no more. She knew he and his sister were only
    trying to help. But what could they understand of good society, when
    they were now as poor as church mice?  

     

    She fell asleep and dreamed of beautiful gowns and thrilling balls
    where she danced in every set, and had a wonderful time.  

     

    Or would have, if she were not convinced that a pair of dark eyes
    watched her every move, and a huge black spider was weaving its web
    especially for her.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 7]Chapter Seven  

     

    "Miss Ashton, Miss Bledsoe, so good of you to invite me to dinner,"
    the Earl of Ferncliffe said the next day at two o'clock, as he was
    shown into the best sitting room at Ashton Manor.  

     

    Aunt Susan beamed at the newcomer, but Pamela was feeling less than
    enthusiastic about his visit. She had hardly slept the night before
    between her late-night reading and her bad dreams, and had been
    nearly too tired to manage breakfast.  

     

    Pamela probably would have made better progress getting home from
    the vicarage that morning if Jonathan had simply let her borrow a
    pair of Sarah's pattens in which to negotiate the snow-blocked
    roads. But he had insisted on taking her home in the gig, through
    drifts a foot high. They had got stuck twice, and in the end she had
    been forced to help dig them out, though he had insisted he could
    manage himself if only she would be patient.  

     

    "You shall be a snowman by the time you're done, and I do not fancy
    being a snow woman. If you really believe in the equality of the
    sexes, then let me get out and dig," she had argued in exasperation.
     

     

    He had a strange look on his face, almost one of pride, as she had
    labored side by side with him. The whole affair had put her in a bad
    temper. So much for her resolve to have as little to do with
    Jonathan as possible, since he was a mere vicar. Not that he had
    been ungentlemanly in any way, but she would try to take Sarah's
    warning to heart that she needed to watch her reputation and not be
    seen alone with any man in the district.  

     

    Jonathan had got her safely to the door, handed over a small parcel
    of books, and a cloth containing homemade muffins, waved, and
    vanished. There was nothing for anyone to get in a tizzy over.  

     

    Her aunt, however, had berated her for not coming home. "Those
    people are very pleasant, but we need to cultivate a much better
    acquaintance."  

     

    "There aren't many educated people to choose from in the district,
    and we have accepted his chaperonage for Bath, in case you had
    forgotten. What do you want me to do, cut him dead until it's time
    to go? That will indeed be well done."  

     

    Her aunt grew pinched around her mouth. "That's not what I mean and
    you know it. Oh, put those books down. Anyone would think you were
    an Oxford scholar these days, the way you keep going on about the
    things you've read recently."  

     

    The little devil which delighted in shocking her aunt now came to
    the fore. "And why not? Are you saying women can't be as good, if
    not better scholars than men? I've heard that Percy Parke went to
    Cambridge, and got sent down for scandalous behavior. But everyone
    knows his sister Angela is far more clever than he."  

     

    "Really, the idea!" her aunt harrumphed. "Mind you don't repeat that
    in polite society, or I shall be forced to ask you to avoid the
    Deverils in future."  

     

    "I am only repeating commonly-held gossip."  

     

    "No, I meant about women going to Oxford. How shocking!"  

     

    Pamela opened her mouth to argue further, but then recalled her
    appointment with the Earl, and the invitation to dinner which she
    had issued.  

     

    "Two o'clock?" her aunt squawked. "It shall be all hands to the
    pumps, then, to get ready in time. Ring for Cook, and the butler,
    and let us send a note to your Mama."  

     

    "Step-Mama will no doubt be tied up with Bertie."  

     

    "Nevertheless, this is Bertie's house now. As such we must inform
    him and his guardian appropriately."  

     

    Pamela refrained from voicing her opinion as to the unfairness of
    that arrangement. There was no sense in antagonizing her mother's
    sister further. One would have thought she was the new Mrs. Ashton's
    sister the way she always took her part in every household matter.  

     

    Well, what could she expect? If Step-Mama took a dislike to her,
    where could Aunt Susan possibly go? The lot of an unmarried woman
    was not an enviable one, she could see that now.  

     

    In any event, Pamela realized she never would have even thought of
    Bertie with resentment had she not been incited to discontent by
    Jonathan's Radical views upon inheritance. Drat the man, he seemed
    to get into every facet of her life these days whether she wanted
    him to or not.  

     

    Once she had been certain that all the preparations were in hand for
    the Earl's visit, she had gone upstairs to change. Since the day was
    still very snowy, she put on a dark blue merino wool gown which she
    knew made her blonde hair, peaches and cream complexion, and bright
    blue eyes look particularly fine.  

     

    She took especial care with her hair, curling it into lush ringlets
    about her face and down to the nape of her neck. Even her aunt
    commented on how well she looked when she came back down.  

     

    The elements outside were quite violent, but the real heavy weather
    was indoors. Earl he might be, but Ferncliffe said very little about
    himself or his past. Even after several hours in his company, Pamela
    felt him a complete mystery.  

     

    He did not seem to have read anything of interest, and was not an
    avid follower of the papers. He did not know much above the usual
    about horses, and had no opinions on even the decoration of his own
    home.  

     

    He appeared content to just listen to the ladies chat, while he
    looked around the house. He actually requested a tour of it when
    they were finished with the meal.  

     

    Pamela did not wish to be too critical of so exalted a personage,
    but she could have sworn she saw him checking the silversmith's mark
    on the cutlery whilst they were dining.  

     

    Well, of course he would, she could hear her aunt saying. He is
    interested in all the details of having to set up an establishment.
     

     

    So why did he fill her with misgivings? Oh, it was nothing specific,
    just a lack of warmth in his handsome face. His eyes were dark; one
    could almost have described their color as black. Dressed from head
    to toe in black apart from his shirt, he had a most somber air. His
    clothes were good, but not quite as well cut as...  

     

    Hare and hounds, she was doing it again, comparing each man she met
    with Jonathan Deveril.  

     

    It was absurd. The Earl of Ferncliffe had a title, money, power. So
    what if his suit was not exactly what one might expect? The body
    underneath it was also obviously not as good-er, solid, er,
    muscular.... Oh Lord....  

     

    Pamela flushed to the roots of her hair at the unexpected turn her
    thoughts had taken. Her aunt asked at one point if she were coming
    down with a fever.  

     

    Fever indeed! Her cheeks flaming, she tried to take a more avid
    interest in chintzes and peau de soie, but it was hard going.  

     

    For once she was grateful for her Step-Mama's presence, as she did
    have excellent taste. Pamela found herself learning a fair amount
    from her as she matched fabrics for each of the eight rooms which
    the Earl informed her had to be redone.  

     

    "And did the men ever manage to do something with the roof?" Pamela
    asked.  

     

    "The roof?" he repeated blankly.  

     

    "Yes, you remember, I ran into you in Brimley yesterday, outside the
    tavern."  

     

    "Pamela, really! Your conversation gets worse every day," her aunt
    scolded. "As if a man like the Earl of Ferncliffe would ever be seen
    anywhere near a public house."  

     

    Aunt Susan having deftly changed the subject, Pamela lapsed back
    into silence, and looked forward to a quiet evening in her room.  

     

    Alas, that was not to be, for the Earl lingered on for supper, and
    so charmed the older women of the household that he was invited to
    stay.  

     

    He had pleaded another engagement, but made a great show of getting
    out of it and electing to linger in their humble home for their
    evening meal. Her aunt was only too delighted to have him, and added
    to her enjoyment of the evening by losing a substantial amount of
    money to him at the card table.  

     

    Pamela was tempted to remonstrate with her aunt, but the money was
    already gone. In any event, she knew it would have little effect.  

     

    Gambling was an acceptable part of their social life, and her aunt
    had only been trying to be polite. Still, she hated to think that
    they would have to pinch on the housekeeping for the rest of the
    month as a result.  

     

    She also resolved to keep an eye on her aunt in Bath, for if that
    was how badly she played compared to a man of the world like the
    Earl, she would be fleeced of her blunt in no time.  

     

    They were not paupers by any means, but everything had to be paid
    for out of their monthly allowance, and Bath and London were bound
    to be pricey.  

     

    At last she rose and said, "If you will forgive me, I'm rather
    fatigued."  

     

    The Earl stood up and bowed. He took up his fabric books, thanked
    them all gravely for their hospitality, and departed.  

     

    "So charming, such easy manners, and so entertaining."  

     

    "Entertaining? He has scarcely an original thought in his head."  

     

    "But think of the manors, the jewels, the gowns, the prestige."  

     

    "The boredom," she said under her breath.  

     

    "He has not yet got to know you. I know it's flattering to speak
    upon topics that interest you, Pamela, but you have such decided
    opinions ever since your father died, it's no wonder he is so
    reticent. Really, you must not put yourself forward so much, my
    dear. It's most unladylike," her aunt scolded.  

     

    She plumped her curls and continued, "It does not do well to show
    off your learning. You have had the benefit of some schooling, and
    seek to improve yourself, but no man wants a wife more intelligent
    than he. Please pretend to be more ignorant than you are, and you
    shall get a man in no time."  

     

    Pamela opened her mouth to state that she felt herself to be far too
    ignorant. And as for getting any man who wished her to be a ninny,
    well, if that were the case then he would not be worth having.  

     

    But she clamped her lips shut, realizing that she had to pick her
    battles wisely. Her aunt was of a different time and generation, and
    was never going to agree with her. Moreover, the hour was late, and
    she did not wish to provoke any bad feeling between them.  

     

    So Pamela forced herself to remain silent, shrugged, and headed up
    to the tranquility of her room. She had done her duty and furthered
    the acquaintance, and would try to keep an open mind about the Earl.
     

     

    At least he was handsome and danced creditably. That was more than
    enough for her superficial set to think well of him. Though not
    quite enough for her, she admitted, even though it once would have
    been.  

     

    When she had changed for bed and combed out her hair, she tucked
    herself up into bed with her hot water bottle, and took up another
    of the books Jonathan had given her, The Meditations of Marcus
    Aurelius.  

     

    "Men seek retreats for themselves, houses in the country, seashores,
    and mountains; and thou too art wont to desire such things very
    much. But this is altogether a mark of the most common sort of men,
    for it is in thy power whenever thou shalt choose to retire into
    thyself. For nowhere, either with more quiet or more freedom from
    trouble, does a man retire than into his own soul, particularly when
    he has within him such thoughts that by looking into them he is
    immediately in perfect tranquility; and I affirm that tranquility is
    nothing else than the good ordering of the mind. Constantly then
    give to thyself this retreat, and renew thyself; and let thy
    principles be brief and fundamental, which, as soon as thou shalt
    recur to them, will be sufficient to cleanse the soul completely,
    and to send thee back free from all discontent with the things to
    which thou returnest.  

     

    But perhaps the desire of the thing called fame will torment thee.
    See how soon everything is forgotten, and look at the chaos of
    infinite time on each side of the present, and the emptiness of
    applause, and the changeableness and want of judgment in those who
    pretend to give praise, and the narrowness of the space within which
    it is circumscribed and be quiet at last. For the whole earth is a
    point, and how small a nook in it is this thy dwelling, and how few
    are there in it, and what kind of people are they who will praise
    thee.  

     

    "Free," she said aloud. She read back over the essay once again, and
    understood why Jonathan had marked out the passage for her. It was a
    warning against discontent, and the fact that fame and fortune were
    fleeting. That life could change in an instant, and not always for
    the better.  

     

    She laughed to herself bitterly. It was ironic of him to warn her
    against discontent, when he had been fostering it within her breast.
     

     

    Marcus Aurelius advocated looking within. Well, she had been, and
    did not always like what she found there. That was why she had taken
    up her studies in the first place.  

     

    Reading the books Jonathan had suggested was like opening a window
    into his mind. The intimacy frightened her. It was as though she had
    no thoughts of her own, but was being molded and subtly bent to his
    will.  

     

    But they were so very different. Moreover, there was no chance she
    could ever consider marrying someone so beneath her. Could there?  

     

    She sat upright, tossed the book aside in a fit of pique, and took
    up the Castle of Otranto, one of her favorite Gothic novels
    that she never tired of. It was perhaps a poor choice after the
    terrifying nightmares she had experienced the evening before, but
    she put them down to the fact that she had been in a strange house
    when she had stayed with Jonathan and Sarah. In her own familiar
    white, pink and gold room she was safe and happy. She read until her
    eyes drooped, and then snuffed out her candle.  

     

    The dream came back more vividly than before. Just as it had the
    previous evening, the vision began with a panoply of wonderful
    things, beautiful gowns and thrilling balls where she danced every
    set, and had a splendid time.  

     

    But the pair of dark eyes watched her every move, and a huge black
    spider was weaving its web especially for her in the corner of the
    ballroom. Were the mysterious eyes dark, or steel-gray? And who was
    that child crying? That woman screaming? She could discern long
    black hair billowing out like a shroud...  

     

    She sat bolt upright in the bed, and nearly cried with relief when
    she saw that it was daylight, she was safe in her four-poster bed
    with pretty frilly pink hangings, and it had all been just a
    nightmare.  

     

    All the same, Pamela shivered. Even cowering under the covers and
    rubbing her arms, it took her some time before she at last felt
    warm.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 8]Chapter Eight  

     

    The church bells chiming at six-thirty reminded Pamela that it was
    Sunday. She would have liked nothing better than claim a chill and
    stay in bed after the dreadful nightmares she had experienced. But
    duty called, and she was curious to hear Jonathan's sermon against
    recruiting officers.  

     

    She swung her leg over the edge of the bed and began to get ready,
    dressing in numerous layers to combat the cold. Over them all she
    put on a black frock with narrow wine piping, and took special pains
    with her hair. She was still wearing light mourning for her father,
    but had succumbed to the temptations of mild vanities in the form of
    trim and some jewels.  

     

    Not to mention her social calls and events, she thought ruefully, as
    she yanked her brush through her hair crossly. No wonder everyone
    thought her flighty.  

     

    Even now, she was worrying about what others would think of her
    hair. Ringlets would be too obvious, but plaiting was special and
    demure, as well as eye-catching, she was sure.  

     

    After the two readings and the theme, 'They also serve who only
    stand and wait,' Jonathan commenced the sermon proper. Pamela found
    herself almost sitting at the edge of her seat in church for the
    first time in her life. He was a powerful orator, filled with zeal.
    A passion which she was sure could match her own...  

     

    His words vibrated through her, leaving her helplessly enthralled by
    his voice. It was almost as if he was speaking directly to her,
    putting a spell upon her. Laying claim to her. His deep thrilling
    tones caressed her ears, her neck, her spine. She felt her skin
    flush as she looked at his handsome features bathed in the early
    morning sunlight.  

     

    In his crisp white vestments, his handsome face glowing with fiery
    fervor, he looked every inch a god. She found herself more than
    willing to worship him in whatever way he wished.  

     

    She shoved that blasphemous thought to one side, and tried to
    concentrate on his words, not his magnificent physique.  

     

    "Do not let them talk to you of honor when they try to persuade you
    to go fight. As the poor simple countryman asks in the play The
    Recruiting Officer by George Farquhar, 'Pray now, what may be that
    same bed of honor?', the Recruiting Officer called Kite responds,
    'Oh, a mighty large bed! Bigger by half than the great bed at Ware:
    ten thousand people may lie in it together, and never feel one
    another.'  

     

    "That, my brethren, is no more than a death bed. It is up to every
    man's conscience if he chooses to join the Army or Navy. But to
    press you into service with liquor and false promises is
    unconscionable. I urge everyone here, if you see these men in the
    taverns, do not allow their actions to go unchallenged. Remember,
    blessed are the meek. Do not be violent, but speak your mind."  

     

    His sermon was rousing, and he had more to say, as she soon
    discovered. She listened to Psalm 39, and once again she felt as
    though Jonathan intended a special message only for her.  

     

    I said, I will take heed to my ways,  

     

    That I sin not with my tongue:  

     

    I will keep my mouth with a bridle,  

     

    While the wicked is before me.  

     

    I was dumb with silence, I held my peace, even from good;  

     

    And my sorrow was stirred.  

     

    My heart was hot within me;  

     

    While I was musing the fire burned;  

     

    Then spake I with my tongue:  

     

    Jehovah, make me to know mine end,  

     

    And the measure of my days, what it is;  

     

    Let me know how frail I am.  

     

    Behold, thou hast made my days as handbreadths;  

     

    And my lifetime is as nothing before thee:  

     

    Surely every man at his best estate is altogether vanity.  

     

    Surely every man walketh in a vain show;  

     

    Surely they are disquieted in vain:  

     

    He heapeth up riches, and knoweth not who shall gather them.  

     

    And now, Lord, what wait I for?  

     

    My hope is in thee.  

     

    Deliver me from all my transgressions:  

     

    Make me not the reproach of the foolish.  

     

    I was dumb, I opened not my mouth;  

     

    Because thou didst it.  

     

    Remove thy stroke away from me:  

     

    I am consumed by the blow of thy hand.  

     

    When thou with rebukes dost correct man for iniquity,  

     

    Thou makest his beauty to consume away like a moth:  

     

    Surely every man is vanity.  

     

     

    He might as well have said the word 'woman,' she thought wryly,
    sitting back in her seat as breathless as if she had run a mile
    without stopping.  

     

    She was glad Jonathan had broken the spell by criticizing her. Then
    she smiled to herself. Really, how absurd. Preaching against worldly
    vanity was a common enough theme. She was sure he hardly ever spared
    her a second thought throughout his busy days except when they ran
    into each other. She found herself wishing she could alter his
    polite indifference in some way.  

     

    She lapsed into the sin of vanity once again when she was delighted
    to hear her name mentioned in the parish events list. Jonathan told
    everyone about the adult reading classes, and praised her in glowing
    terms. He said the lessons would commence on Tuesday.  

     

    She saw several people look around at her in surprise. Many more
    were amused, and she burned with mortification. She could even see a
    few people smirk knowingly.  

     

    Pamela told herself she was doing it because it was a right action.
    Not because she wished to become on better terms with the handsome
    young clergyman. If it turned out that they improved their
    friendship, all the better. But it had not been her primary motive
    in suggesting the classes. Had it?  

     

    She put one hand to her temple. All this soul-searching and seeking
    after self-knowledge and improvement was really rather wearing. She
    wished she were home alone in her room so she could examine her
    conscience a bit more closely. Had she really been trying to flirt
    with Jonathan Deveril?  

     

    The thought was most unsettling. Especially since she began to
    wonder what sort of result she would get if she did attempt such a
    thing.  

     

    She steeled herself for the inevitable face to face meeting as she
    and her family filed out of the church. She could not allow her
    unease to show, or Jonathan would think she disapproved of what he
    had said. She reminded herself that he was a good friend, no more.
    The idea of him as a beau was absurd. If she thought she was
    receiving mocking looks now, just imagine if...  

     

    She quashed that thought ruthlessly. But a glimpse of her
    comfortably ensconced in the vicarage, presiding over the teapot or
    performing duets at the splendid pianoforte, had already flickered
    through her head with lightning speed.  

     

    No, he was a vicar! A man of God, not the world. Poor, humble,
    obscure. Her family and friends all expected so much better for her.
     

     

    Better than a good decent God-fearing man? she heard Jonathan's
    ironic tones demand.  

     

    No, no... She felt herself blushing uncontrollably, and hastily bent
    to tie her bootlace to hide her reddening countenance from her
    sharp-eyed aunt.  

     

    By the time she had finished tying her laces and got her raging
    imagination and emotions under control, she was nearly the last to
    leave the church. She could see Jonathan and Sarah looking at her
    almost expectantly.  

     

    Did she appear so very guilty and sheepish? she wondered.  

     

    She heard her aunt thanking Jonathan for the uplifting sermon,
    though Pamela was sure she had heard her aunt's soft snore
    throughout. She prayed the vicar would not ask her to discuss the
    ideas contained within it any further. Fortunately, his eyes
    swiveled her way, and he greeted her warmly.  

     

    "I'm glad to see you did not take a chill after our rather dreadful
    journey yesterday morning. You were right, we should have simply
    walked. I will own to being rather too protective of you as a woman
    upon that occasion.  

     

    "Now, you will be delighted to hear that we have had numerous
    volunteers for both the teaching and the lessons. Would you care to
    step into the church hall with me to look over the arrangements for
    the school which I've managed to make thus far?"  

     

    "Oh, er, yes, if Aunt Susan doesn't mind."  

     

    "Not at all. It all seems a lot of nonsense for Pamela to be
    bothering with when she has such prospects and there is so much to
    do before Bath. But if she believes she has time, I can't see the
    harm. By all means, go. And you of course will see her safely home,
    you and your sister?" her aunt said pointedly. "Would the two of you
    care to come to dinner, Mr. Deveril?"  

     

    "Much as we would love to, we are committed elsewhere today, I fear.
    Next Sunday, perhaps?"  

     

    She covered her regret well, with only a small pout and pat of her
    curls. "Yes, most certainly, Mr. Deveril. We shall all look forward
    to it."  

     

    Pamela tried to hide her disappointment, but she could not resist
    asking, "Where are you going to dinner today, then?"  

     

    "I was actually going to ask you if you would be allowed to
    accompany us. Sarah and I are going to Stone Court. I wondered if
    you might like to speak with Vanessa about your school. She will
    also be happy to help with the reading you are undertaking. How are
    you enjoying Marcus Aurelius?"  

     

    "Very much, thank you."  

     

    She turned to her aunt. "May I go with the Deverils to Stone Court?"
     

     

    "I don't suppose there is any harm," she said after a short time,
    "except that the weather seems to be most vile today."  

     

    "I'm dressed warmly, and Millcote is not that far."  

     

    "I do share your concern. We shall say that if Miss Ashton is not
    back by eight for supper, then we will have prevailed upon the
    Stones because the weather has turned worse," Sarah said.  

     

    "Very well. I shall not expect you, for I fear that it will rain and
    sleet again." Her aunt peered up at the menacing sky. "Do have a
    good time, and don't wear yourself too much with all this planning
    for the school. Goodbye."  

     

    Jonathan helped Aunt Susan into the Ashtons' carriage, while Pamela
    and Sarah chatted about the sermon in the vestibule, and put away
    the prayer books more neatly.  

     

    "He was very good. Calm and logical, yet still passionate."  

     

    "His years in the war affected him more than anyone could possibly
    ever know," Sarah said. "He came back to a changed world, one he
    scarcely recognized. Or wished to. He gaped into the pit of Hell,
    and it changed him irrevocably. And alas, he's never stopped looking
    into it since."  

     

    "Was he injured badly? Or does he suffer from nightmares?" Pamela
    guessed, awed and humbled at the thought of what he must have
    endured.  

     

    She was ashamed of herself for ever having thought of only the
    handsome, dashing uniforms, She had ignored the reality underneath.
    The killing, maiming. Lives cut short in their prime. The suffering
    in the army, cold, starvation, lack of comfort. She couldn't quite
    grasp it. It was so different from her own comfortable little world.
     

     

    Sarah began to tidy another row of books. "Not injured physically,
    but in his mind. His heart and soul are more grieved than anyone can
    suspect, for all his urbane manner. Please do keep that in mind if
    you ever feel he's being unduly harsh with you."  

     

    "With me?" Pamela asked in surprise. "Why no. Jonathan, er, Mr.
    Deveril, has tried to improve and educate me, for which I'm very
    grateful. I own I was angry a few weeks ago, but I'm always willing
    to admit when I have acted wrongly." She smoothed one book to right
    the spine, and took a deep breath.  

     

    "I would like to take the opportunity to say now that I'm greatly
    indebted to you both for warning me about the error of my ways. I
    find myself far less inclined to be dazzled by worldly concerns now.
    I apologize for being so churlish a few weeks ago. You were right.
    It's not good for me to associate with companions who lack principle
    and seek nothing but pleasure at the expense of others. Gambling
    and, well, wenching, for example." She blushed. "There is nothing
    fashionable in ruining people."  

     

    Sarah patted her on her arm. "I'm glad. Thank you for mending our
    quarrel by coming to visit. There are few women in this district
    whom I feel I could call a true friend without reservation. I would
    like to think we can be, given time."  

     

    Pamela smiled. "I'd like that very much. And look forward to getting
    to know the other ladies in your set much better."  

     

    Sarah moved over to the other side of the row of books to right the
    ones which had been scattered willy-nilly. "You'll like Vanessa, I
    promise. You can't fail to be impressed with Charlotte Eltham, and
    Thomas's sister Elizabeth. Charlotte is not so very different from
    you in the way she was raised. But life's experiences have rendered
    her into tempered steel, fit for any challenge. I shall look forward
    to seeing you like that one day."  

     

    Pamela laughed self-consciously. "Right now I even have my doubts
    about taking on reading lessons, let alone the ills of the world."  

     

    "Poverty and illiteracy are two of them, so you already are."  

     

    Jonathan had come up in time to hear their last exchange. "Indeed,
    yes, Miss Ashton. You've set yourself the challenge, and so simply
    must prevail. Onward, Christian soldiers. The church hall awaits."  

     

    He offered an arm to each of them, and together they strolled to the
    long, low thatched building. Pamela felt as though she were walking
    on air as he praised her and made her feel as if she were the most
    interesting and noble woman he had ever met.  

     

    "I'm so pleased and proud," he said, smiling down at her so warmly
    her heart lurched. "Anything else you want, please don't be shy."  

     

    Pamela looked over the books, chalks and slates which he had
    provided, and the tables and chairs which had been set up at the
    front of the hall, screened off from the rest of it. He had also
    gathered several chests full of toys and children's clothes in a
    variety of sizes. The chests were arranged in a semi-circle to keep
    them from running wild throughout the hall.  

     

    He gave her a list of helpers, and her roster of pupils. She was
    pleased to see how many of the local gentry had volunteered to help,
    and that the list included Jonathan and Sarah.  

     

    "It's good of you to give up your time."  

     

    "It's the least I can do," Jonathan replied with a shrug.  

     

    "Not really, when you already do so much."  

     

    "Ah well, I need to lead by example. I hope that others in the
    parish will help out as and when they can, if not with teaching,
    then with useful items such as books or money."  

     

    "I'm sure they shall."  

     

    He smiled at her. "It will be a sure thing if you only keep at it
    long enough, so that people may see how useful it is."  

     

    She picked up one of the books. "Well, everyone should be able to
    read the Bible themselves, should they not?"  

     

    "Yes, of course, and to read a newspaper, and do sums."  

     

    She shook her head, having assumed that she would be teaching
    reading only. "Oh dear. I had not thought of that at all, Mr.
    Deveril. Even I find it a struggle to do sums."  

     

    "I shall teach you some tricks of the memory which will help you
    recall your multiplication tables, and that will make it easier," he
    offered.  

     

    "I would like that," she said sincerely. "I'm sorry to sound so
    foolish. I was always much better at literature, history and
    languages. I'm not nearly so much of a dolt as you think me."  

     

    He smiled at her almost tenderly. "Never a dolt, Miss Ashton."  

     

    "But I shall wager anything you like that you were never bad at
    anything at school."  

     

    He laughed heartily at that. "Ah, you would lose that wager. I was
    an irrepressible wag. I might have been superb at academic subjects,
    but I was a rather outspoken and boisterous chap."  

     

    Sarah giggled. "Indeed. Quite a harum-scarum lad. Our older sisters
    were terrified he might scare off their beaux, he was so fiercely
    intelligent and rather sarcastic."  

     

    "Ah, but every decent brother in the world is duty-bound to protect
    his sisters," Pamela said with a smile. "They ought to believe that
    few men are good enough for them."  

     

    Sarah and Jonathan suddenly stopped laughing.  

     

    Pamela looked at the pair in alarm.  

     

    The vicar's face was almost white. He swallowed hard, and his grin
    became a grimace. "However, it's not always easy to protect one's
    flock of charges. A shepherd may have to go to another field to mind
    his business there, and it is at just such moments that a ravening
    wolf may strike."  

     

    Sarah's eyes began to glitter, and her voice came out as a hoarse
    croak. "But our sisters have married well, and are happy. And as you
    have always preached, women are not mere sheep, but have the
    capacity to reason and defend themselves."  

     

    "Just so," he said in clipped tones.  

     

    Sarah stroked his shoulder tenderly. "You needn't worry about me,
    Brother. I have no inclination to wed. But if I were to, such a
    decision would be made upon the knowledge of the head as well as the
    heart. And I would never creep around behind your back or that of
    the rest of the world. I love and respect my family, and as such
    could never do any less than be completely candid with all of my
    loved ones."  

     

    "No, my dear, you never would," Jonathan said tightly. "Nor should
    any woman, no matter how tyrannical she feels her family to be. And
    thus endeth another lesson," he added with an airy wave, and tried
    hard to smile again.  

     

    Pamela was still staring at them in consternation. "I agree with you
    both. Acting dishonestly with one's family is the height of folly.
    Elopement may seem terribly romantic. Yet from my limited experience
    it can cause untold misery for all parties.  

     

    "Romeo and Juliet are said to be amongst the world's greatest
    lovers, but they let their passions rage out of control, and it all
    ended most tragically. It ruined the whole family, and even their
    friends' lives."  

     

    Jonathan stared at her. "Yes, just so." He visibly shook as he
    reached out for her. His grip was almost crushing on her wrist for a
    moment.  

     

    Pamela's eyes widened in alarm. She was so frozen with shock it took
    her some time before she attempted to pull away, by which time his
    grasp had eased, and he stroked her wrist absently. She decided it
    must have been a miscalculation on his part, her sleeve not being as
    thick as he had assumed.  

     

    "But come, my dears, the Stones will be expecting us, and I will
    need to go slowly in the carriage with my two precious burdens."  

     

    Sarah gave him a warm kiss on the cheek.  

     

    They closed up the hall and walked the short distance to the waiting
    vehicle, Pamela wondering all the while just what on earth had
    happened to make their demeanors alter so. The conversation had had
    so many layers of hidden meaning for the siblings, she felt
    completely at a loss.  

     

    The only thing she could conclude was that Sarah must have had a
    difficult time in the past with an unsuitable beau, and Jonathan
    blamed himself.  

     

    Was that why Sarah was so opposed to the idea of marriage? Was she
    indeed already married and widowed? Or worse still, a fallen woman?
     

     

    But she had said she would not do anything foolish. And that she had
    no experience of men. One of his other sisters, then? While he had
    been away at the war?  

     

    Oh, it was just too confusing. The more she got to know about
    Jonathan, the less she felt she knew him. And the more enthralled
    she was becoming, for all she knew how unsuitable it was to ever
    even consider him as a beau.  

     

    She settled herself in the carriage and talked of the reading
    lessons, the weather and various household matters with Sarah, while
    Jonathan appeared to concentrate on driving carefully through the
    frozen landscape.  

     

    As he drove, Jonathan felt as though a vast weight were crushing his
    chest. He was astounded at how the grief and pain crept up on him
    when he least expected it.  

     

    One moment he had been looking forward to the reading lessons, even
    to spending more time with Pamela, though he knew he ought not to be
    thinking in those terms.  

     

    Then he had been reminded of his grim past, and all of the old
    feelings of anger and the acute sense of loss had almost overwhelmed
    him. He had so many people to blame, including the ones he still
    loved and wished to deem blameless.  

     

    Thomas Eltham was his best friend. How could he ever reproach him
    for having gone to war with him? He had done it out of friendship as
    much as principle, he knew. As had Clifford.  

     

    All three heirs to their respective fortunes, they could have stayed
    home safely to tend to their affairs, and not a soul in the world
    would have blamed them.  

     

    But no. He had insisted he had to see to things personally, and look
    at all he had lost as a result. The only thing that made that
    thought bearable was the certain knowledge that he could have lost
    so much more.  

     

    He reminded himself that he had to count his blessings. Even after
    the five years of sheer hell he had been through, both during the
    war and then once the three of them had come home, he had not
    suffered as others had. Thomas himself, even Clifford. They had both
    been badly injured, whereas he had escaped virtually without a
    scratch. On his body, at least.  

     

    Yet even after all he had been through, he still couldn't see the
    light at the end of the tunnel. He had gone to Oxford, visited his
    friends as often as he could get away to see how they were
    recuperating, and now had all the duties of a busy parish to keep
    him occupied. Births, deaths, marriages, visits to the poor and
    sick, the running of the regular and Sunday schools all kept him
    busy, yet unfulfilled. Jonathan wondered when he was ever going to
    have what he deemed a normal life.  

     

    Now as he listened to the two women talking about such mundane
    things as the best way to get red wine stains out of a tablecloth
    and the price of beef, he realized with a pang that the answer would
    most likely be never. Not as things stood at the moment. And not
    unless they ever improved.  

     

    Thomas and Sarah had urged him to let go of the past, until Jonathan
    had insisted he would never speak to them again if they did not
    relent. He went to the small village on the other side of Bath at
    least twice weekly to do his duty. He only wished he could do more.
    And that he considered it a true act of love, rather than a burden.
     

     

    Burdensome it was, though he tried to shoulder it cheerfully for his
    friends' sakes. Thomas was the best of men, but his torment over the
    tragic circumstances of two years before was even greater than his
    own. Well, it stood to reason. There were all different kinds of
    love, and degrees of loss. Thomas's terrors for the safety of his
    addled sister and her child were by no means mere fancies.  

     

    Jonathan had thus taken upon himself the role of Jane Eltham's
    protector, and that of her daughter, little Sophie. There had been
    an understanding between he and Jane ever since they had understood
    the concept of marriage. He had never dreamt that she would not wait
    for him. Never imagined coming home to an insane
    fiancÃ©e carrying another man's child.  

     

    Jonathan sighed, recalling Jane as a young girl, so tender and
    innocent, compared with the increasingly angry woman he went to
    visit as often as his parish duties would allow.  

     

    She was being kept well hidden from the men they feared had
    conspired against Thomas, but naturally resented her loss of
    freedom. And was coming to despise him for keeping her there against
    her will. When she was coherent enough to have one.  

     

    Thomas and Jane needed him. He had long ago given up any hope, but
    he had promised the delightful young lady he had adored since
    boyhood that he could never love another.  

     

    He had not been able to keep his word. As hard as he had struggled,
    he knew he was falling in love with Pamela Ashton with all the force
    of a grown man completely enthralled by passion and desire. He
    longed to just wrap his arms around her waist, bury his head against
    her pillowing bosom, and never let her go.  

     

    An image of Pamela, naked beneath him, sprang into his mind,
    obviously a temptation from the Devil himself. He saw her honey-gold
    locks strewn on navy satin sheets, her rosy lips parted, cheeks
    flushed, blue eyes dark with passion, nipples peaked against the
    hard palms of his hands as he spread her thighs with his hips and
    possessed her with his pulsingly needy manhood.  

     

    The vision was so vivid he nearly groaned aloud. He rubbed his hand
    over his face to try to free himself of the powerfully erotic image
    which threatened every particle of his self-control.  

     

    It was impossible, he insisted, flicking the reins against the
    horse's back in exasperation. He had given his word, and there was
    an end to it. No matter how unhappy he was, it was God's will. He
    was simply His vessel, His instrument. He had to avoid temptation
    and adhere to his chosen path, no matter how wretched and torn he
    felt.  
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    "Here we are," Jonathan declared at the end of a nearly an hour's
    drive.  

     

    "Oh my," Pamela said, admiring the magnificent old house of gray
    stone. She entered the front door and looked in awe at the twin
    staircases which ascended to the upper floors, and the fine
    moldings, busts, and paintings which filled the walls.  

     

    The staircases themselves were of snowy white marble, with gilt
    leaves decorating the posts and balustrades. Fine Turkey carpets
    underfoot led up the stairs and to the large formal reception room
    through the double doors under the balcony formed by the two
    staircases meeting at the upper storey. It was as fine as Ashton
    Manor, if not more so, Pamela noted with uncharacteristic modesty.  

     

    Their hosts Clifford and Vanessa Stone greeted them with every show
    of civility, and were indeed a most attractive couple, intelligent,
    but not in the least haughty. Vanessa was tall and willowy, with
    auburn hair and the most remarkable amethyst eyes, Clifford a tall,
    blond Adonis with sparkling sapphire eyes.  

     

    Pamela liked them immediately, and felt as if they were old friends
    within minutes. She paid attention to the woman's happy talk of her
    little son, Arthur, named after Viscount Wellington, of course. But
    she listened avidly to all the men said as well as they sat in the
    Stones' fine pale blue and cream drawing room and sipped sherry.  

     

    She could not fail to be impressed. Clifford and Jonathan were
    obviously as close as brothers, though Clifford's brother Henry also
    being present with his wife Josephine helped her to compare. The two
    brothers were also very close, and she was astonished to find in the
    course of their tour of the stately home which she was given before
    they sat down to dinner that Clifford had willingly divided his
    estate exactly in two, and that the Stone men and women ran it
    together.  

     

    Henry's wife Josephine was a lovely, sensible blonde young woman
    whom he had married the previous autumn. She helped look after the
    smooth running of the household, whilst Vanessa tended to Arthur and
    helped Clifford with the estate and shared his love of writing.  

     

    Pamela observed the happy couples, their long looks, physical
    closeness, and decided that falling in love and having a passionate
    attachment was a very good thing indeed. Both of the women were
    possessed of excellent fortunes, she knew, but that had not been the
    reason why they had married.  

     

    In fact, Clifford shocked her no end by telling her that he had won
    his wife in a card game.  

     

    "I'm surprised you didn't hear all the gossip, but you would have
    been quite young for such talk. Vanessa's half-brother Gerald caused
    scandal here in Millcote the likes of which had never been seen,"
    Clifford said without the slightest touch of embarrassment.  

     

    "I suspect my aunt wouldn't have wanted me to hear such shocking
    tales."  

     

    "Shocking indeed," Vanessa said with a shake of her head. "To
    discover my own brother was a murderer, a highwayman? That he'd
    tried to kill me? I thank God every day for Clifford saving my life.
    If he hadn't come along the road when he did, along with Henry on
    his way to Josephine's birthday party," she added, giving that
    couple a smile, "it would have been all over for me."  

     

    "Thank goodness Clifford saved you," Pamela said sincerely.  

     

    "I do every day. I've found love and life in this house, and created
    a new life in baby Arthur," Vanessa said with a beaming smile
    directed at her husband. "What could be better than that?"  

     

    "Helping with our new school over in Brimley," Jonathan said with a
    wink.  

     

    "Yes, indeed," Clifford agreed. "You may certainly count on us all,
    can't he, Henry?"  

     

    "Certainly. A wonderful idea, Miss Ashton. I feel certain many
    people will gain the benefit of your generosity in terms of time and
    money, and that you'll be a most welcome addition to our little set
    of Rakehells."  

     

    "Rakehells?" she asked, frowning.  

     

    "Our sobriquet from our school days," Jonathan explained with a
    blush. "Young Radicals with more opinions than commonsense at times.
    We soon learned to formulate our arguments more coherently after six
    of the best from one of our rather perturbed teachers."  

     

    "Aye, you were always getting the worst of it. But then you always
    stood out as the most flamboyant and Devil-may-care of all of us,"
    Clifford said with a fond smile.  

     

    "Well, can I help it if I was born dashing and debonair?" Jonathan
    said with an affected drawl.  

     

    "Not at all," Sarah laughed. "But you could be slightly less
    rambunctious, dear brother."  

     

    Jonathan assumed an air of wounded dignity. "And here I thought I
    was the very model of a respectable clergyman," he said in an accent
    which would have cut glass.  

     

    "Indeed?" Clifford chortled. "Is that why you put on plays and
    insist upon the best comic parts? You've never seen a better Tony
    Lumpkin in your life, Miss Ashton."  

     

    "So long as you are referring to him in the role from She Stoops to
    Conquer, rather than his actual deportment," Pamela rejoined with a
    smile. "I've certainly never witnessed any of the raucous behavior
    which you are twitting him over."  

     

    Clifford looked surprised and pleased. "Good, then, he is a reformed
    character thanks to you. Some of his practical jokes were really
    most naughty."  

     

    "Oh do tell," Pamela said enthusiastically, ignoring the uneasy look
    which had settled on Jonathan's face.  

     

    Clifford smiled. "My favorite was when he crept around behind the
    dais at High Table in the college and tied the Master's wig to the
    back of the chair. He stood to say the Blessing and displayed his
    bald head to everyone in the college."  

     

    They all laughed merrily.  

     

    "That wasn't so very naughty."  

     

    "No, the Master actually saw the humor in it himself," Jonathan
    said. "That's not to say I didn't get punished for it, though. I had
    to serve as his personal secretary every spare moment I wasn't at my
    studies for a whole month, and wasn't invited to dine at High Table
    again for the rest of the year.  

     

    "But I did learn an awful lot about how to construct a careful
    sermon from copying out his work, though I thought I would go blind
    at the time. His penmanship was even worse than mine."  

     

    Sarah looked horrified. "Is such a thing possible?" she asked in
    mocking tones.  

     

    Jonathan gave a wry grin. "Indeed. It is a weakness of mine I'm
    trying to overcome."  

     

    "Not soon enough for me, since I am now your copyist."  

     

    "In that case he can take lessons from me," Pamela said merrily. "My
    hand is said to be most fine. I actually won several prizes for it
    at school."  

     

    Jonathan smiled at her. "Then if you are equally good at reading,
    you may act as my secretary. You will certainly learn a great deal,
    as you have asked, and will spend your time most productively for
    the good of the whole parish."  

     

    "Oh, I don't know," Pamela said, blushing modestly.  

     

    Sarah was staring at her brother.  

     

    He realized he had overstepped the bounds of propriety. "I was
    teasing, Miss Ashton. Of course a young lady like yourself has far
    better things to do with her time than pore over the spidery writing
    of a dull clergyman like myself."  

     

    "No, it's not that," she began to protest. "I just want to do well.
    Once we're in Bath we'll be together a great deal. Since you're
    giving up your duties for my sake, I should be most pleased to
    return the favor, if you really think I can."  

     

    "Er, yes, well, we shall see."  

     

    "Bath?" Clifford asked pointedly.  

     

    "Yes, Miss Ashton and her aunt Mistress Susan Bledsoe will be
    staying with the Elthams. Sarah and I shall be going as well for a
    fortnight. I assume Thomas has included you in the invitation?"  

     

    "Oh yes, it's a standing one. I hadn't realized you would be
    staying. You usually travel back and forth."  

     

    "Er, yes, I'll be staying this time," Jonathan replied, tugging at
    his pristine white neck cloth as though it were strangling him.  

     

    Vanessa stood suddenly. "The butler is telling us it's time to come
    in to dinner. Shall we?"  

     

    Clifford Stone took Pamela's arm and Jonathan took Vanessa's and his
    sister's. Henry and his wife trailed along behind.  

     

    Over a fine dinner of venison, pigeon pie, and saddle of lamb, with
    soup to start and a sumptuous array of tarts afterwards, the Stones
    gave many practical suggestions for the school, which Jonathan noted
    down in a small pocket notebook. They also donated some of their
    schoolbooks from when the Stone boys themselves had been small, and
    gave a generous financial donation.  

     

    She saw a different side to Jonathan as they discussed all aspects
    of the school. He was passionate, argumentative, and teasing by
    turns. She could well imagine that he had been a much more outgoing
    youth. But people matured, and the war had certainly taken its toll
    upon him as well.  

     

    After several hours of lively conversation, he drew to her side in
    the drawing room as they sat down to sip coffee. "There, our errand
    is accomplished, I believe. Would you like to start for home now, or
    linger for the evening?"  

     

    "I would not want to inconvenience them after they've been so kind.
    And with the weather looking so changeable, perhaps we should get
    back to Brimley, before we end up having to stay several days?"  

     

    "On the other hand, it might be safer and more prudent to linger one
    night? They won't mind. And you would get the chance to speak with
    Vanessa and my sister about your own course of proposed study."  

     

    Pamela stared back at him in some surprise. "So she told you I wish
    to be a better woman?"  

     

    "She didn't need to. I can see your daily struggles, ever since your
    father passed away and you became guardian to Bertie," he said
    softly, his eyes resting upon her face like a caress. "But yes, she
    mentioned it. We confide in each other always. She is very fond of
    you, you know. Our own sisters are quite far away, and rather older
    than she. And one can never have too many friends."  

     

    She shook her head and replied warmly, "No, indeed not. I should
    very much like to stay."  

     

    Jonathan smiled in relief. How sinful could it be to keep her to
    himself for one more evening?  

     

    "I shall tell Vanessa now." He rose from his chair to address the
    lady of the house.  

     

    "Oh, wonderful. So pleased you can stay, Pamela," the auburn-haired
    woman responded a moment later. "I shall lend you both whatever you
    like. Clifford, Jonathan will be staying the night. Can you get him
    sorted too?"  

     

    "Of course, my love."  

     

    "And don't worry about dressing for the evening. We shall have such
    fun."  

     

    "Just like the old days."  

     

    "Well, not quite," Henry said.  

     

    Jonathan looked grim once again. "I most certainly expect a better
    supper than gruel and rice pudding," he declared, though his tone
    did not match his words.  

     

    Everyone laughed.  

     

    Vanessa replied in mock horror, "Perish the thought! And Cook would
    box your ears for ever suggesting such a thing."  

     

    "Right, I'll go have the rooms made up for the ladies in our wing.
    Jonathan can stay in Henry's wing for the sake of propriety,"
    Clifford said.  

     

    Josephine made a face. "So long as you promise not to drag him out
    for a dawn ride the way you used to. He and I need our, er, beauty
    sleep," she said, blushing.  

     

    "I wouldn't dream of it. As a vicar I'm supposed to encourage all my
    flock to be fruitful and multiply. But there's no reason why Miss
    Ashton and Sarah can't come out, if you don't mind lending us
    mounts."  

     

    "Not at all," Clifford said heartily. "Since you're evidently going
    to leave me to my er, beauty sleep as well, it's the least I can
    do."  

     

    Jonathan winked and patted him on the shoulder.  

     

    The party divided up, with Jonathan going to the east wing, Pamela
    and Sarah off to the west. Pamela was shown to an elegant bedchamber
    draped in navy and gold.  

     

    Vanessa left her to explore the room and small washing alcove whilst
    she went to fetch her some night things.  

     

    "And here's a dress you might like to borrow," Vanessa offered when
    she returned. "It won't be a perfect fit, but it's much lighter in
    weight than your own, and more suited to the house than to
    traveling."  

     

    "Thank you so much. Yes, it was a rather snowy day, and you know
    what it's like to sit in a dank church on a hard pew," Pamela said
    as she vanished behind the screen and began to unbutton her bodice
    and remove the many layers she had donned that morning. "It's a
    lovely color, thank you," she said, admiring the slate blue frock.  

     

    "I thought it would go well with your blue eyes, yet still be dark
    enough to be suited to your mourning."  

     

    "Thank you, that is most kind. I know I'm supposed to be permitted
    gray and even lavender, but it's hard at times not to think that I'm
    disappointing my father in some way. I am rather fond of evening
    finery, and have probably danced far too much this year and got
    myself talked about," she admitted sadly.  

     

    "However, you must consider whether you are wearing it for outward
    show, and the sake of convention, or to genuinely honor his memory?"
     

     

    Pamela considered the question seriously for a moment. "Would it be
    terrible if I said all those reasons?"  

     

    "Not terrible, no," Vanessa reassured her. "It's good that you're
    honest. So long as you're satisfied that you've paid him the
    respects you owe him, what does it matter what others think? Only
    you can say for certain. And no parent wants their child to be
    unhappy, after all. You're very young still, and your father would
    want you to enjoy yourself and marry well if the chance presents
    itself."  

     

    Pamela smiled timidly, feeling much better about her troubled
    conscience. "Thank you. You've been most kind."  

     

    "Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll go see about Sarah, and baby Arthur.
    Then I shall have a little nap. Motherhood can be quite wearing at
    times. I shall see you later at supper. Do please ring if there's
    anything else you need."  

     

    "Thank you."  

     

    Vanessa pointed. "Sarah is right next door. She'll be happy to act
    as your guide. And I shall be more than pleased to give you an
    extensive reading list as soon as I'm more fully awake. See you
    anon."  

     

    Pamela washed and changed, then looked over the books which sat on
    the charming walnut desk. She was pleased to see that they were all
    improving tracts and classics.  

     

    She went to the window to gaze out at the dusk descending over the
    countryside. The sun hung suspended like a perfect crimson globe.
    She watched the rays caress the gently rolling green hills. It was
    lovely, not dissimilar to the view out her own window.  

     

    She wondered what it would be like to live in such a splendid home
    herself one day when she was finally wed. But after having seen the
    Stones interact with each other, she decided that perhaps a home was
    not simply bricks and mortar, but the people within.  

     

    The vicarage was old and rather sprawling, but Sarah and Jonathan
    had certainly made it into a cozy and welcoming haven. She wished
    she could say the same for Ashton Manor. It was elegant and refined,
    with none of the easy informality of Stone Court. Even the four
    young children did nothing to alleviate the frosty formality her
    Step-Mama seemed to impose upon her home. Not that she disliked her,
    but she had never gone out of her way to be a real mother to Pamela.
     

     

    She shook her head and went over to the mirror to check her
    appearance. She was not going to allow herself to feel gloomy. Not
    when she had made so many new friends, and was here at Stone Court
    with Jonathan Deveril.  

     

    Her heart gave a little lift at that thought, and she went in search
    of Sarah.  

     

    She too had donned a fresh gown loaned by Vanessa, a rich sable
    brown.  

     

    "You look lovely."  

     

    "It's a bit too fine for the vicarage, but perfect for here. Are you
    tired? Do you wish to lie down for a while, or would you care to go
    below and see who is about?"  

     

    "Oh, by all means let us join the others. Vanessa has gone to rest,
    but I'm not in the least tired."  

     

    When they arrived downstairs, they found the three men in Clifford's
    study, lounging with a small glass of sherry apiece, just listening
    to the latest news from the war.  

     

    Clifford had evidently received a package of letters from one of the
    other Rakehells, Randall Avenel, with instructions to share the news
    with all of their associates interested in his brother Michael's
    news.  

     

    "He says Blake is fine but far too busy doctoring to write, so
    Michael has acted as secretary to take down all the information of
    note. Randall's own secretary was kind enough to make a fair copy of
    his letters to send to us. Since one of his fellow officers was
    coming back to London for the holidays, Randall got the packet of
    letters quite promptly. He sends his love and best wishes to us all.
    He's delighted to hear that several of us are married, and sends a
    big kiss to little Arthur."  

     

    "Wonderful." Jonathan caught sight of his sister and Pamela in the
    doorway, and sprang up, pulling down his jacket and bowing. "Forgive
    us. We did not see you there."  

     

    All three men had now risen. Pamela waved them down again. "Please,
    this is your home, Sirs, and Jonathan is an honored guest. There's
    no need for such formality, now is there, Sarah?"  

     

    "No, of course not. These gentlemen have all seen me in nappies with
    gobbets of rusk smeared all over my face."  

     

    "Not much change then, eh?" Jonathan teased.  

     

    "Oh, you," Sarah giggled, swatting his arm playfully.  

     

    "I simply meant you are as lovely as ever, except that the rusks
    were most efficacious, since you now have the most gorgeous set of
    teeth."  

     

    "Oh, so smooth-tongued, as always."  

     

    Jonathan laughed. "What do you expect from a vicar? And you would
    not want any Spanish coin from your brother, or indeed any other
    man."  

     

    "No, of course not. There's far too much empty flattery and hot air
    as it is, without you starting. One thing I can always rely upon is
    you being direct, Brother."  

     

    "Well, ladies, what would you like to do now?" the young vicar asked
    with a dapper bow.  

     

    Sarah deferred to Pamela. "You're the guest of honor. It's up to
    you."  

     

    "In that case, I should very much like to hear your friend's letters
    as well."  

     

    Jonathan stared at her. "Oh, um, I don't think--"  

     

    She gave a merry little smile. "I'm very grateful for you trying to
    protect my sensibilities, but I don't need to be protected from the
    ways of the world, grim and stark though they may well be."  

     

    "No, I'm aware of that, but what if there were something terribly
    gruesome or shocking?"  

     

    She gave a mild frown. "Is your friend a rake or rattle, or
    ungentlemanly in some way?"  

     

    "No, indeed," Jonathan said most firmly. "Michael Avenel, Viscount
    Glyne, is the very best of men. No angel, that's for certain, but
    not a debaucher, and without an evil intention in his body. But he's
    a most prodigious soldier. Nicknamed The Grim Reaper, in fact. I
    would not wish any details of his campaigns to distress you unduly."
     

     

    "Well, let me decide for myself? Do, please. I can see how much you
    wish to hear his news."  

     

    She sat on the sofa next to Sarah and nodded at Clifford to
    continue.  

     

    He had been sorting the letters into chronological order, and
    shrugged. Jonathan looked uneasy, but settled back in his chair.  

     

    Clifford sorted the pile to his satisfaction and began to read. "'My
    dearest family and friends. I hope this letter finds you all in good
    health, and that you've been receiving news from me regularly. Blake
    is well, and we see each other when we can, though not in a
    professional capacity, I'm happy to say. I remain well and
    uninjured, praise God. I only wish you all had been so lucky, and
    that we were all still together here in the Peninsula. Sorry for the
    selfish wish, but I do miss every one of you.  

     

    "'Jonathan's dramatic performances in the officer's mess are still
    talked of to this day. And Clifford's skill with a rifle is
    legendary. As for Thomas, his impromptu cricket games and uncanny
    ability to find a greased pig to keep the men occupied is sorely
    missed. Not least because the pig made such good eating when we were
    done with the game.'"  

     

    Pamela stared at the two men present who had been mentioned in turn,
    who both seemed blushingly pleased with themselves.  

     

    "But enough fond reminiscing. Now for some real news. I'll start
    with general impressions, and then fill you in on old friends. First
    off, we have had lulls in the action because of the weather and
    terrain, which is of course most mountainous in the Pyrenees. Anyone
    who thinks it does nothing but rain in England has never been to
    Spain and the south of France in the winter months. It is cold and
    bitter, and I'm heartily sick of the constant drizzle. The only
    thing worse is the frost and snow. We're on quite high ground in our
    encampment. Often the first thing we have to do before even having
    breakfast is dig out hapless comrades trapped in their tents by
    snow.'"  

     

    "Oh my," Sarah sighed. "I do hope he is getting our little packages
    and presents."  

     

    Clifford nodded as he read the next paragraph. "'Supplies are hard
    to come by, and often do not even deserve the name breakfast. Far
    too many times your thoughtful parcels have meant all the difference
    between a mouthful shared amongst comrades, and an empty belly.
    We're all more grateful than we can say, for that and the merest
    snippets of news from home, from the Rakehells, and especially from
    you, my dearest brother Randall.'"  

     

    "Randall was our most faithful correspondent, until his brother
    Francis died," Jonathan explained. "Then he had, well, I suppose a
    breakdown or something. Was so grief-stricken he flubbed his degree
    at Oxford and wrote letters which were the equivalent of
    monosyllables."  

     

    "The poor man," Pamela said sympathetically.  

     

    Clifford squinted and found his place once more. "'We live on tea
    and hardtack, mostly, and count ourselves lucky to have even that at
    times. Though Wellington has done very well generally in
    provisioning the army considering the season and isolation, there
    are so many of us. Plus the French have seen fit to actually plunder
    their own country without compunction or remorse.  

     

    "'Wellington pays cash on the nail for everything to ensure there is
    no hostility between the French and we Allied soldiers. They've been
    treated so badly by their own soldiers, we are actually seen as
    liberators, and cheered whenever we enter a town.'"  

     

    "How remarkable," Henry said.  

     

    "'The plundering has reached desperate proportions, though any at
    all has always been deemed intolerable by Wellington. With that in
    mind, he's sent all but one of the Spanish battalions back into
    their own country. They were far too unreliable, and too intent upon
    revenge and rapine. Not that anyone can necessarily blame them after
    all they endured at the hands of Napoleon's forces since 1808.'"  

     

    "No, indeed," Jonathan said with a nod. "Though it is dreadful all
    the same."  

     

    "'But Wellington is not about to risk everything in what could be
    the last stages of the war over such issues as food and uniforms.
    The Spanish government has neglected their army most shamefully, but
    there's only so much we can do for the poor wretches if we are to
    bring this to a successful conclusion, which please God we shall in
    the spring.  

     

    "'None of us hold with unleashing our anger and resentment upon
    civilians either. It is the nature of war, and we're looking forward
    to catching up with the ever-retreating French and showing them what
    a professional army can do when it is not quivering at the very name
    of Bonaparte.'"  

     

    "Amen to that," Jonathan said heartily.  

     

    Clifford shot him a grin and pointed at the letter. "'I hope you
    will put in a good word for me with the Lord, Jonathan, for the news
    regarding the Spanish government's willingness to ratify the treaty
    of Valencay is most alarming, to say the least. To think we have
    come this far, only to have our base of operations in Spain cut out
    from under us, is a most terrifying prospect.'"  

     

    "Oh no!" exclaimed Henry.  

     

    Everyone looked at each other in dismay.  

     

    Clifford held up his hand for silence. "'Yes, it is true. King
    Ferdinand of Spain and the West Indies has been treating with
    Napoleon to be restored to his throne. In exchange, he will withdraw
    all support from our army. If this happens, we will have no fallback
    position whatsoever.  

     

    "'Having seen what happened at Corunna in January 1809, I would
    never wish any evacuation like that upon us again. But there are few
    ports which would be able to cope with the embarkation of our
    combined Anglo-Portuguese and Spanish forces, which I guess to be
    about eighty-five thousand men.'"  

     

    "Oh Lord, that would be a disaster," Sarah sighed. "I remember only
    too well what everyone suffered the last time."  

     

    "'I know Wellington is taking steps to get the wounded home as
    quickly as possible should the treaty come to pass. In the meantime,
    he relies on us to press forward as quickly as possible, and prays
    for good news from the Allied Forces' Eastern Front.'"  

     

    "How can the Spanish do such a thing, after all we've done for
    them?" Pamela asked in dismay. "A treaty with Bonaparte is the worst
    betrayal imaginable!"  

     

    "The world of politics is all about expediency, my dear," Jonathan
    said with a shake of his head. "But I wouldn't panic too soon.
    Ferdinand is nothing if not slippery. He will most likely say
    anything to be set free from prison at this stage. And from what
    I've been reading in the papers, I think this could actually work to
    our advantage."  

     

    "Really? How so, Jonathan?" Sarah asked.  

     

    He rubbed his hands together thoughtfully, warming them by the fire.
    "If Napoleon is desperate enough to trust one of his oldest enemies,
    a man he deposed, humiliated and disgraced for so many years, it
    must mean the Emperor knows that the end is nigh if he doesn't do
    something to prevent it."  

     

    Pamela looked at him hopefully. "Do you really believe that?"  

     

    Jonathan nodded. "Yes. Napoleon once compared Spain with a running
    ulcer. He's lost many men, and many of his top marshals and generals
    have been broken by the Iberian Peninsula. If he needs the men to
    fight in the east, he'll do whatever he can to reach accommodation
    with Spain. And the Spanish, if they have any sense at all, will
    support Britain regardless of any paper they sign."  

     

    "Let's hope so, Jonathan," Henry said fervently.  

     

    Clifford had been scanning the letter during their discussion.
    "Michael's opinions would seem to confirm Jonathan's suppositions.
    He says here, 'In fact, ever since the Battle of Leipzig in
    mid-October, the Allied Forces in the east have been harassing
    Napoleon unmercifully. He has a very long frontier to defend with
    only about one hundred thousand men so far as we can guess. He is
    conscripting every elderly man and young boy he can.  

     

    "'But we also hear that there has been widespread rebellion and
    refusal to serve. Certainly the local population here acts glad to
    see us. They profess no loyalty to the Little Corporal, and cheer as
    we continue our offensive and harry the French out of the villages,
    and take over their billets. They ply us with food and some even
    with their wives and daughters, I'm sorry to report.  

     

    "'Needless to say, my men are kept in strict order at all times. A
    curfew is enforced with no exceptions. I'm told the wine is most
    excellent, but have taken steps to ensure my men do not get carried
    away by making them pay for everything. But of course I often don't
    have the key to the pay coffers with me.'"  

     

    "Oh, very clever," Jonathan said approvingly.  

     

    Clifford nodded and continued. "'They haven't discovered the
    stratagem quite yet, but they will. It also keeps them away from the
    paid wenches, so we are on the whole fit to fight at a moment's
    notice, were it not for the lack of food and the cold.'"  

     

    "If the weather is anything like it has been here recently, they
    must be truly suffering," Henry said with a sigh.  

     

    Clifford nodded. "'The cold is exacerbated by the poor state of our
    uniforms, which are really a sight to behold. You would be hard
    pressed to find a single man, myself included, who isn't showing six
    to eight inches of bare flesh on each of their arms or legs, and
    even their entire seat. As for boots and shoes, they're becoming a
    real luxury, though fortunately not dinner, as they have in the
    past. And whatever we suffer can never compare with the horror
    stories recounted to us by the French prisoners who managed to
    survive the Russian campaign.  

     

    "'Speaking of, as I pick this letter up again to add to it some
    hours after I first began, it would appear that Napoleon is
    dismantling the army of Spain, insisting upon reinforcements in the
    east.'"  

     

    "How wonderful!" Sarah said with a smile. "Old Boney really must be
    on the run."  

     

    "'We are overjoyed at the news, and more eager than ever for the
    rain to stop and for us to press on. It is my dearest wish that
    Wellington will order us to move, bad weather or no, before the
    Spanish ratify the Treaty. I believe they are sitting on the fence
    waiting for news in the east.'"  

     

    Henry and Jonathan nodded at each other, and Pamela felt less ill at
    ease about the seeming Spanish betrayal of their allies.  

     

    "'Our morale is high despite the suffering I have recounted. We are
    proud to be helping to liberate so many people who have been under
    the Emperor's yoke for so long. I still long for liberty, equality
    and fraternity, as do we all, but not at the expense of the weak and
    poor. Any leader who sees fit to treat his subjects like cannon
    fodder does not deserve to rule. Napoleon may have been a genius as
    a general, but his power has gone to his head and all is slipping
    away. And if it does not slip, we shall wrest it from him.'"  

     

    "Amen to that," Jonathan interjected once more.  

     

    Everyone else nodded their agreement.  

     

    "'I pray God that I shall be back in the bosom of my family by the
    end of the campaign season of 1814, if not sooner. The good Lord
    knows I'm tired of the fighting and killing. I worry for my men more
    than myself at times until I gnaw my nails down to the quick like a
    nervous schoolboy.'"  

     

    Clifford paused to take a sip of sherry.  

     

    "Now to our old friends." Clifford looked up. "Do you ladies want to
    hear this? It might be rather tedious."  

     

    "No, not at all. It's been fascinating to hear so much detail from
    someone right in the thick of it all," Pamela said truthfully. "I
    must say, I can fully understand your point about the recruitment
    sermon now, after hearing what your friend has described. Is that
    what it was like for you, Jonathan?" She felt awed and humbled at
    the thought.  

     

    He nodded. "Pretty much. Freezing in winter, scorching in summer,
    little to eat, endless marches under the sun, sleeping on the
    ground, and threadbare uniforms so faded they could scarcely be
    described as red coats. And that was in the spring of 1812 when we
    left the service. Michael has been there nearly two years longer
    than us, and he never took a day's leave, not for family or personal
    reasons. Has never had more than the most minor scratches either."  

     

    "And please God he stays that way," Henry said fervently. "He's a
    good man, and will one day make a very fine earl, though I certainly
    hope his father will have a long, happy life. Salt of the earth, the
    Avenels, even if Randall has become a bit of a ladies' man."  

     

    Sarah smiled. "He's so fine looking, you can hardly blame him for
    taking advantage of what is offered so freely. Michael too."  

     

    Jonathan looked outraged. "Don't tell me you've been nursing a tendre
    for Viscount Glyne all these years!" Then he laughed.  

     

    "Of course not, silly. All you Rakehells have been like brothers to
    me."  

     

    "Ah, yes, the nappies and rusks. How could I forget?" Jonathan
    winked.  

     

    She lifted her nose primly. "I'm allowed to appreciate handsomeness
    in the same way that men appreciate feminine pulchritude. Look,
    admire, but don't touch. And I will own to liking them tall, dark,
    and handsome."  

     

    Henry sighed dramatically. "Well, that lets all of us out, then!" he
    said with mock dejection, running his fingers through his blond
    hair, very similar to his brother's.  

     

    "And Alistair Grant, who has been silver-haired for as long as we've
    know him, though he was but thirteen or so when he went gray. Thomas
    is married. Randall and our other old companion Matthew Dane, his
    best friend, are too flighty, and Michael too grim and devoted to
    his quests for social justice. Blake is married to his medical
    career, and Lawrence Howard is in India and not exactly on speaking
    terms with most of us any longer. And as much as I adore Philip
    Marshall, he's a former convict. So that lets them out as well, for
    all they're tall and dark."  

     

    Pamela's eyes widened. "A convict?"  

     

    Jonathan clamped his mouth shut. "Oh, um, debtor's prison, don't you
    know," he said after a time. "He's a good man, really, with a
    checkered past. He's stayed very close with Thomas over the years."
     

     

    Sarah saw her brother's unease. "There's no help for it then.
    Despite my brother's wonderful circle of friends, I'm destined for
    spinsterhood," she said with a laugh.  

     

    "Better no husband than a bad one, my dear," Jonathan said somberly.
     

     

    Clifford cleared his throat. "If you're all finished teasing one
    another, can I finish?"  

     

    Pamela had enjoyed the lively banter, but was eager to hear the rest
    of the gripping letter. "Yes, please, do go on," she urged.  

     

    "'The hard campaign has meant a lot of wounds, but it shows the
    character of my men that they refuse to go home, even though many
    have ample cause. They are all determined to see this through to the
    end. Lieutenant Colonel Barnard, commanding the 95th, was very badly
    injured at the Battle of the Nivelle River in November. A musket
    ball passed right through his lungs, and his breath began to rattle
    in his throat and he started to bleed from the mouth.  

     

    "'He had also fallen off his horse right onto the hilt of his sword,
    and bruised himself badly all over. I was grief-stricken to think it
    might be all up with him, after all the time we've been together.
    He's a truly decent human being, and his only flaw, as you may
    remember, is his inordinate fondness for cigars. Well, bless my soul
    if he didn't come riding up to Bayonne to start the siege there
    exactly four weeks after sustaining such a devastating hurt.'"  

     

    "'Oh, good old Andrew!" Jonathan said, obviously relieved. "He took
    over from their first commander Beckwith, who was invalided out
    about the time Clifford and Thomas were injured. We spent most of
    the war alongside the 95th. We were in the 45th."  

     

    "Yes, Beckwith made sure we got back safely. Both were really
    excellent men," Clifford said.  

     

    Jonathan reached out for the letter, and resumed reading, worried
    that more gruesome details might follow. "'The 45th has been going
    along well, at Sorauren, the passes into the Pyrenees, and at the
    Nivelle. I am happy to report that there have been no major
    casualties there.  

     

    "'As for our colleagues in the 92nd, whom we have grown so close to
    throughout our times together, I'm sorry to report that they have
    seen a lot more action. Arnot, both Lieutenant and Captain
    McPherson, and Ensign Mitchell are no more. In fact, James
    MacPherson died this morning, on New Year's Day. A terrible way to
    start 1814, but let us hope he has gone to a better place.'"  

     

    "Amen," Jonathan said devoutly.  

     

    "'Chisholm, Cattanach and Holmes are wounded, but expected to
    recover in time. Reg MacDonald too has been laid low. The Earl of
    March is in good health and asking for you. He is still with the
    52nd, of course, but never forgets his old comrades, and is as good
    a soul as ever lived. He will be a great man one day when he becomes
    Duke of Richmond.  

     

    "'Duncan McPherson is still only an Ensign, and still gets wounded
    in almost every engagement from the time he first fought in Holland
    in 1792. But he never goes home, draws a sick pension, nor
    complains. He's truly an inspiration to us all. He has told me to
    send what I would guess to be all his love to everyone in the Scots
    tongue.  

     

    "'There can be no finer soldiers than the Scots and Irish, who make
    up the bulk of our army. I've been so impressed with the Highland
    Regiments I will admit to trying to play the bagpipes, though I can
    scarcely blow through the narrow chanter. I'm also sorely tempted to
    change my name to MacAvenel. Mac means 'son of' so it would be
    accurate enough. They fight with outstanding bravery, and in kilts,
    no less. I'd like to design my own tartan as well, for dress
    occasions for my clan. My only regret is there are so few of us now.
    May my brothers rest in peace.'"  

     

    "Amen," Jonathan said again.  

     

    "'Finally, I would like to tell you the truth about the battle of
    the Nive, for the newspapers made it seem as if Daddy Hill bungled.
    To my mind there is no finer commander than Rowland, steady as they
    come, no matter what the crisis. Wellington can count on him to get
    the job in hand done no matter how impossible it might be, as we
    have seen time and time again ever since all of this started.  

     

    "'In truth, the near disaster occurred because the new bridge they
    had constructed and been relying upon washed away in the torrential
    rains. One can be the best general in the world, but one cannot
    conquer nature.  

     

    "'In fact, he saved the situation at St. Pierre when Peacocke of the
    71st and Bunbury of the Buffs lost their nerve and actually left the
    field of engagement. Hill held firm, and fed in reinforcements a
    handful at a time wherever they could fit into the river crossing
    being so hotly contested. He declared, 'Dead or alive we must hold
    our ground,' and fought like a demon by our sides.'"  

     

    "Oh my," Pamela said, wide eyed. "The Buffs?"  

     

    "A great man, Rowland Hill," Jonathan said with an approving nod.
    "And they're the 3rd Foot, called the Buffs because of their light
    colored facings on their uniforms."  

     

    "Lieutenant Colonel Cameron could see we were in danger of being
    overwhelmed, pulled us out, drew us back into ranks, and led the
    charge himself right over the bodies of our fallen comrades,
    declaring they served even in death, and that we should not allow
    their sacrifice to be made in vain.  

     

    "'With the colors flying and the bagpipes skirling, it was truly a
    terrifyingly grand moment, one I would never have wanted to miss and
    will remember as long as I live. We charged two ranks deep in a line
    and the enemy fell away like so many dominoes.  

     

    "'Wellington was so delighted with the victory against all odds that
    he rode onto the field and shook Hill's hand in front of us all. He
    declared to Hill, 'The day's your own.'  

     

    "'I still feel a lump in my throat as I write this. But I also have
    to say that never have I see a road and river run so thickly with
    blood as it did during that fateful battle. The French lost over six
    thousand men, and to top it all off, as I found out later, another
    two thousand Germans.  

     

    "'They actually marched into the British camp, handed over their
    weapons, and asked to be repatriated to their home in Nassau. We
    agreed and they shipped out. Napoleon's reliance upon foreign troops
    from countries he subjugated was a foolish plan. Human nature can
    never be forced, no matter what the means of coercion.'"  

     

    "How remarkable!" Henry exclaimed. "Bravo to the Germans."  

     

    "'One final piece of news which you will find amusing is that Hill
    actually swore for the second time in the entire campaign. The first
    time of course was at Talavera, to rally his men. The second time
    was when he found the cowardly Peacocke beating some Portuguese
    soldiers after he had turned tail and run.  

     

    "'Rowland Hill is truly a prince amongst men, and is always a
    fascinating contrast to General Picton, who as you all know
    Wellington thinks is the most rough and foul-mouthed man who ever
    lived, though a superb soldier.  

     

    "'Well, that's all I have time for. Blake sends his love as well,
    and is due for leave if he chooses to take it. I'm hoping he will,
    and can get to see you all. He's been working far too hard for far
    too long, and neglects his own health to help others. Please keep
    the letters coming. You have no idea how good it is to hear your
    news.  

     

    "'Do kiss baby Arthur and your wife for me, Clifford, as well as
    Henry, Jo, and Malcolm Branson. Thomas, do kiss Charlotte for me. I
    hope you will be expecting an addition to the family soon, and I
    can't wait to meet our new lady Rakehells.  

     

    "'Jonathan, best wishes as always, and I pray for a miracle for you
    every day. Love to Sarah, and tell her many thanks for the muffler.
    It was most kind of her to think of me. I'm sure she won't mind
    knowing that much as I appreciated it, her gift went to Lieutenant
    Winchester to comfort him in his hour of need. I shall not describe
    his injury in detail except to say he would be singing soprano in
    the heavenly choir if the musket ball had been a fraction to the
    right."  

     

    Every man in the room winced, while Pamela looked appalled and Sarah
    shocked but mildly amused.  

     

    "'Major Grinstead is waiting for this packet to take to London for
    me, so adieu for now. Yours with all my love, Michael.'"  

     

    The five friends sat solemnly for a moment.  

     

    Jonathan broke the silence at last. "Do you mind if we pray?"  

     

    "Not at all, old chap," Clifford replied, his voice thick with
    emotion. "I would be more upset if we didn't."  

     

    Jonathan scanned over the letter to mention each fallen comrade by
    name, then added Michael and his whole family to the list, then all
    the Rakehells and their family and friends. He finished with the
    Lord's Prayer. and they all said "Amen," most fervidly.  

     

    "And now, if you don't mind, I should like to write back at once,"
    Clifford said.  

     

    "And I," Jonathan added. He looked over at Pamela. "Do you mind?"  

     

    "Not at all," she said sincerely. "Clifford, Henry, do your wives
    have any spare knitting wool and needles? I must admit I spend a lot
    of time doing fancy work, and sitting about chattering idly. The
    least I can do is knit mufflers and socks whilst I do so. "  

     

    Jonathan rose from his seat, and rested his hand upon her shoulder.
    "Bless you, my dear."  

     

    Henry rose too. "I shall find some for you both, never you fear."  

     

    Pamela heaved a huge sigh. "I never thought, never knew." She shook
    her head pityingly.  

     

    "You're young," Sarah said kindly. "You can't be blamed for not
    suspecting. I myself wouldn't know were it not for Jonathan. Even
    then, the letters home can often be censored. The papers don't
    always tell the whole truth either."  

     

    Pamela looked at Jonathan with even more awe. He was so young,
    handsome, intelligent. How he must have suffered.  

     

    He caught her admiring gaze. "I don't want you to imagine from all
    this that I was some sort of hero, Miss Ashton. Anyone can kill.
    Even a young lady, for sufficient cause. Self-preservation, or
    justice, for example."  

     

    "Indeed. I was admiring all you've endured for the sake of others.
    Certainly not the killing, for that is expressly against the Ten
    Commandments. It's the struggle which is heroic, not the killing.
    The enduring of adversity. No one in Europe was willing to stand up
    to Napoleon until the British army went into the Peninsula.  

     

    "I will admit to never having thought about what war meant for all
    concerned. But I've never found killing anything to be worthy of
    praise. Thank you for letting me stay and hear your friend's
    letter," she said sincerely.  

     

    "And I should very much like to send him some things that you think
    he would appreciate, if you don't think it too forward of me. Any
    friend of yours must be a good man. And I take it he has no sisters?
    Is not married?"  

     

    "No, he doesn't. And isn't. But he will be most appreciative. As am
    I. He loves chocolate, actually. And tea. And sandalwood soap. And
    could most certainly use some lice and flea powder."  

     

    Pamela smiled. "If you will tell me how I may direct the parcel to
    him, I'll see that he gets all that and more. And other things his
    men might enjoy."  

     

    "Thank you. It is most kind of you."  

     

    "I'm only sorry I haven't done more."  

     

    He shook his head. "Your father was ill. You've had your own cares."
     

     

    "Not compared with yours."  

     

    Jonathan looked at her sharply. "The Lord never sends us more
    burdens than we can bear."  

     

    Now it was her turn to touch his shoulder. "And a burden shared is a
    burden halved."  

     

    She started as he grasped her hand and kissed it. "Pamela--" He
    gazed into her eyes and leaned forward, until his lips were only
    inches from her own. "Pamela, I want to tell you--"  

     

    "Here's your wool, ladies!" Henry declared loudly.  

     

    Jonathan blinked and sprang away from her.  

     

    Pamela stared at him, then took the basket of notions from the
    younger Stone. "Thank you. Sarah, shall we leave the men to write
    their letters?" Pamela asked, managing to keep her voice steady
    despite the hammering of her heart and the sudden raggedness of her
    breathing.  

     

    "Yes, certainly. I shall add a postscript to yours, if I may,
    Jonathan, so please don't seal it."  

     

    "No, I wouldn't dream of it, Sarah. I still say you should set your
    cap at him. I can't think of a better brother-in-law."  

     

    His face fell again, and he ran his fingers through his sandy hair
    until he once again resembled a prickly hedgehog.  

     

    "Oh, you. For that I shall do my best to find one."  

     

    "You do that, dearest," Jonathan said quietly. "Nothing would make
    me happier. Now shoo."  

     

    Pamela gave him a last long look, but he seemed to have forgot all
    about her. With a little sigh she followed Sarah out of the room.  

     

    As she went into the small parlor to take up her new project, she
    wondered why it always seemed that just when she finally managed to
    get closer to Jonathan, he always slipped away into some private
    Hell of his own, far beyond her reach.  
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    The rest of the evening went by in a whirl. Pamela was astonished at
    how quickly the time passed in such lively and intelligent company.
    As they chatted, she knitted row after row on a muffler with some
    fairly large-gauge needles until she had a long thick hank, which
    she then crocheted together. It wasn't terribly fancy, just an
    ordinary cable knit on two sides in navy blue, but Jonathan praised
    it highly, and actually sat next to her to watch her working.  

     

    "Michael will love it, and be thrilled to have a pretty girl to
    write to."  

     

    "Oh, I don't think--"  

     

    "He admires women, but isn't a rake if that's what you fear."  

     

    "But he's a viscount, destined to be the Earl of Hazelmere one day.
    He would not wish to know someone so plain and obscure as myself."  

     

    "It doesn't seem to stop the Earl of Ferncliffe, now does it?" he
    said a bit more sharply than he intended.  

     

    "No, I suppose not," she conceded, "but--"  

     

    His sandy brows knit. "Then where's the harm?"  

     

    "I would not like him to think me forward. That I was, er,
    encouraging him. Flirting." She blushed with every word. "If he has
    no sister, and I no brother, I should like to serve in that
    capacity. But I would never dream of anything more."  

     

    He looked both surprised and relieved. Pamela was glad when he did
    not probe further, for her feelings were so close to the surface
    that the least encouragement might have set them to bubbling up.  

     

    She told herself to stop being silly. Jonathan was a clergyman, and
    had shown no indication of particular regard for her. Even her
    presence here at Stone Court and the enforced intimacy were for the
    sake of the parish, and her own improvement as a Christian, she told
    herself, wishing all the while that it was not true.  

     

    As for the trip to Bath, he had some time off coming to him. Since
    he was going to stay with his friends, he had been kind enough to
    include she and her aunt, that was all. She could name a hundred
    other kindnesses Jonathan had done for her fellow parishioners, she
    thought as she finished off a row of knitting and paused to take a
    sip of tea.  

     

    "That is cold, Miss Ashton. Pray allow me to pour you more."  

     

    "Since I take it with no milk, it's not a great hardship, and waste
    not, want not. It is rather expensive, after all."  

     

    "Indeed. One of the other Rakehells is a tea trader in India.
    Lawrence Howard. He's made quite a fortune for himself."  

     

    "Tea? In India?"  

     

    He nodded. "Yes, indeed. It surprised me too. But he says the
    growing season there is far longer than in China, and that there are
    more of them."  

     

    She gave a winsome smile. "You know so many interesting people, who
    all lead such exciting lives. I really should, um, look outside
    myself a bit more. Follow the papers, see that there's a wider world
    beyond Brimley, and Somerset."  

     

    "And yet sometimes it's best to content yourself to remaining in
    your own quiet sphere and mastering it. I hope the war will be over
    soon. Then you might knit for the poor, or put your considerable
    skills at sewing to making clothes for them. The orphanages can
    always use little pinafores for the children and so on. Sarah has a
    couple of places she likes to work with."  

     

    He looked at her carefully for a moment. "There is also a clinic for
    unfortunate women which can always use clothes, especially of the
    more decent, respectable sort, for women who want to get out of the
    life, and have a fresh start."  

     

    "Do you mean fallen women?" Pamela asked, her eyes rounding.  

     

    "Yes," Jonathan replied easily, without a trace of embarrassment.
    "We have doctors who volunteer their time, nurses too, midwives. It
    needs a head who can supervise everything. Blake says he'd like to
    take on the post when he comes home from the war. In the meantime
    Sarah and I muddle through, along with Thomas and his wife."  

     

    "That is most commendable of you."  

     

    "But you still sound shocked," he said mildly, leaning forward in
    his chair.  

     

    She gave a small shrug. "You have so many duties. I'm surprised you
    have time. I also wonder at it, since many vicars would not wish to
    be involved in such schemes."  

     

    Jonathan shrugged, and hoped he could keep his tone even. "Christ
    redeemed all sinners. And Mary Magdalene was his special friend,
    even more so than Martha, the good woman without blame. And surely
    the sin is more the man's for paying or taking what should be given
    freely, than for the woman who is compelled by force or economic
    necessity."  

     

    Pamela stared at him for a moment, and then bundled up her wool and
    began to rise from the small sofa. "Pray excuse me, Mr. Deveril. I'm
    just going to wash my hands before supper."  

     

    He jumped to his feet and bowed. "I've offended you." It was a
    statement, not a question. "I'm sorry. Such things are not deemed
    appropriate topics of conversation in front of ladies."  

     

    "Not offended," she said with a blush. "I will own to being tired,
    however. I feel, well, rather fatigued. Your friend's letter, and
    now these new topics, India and the women's clinic, have given me so
    much to think about."  

     

    "I'm glad, then."  

     

    "Yes," she said, offering him a timid smile. "I am too. I never
    imagined I would be. I can see now that my father protected me, but
    there is such a thing as being too sheltered."  

     

    He shook his head. "No, I don't think so. I just wish all women were
    educated, but protected. So you would be aware of the pitfalls, not
    have your naÃ¯vetÃ© preyed upon by plausible
    rogues. Be able to make educated decisions, not be slaves to your
    passions, any more than men should be."  

     

    Pamela saw his face had taken on the grim, mask-like quality she had
    come to dread.  

     

    She risked putting her hand on his shoulder. "If that incident with
    Mr. Prine several weeks ago is what has got you so disturbed, pray
    do not think about it. I would most certainly have been fine--"  

     

    "Yes, um, Mr. Prine, of course. But there are other men far more
    subtle, who don't even have to rely on force. Just remember, Miss
    Ashton, the Devil appears to us in many guises," he warned.  

     

    "Sometimes even that of a friend we know and trust. He flatters and
    cajoles. He would not be able to succeed in tempting us if he showed
    his true visage, as black and ugly as sin."  

     

    She nodded. "I understand that now, I think."  

     

    He took her arm and began to lead her to the door. "Do you? I
    wonder." He contemplated her silently for a moment. "You say you
    wish to know the world better, Pamela. I say you have perhaps lived
    too much in it. And Bath and London will offer you all sorts of
    opportunities to be exposed to both good, sound people of principle,
    and the devils in disguise I have just been speaking of."  

     

    She gave him a warm smile and offered him her hand. "Then like
    Christian, I shall have to brave the dangers of Vanity Fair. But
    with you as my guide, how can I possibly come to harm?"  

     

    "And your Aunt Susan, of course," Jonathan said modestly, though he
    took her hand more firmly in both of his own.  

     

    "Of course. And your sister and friends. It shall be fine. Thank you
    for your concern."  

     

    "Well, that's all an elderly fellow like me is good for. To sit in
    the corner like a gooseberry and stop you young people from taking a
    fall."  

     

    Pamela shook her head. "Oh, no, you're not going to tease me about
    that any more. If you're elderly, I'm the Queen of the May. And
    don't you dare sit in the corner. Your dancing is far too good, your
    company far too scintillating."  

     

    Pamela blushed, and with a curtsey, removed her hand from his grip
    and left the room, hoping her progress didn't look like headlong
    flight.  

     

    How had she dared speak to him thus!  

     

    Jonathan stared at Pamela as she hurried away from him. She had
    looked so embarrassed. Was it possible? Did she really admire him so
    much as she seemed to have indicated today? Pamela Ashton, of all
    people, wealthy heiress and the ideal of at least two-thirds of the
    men in the district?  

     

    He found himself preening in the mirror as he played over the things
    she had said, her looks and smiles, her touch. He smoothed back his
    hair, adjusted his collar and cuffs, retied his cravat, then checked
    his cuffs once more. He brushed his shoulders, though they were
    dust-free, and adjusted his coat tails. Then he made a face at
    himself in the mirror, and threw himself into a chair.  

     

    Damnation. He had forgotten again, for all too brief a time, but
    nonetheless, he had had a brief and blissful respite from his
    plight. Strange how a few moments in her company could do that to
    him.  

     

    Clifford caught his eye, and gave Jonathan what he read as an
    encouraging smile.  

     

    He shook his head.  

     

    His friend opened his mouth to argue.  

     

    Jonathan growled low in his throat. "If you value our friendship,
    you will not voice that thought. And tonight we will be lively and
    cheerful. Not one word about the war, clinics or orphanages. We will
    have a jolly evening of cards and charades, and tomorrow we shall
    shoulder our burdens once more and all go back to our ordinary
    lives."  

     

    Clifford sighed, and waved his hand as though giving in. "If that's
    what you really want, Jonathan."  

     

    Jonathan shrugged, his expression sour. "It may not be. I don't know
    any more. But it's all I will permit myself. I simply cannot
    sacrifice an eternity of future bliss in Heaven for a temporary and
    fleeting happiness here on earth."  

     

    "And what if you're wrong, my friend? What if God has given you a
    gift?"  

     

    "A test, more like. I cannot fail. I gave my word."  

     

    "What of your heart?" Clifford asked, his tone gentle.  

     

    "Clifford, that's enough!"  

     

    His friend reached over to rest his hand on his friend's forearm.
    "You don't need to answer to me. But God knows everything, including
    the secrets of that organ I just mentioned. As for temporary and
    fleeting happiness, I look at Vanessa, and I see an eternity in her
    eyes. And in the face of my son."  

     

    Jonathan shook Clifford's hand off and vaulted out of the armchair,
    striding away. "I'm going to have a walk before supper. Pray excuse
    me."  

     

    Not even pausing for his greatcoat, he stormed straight passed the
    astonished footman and out the front door into the wintry afternoon.
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    The supper table was rather silent as they all stared at the empty
    place setting. Pamela was reminded of Macbeth's banquet scene, with
    the vacant chair reserved for Banquo, who lay dead out on the heath.
     

     

    The small party looked up expectantly every time the door to the
    elegant burgundy dining room opened. They were all exceedingly
    relieved when Jonathan at last appeared, wind-swept and white with
    cold, but otherwise very much alive.  

     

    Pamela's heart lurched to look at him. He was alive, but most
    certainly didn't look fine.  

     

    He reassured them quickly. "Pray do not let me disturb you. I got
    lost," he lied. "I shall go up and wash and change if I may, Henry,
    and join you all in a moment."  

     

    "I've laid out a few choices of clothing for you, Jonathan. Take
    your time," Henry said with a smile which did not quite reach his
    eyes.  

     

    Jonathan bowed, and vanished once more.  

     

    Pamela assumed he was distressed over the letter from his friend,
    and sighed. He was a good man, but felt things so deeply. If she was
    shallow like a ford, he was as deep as the English Channel, with all
    sorts of currents, eddies and swells she could scarcely fathom.  

     

    She could understand him being worried and upset, perhaps even
    feeling guilty for having left the Peninsula before the war was
    over. But he had fought for so long, and his vocation had forbidden
    him from killing any longer. Perhaps he was sorry that he had not
    gone back to become an Army chaplain? Was he even now thinking of
    returning to the Continent?  

     

    The thought was almost crushing in its impact. The prospect of not
    seeing him, being able to take his arm, his hand during a dance, was
    almost too much to bear. She put down her knife and fork, suddenly
    almost queasy.  

     

    "Can I get you something else?" Clifford asked softly.  

     

    She had been seated at his right, with Sarah across from her. The
    other woman was looking at her fixedly.  

     

    "Er, no. I had so much dinner, I fear I cannot do this exquisite
    spread justice."  

     

    She sipped her elderflower cordial thirstily to try to swallow the
    heavy lump that had lodged in her throat.  

     

    "He'll be fine," Sarah said softly.  

     

    If anyone noticed the edge of false hilarity as Jonathan returned
    twenty minutes later, they said nothing. They lingered at the table,
    picking at their food for form's sake to keep him company.  

     

    "Oh, come now. Do please cheer up, all of you. I had no idea that
    going for a little walk would cast such a pall over the whole
    evening," he said in a jovial tone.  

     

    "Pamela is here as our special guest, my particular friend. We
    mustn't have a sprightly young lady think we are always so dour.
    What about some dancing afterwards?"  

     

    "Er, no, really," Pamela said with a shake of her head. "I wouldn't
    mind you giving me some lessons in chess, however. I know Father
    enjoyed it, but he said it was beyond most women."  

     

    "Stuff and nonsense," Clifford said spiritedly. "Vanessa often beats
    me without even trying. And Sarah can most certainly give me a good
    game."  

     

    "Oh, in that case perhaps she can teach me. Jonathan will want to
    talk to his friends here and--"  

     

    "You're my friend. I've just said so. If Clifford has no objections
    to taking out his set, we can begin your lessons directly after
    supper."  

     

    "Can I carry on knitting at the same time?"  

     

    "Yes, easily."  

     

    Pamela was as good as her word and continued to work on her
    contributions to the parcel for Michael Avenel in southern France.
    She studied the movement of each piece, and Jonathan encouraged her,
    and gave her an easy time of it.  

     

    "You're letting me win," she accused softly at one point, looking up
    at him with gentle reproach in her eyes.  

     

    He flashed her a dazzling smile that made her weak at the knees even
    though she was sitting down. "Beginner's luck, my dear. And I have
    to admit, it's more difficult at times to play with an amateur than
    a diligent player. The latter sees patterns on the board, standard
    moves and openings. The former is delightfully unpredictable."  

     

    "Like most women," Henry said with a wink.  

     

    "I've not known that many women, Henry, and neither have you, so I
    shall thank you not to embarrass Miss Ashton with rakish talk,"
    Jonathan said curtly.  

     

    Henry blinked. "No, indeed, I do apologize. Josephine was my
    childhood sweetheart, and I never indulged in any woman before
    marriage."  

     

    "Would I could have been so circumspect."  

     

    Pamela started in shock at his alarming candor.  

     

    Jonathan gave a bitter smile. "There, you see, I have flaws, Miss
    Ashton. I was careful, there were no consequences, but I have not
    always lived up to the Christian ideal. That is all the more reason
    to try to do so now. Thus my quiet existence as a bachelor, and my
    fondness for chess and books."  

     

    She blushed, wondering why he was making such a point of shocking
    her and calling attention to his single state again.  

     

    "If it suits you well enough, Mr. Deveril, it is no one's business
    but yours," she asserted, trying to keep the pique out of her tone.
     

     

    What a waste... She found herself wondering what might persuade him
    to ever marry. A certain kind of woman? Smarter, more devout?
    Brunette, red-haired? If only she knew what she was lacking.  

     

    Then she pulled herself up short. She was no more lacking that any
    of the men she was merely indifferent to were lacking. If there was
    no spark, it could not be forced.  

     

    Except that she was sure there was one. Jonathan leaned forward,
    laughing and smiling, teasing her when she moved her bishop
    incorrectly, pointing out various possibilities she needed to
    consider as the game advanced.  

     

    She certainly felt some sort of unusual heat which made her palms
    damp and the secret space between her thighs lambently moist.  

     

    Could he possibly be immune to it? But no, when he looked at her, it
    was almost as if he was willing her to move into his orbit. All the
    lessons and books, and conversations, were they all not designed to
    bring them closer to one another? Like Pygmalion with his Galatea,
    was he creating her into his desired image?  

     

    Yet at the end of the game, Jonathan urged Pamela to join in the
    general conversation, and always made sure that her point of view
    was given equal time with that of the others. He allowed her the
    freedom to express herself, and supported her even when he
    disagreed. He was trying to help her, but not coerce or force her to
    change her ways as so many domineering men would.  

     

    Pamela continued to knit and he sat by her and watched, so close
    that she could feel the warmth radiating from his broad muscular
    thigh.  

     

    The impression of growing intimacy despite what he had said was
    reinforced when he apologized quietly some time later. "I'm sorry if
    I shocked you before, Pamela. I just keep thinking of the problems
    you've had with Mr. Prine, and some of the other men in the
    district."  

     

    She blushed, knowing he must have heard the gossip about Timothy
    Bridges at the last hunt. "I have learnt my lesson amply. Thank you
    for all your help."  

     

    "I merely wish to see you safe. Married to someone who will be
    worthy of you."  

     

    She quirked one brow. "According to you, I'm not very worthy. Far
    too frivolous, in fact."  

     

    He shook his head. "I'm sorry. I have no right to judge. And I have
    never intended to censure your worth. I merely fear you having your
    head turned. Many women far more intelligent and seemingly canny
    have suffered the most dire fates trusting in men's hollow
    protestations."  

     

    Pamela raised her brows. "And an equal number, I dare say, have been
    deceived with the opposite approach, that of the poor lonely
    bachelor pining away for the right woman to change his life."  

     

    Jonathan stared at her almost angrily for a moment, then laughed. "A
    palpable hit, my dear. It's true. I've seen it work for many men.
    Their claim that they are dying due to loneliness does seem to pluck
    rather successfully at many women's heart-strings."  

     

    He rose from his armchair. "I can see I shall have to be more
    careful about who I'm candid with. The last thing I would wish is
    for me to become an object of your pity. I've made my decision for a
    number of sound reasons of principle, and that shall never change."
     

     

    She quirked one brow. "Shall never, or will never?"  

     

    Jonathan shook his head, bowed, and stepped away.  

     

    Pamela sat blushing for a time, wondering how she had dared
    challenge him so. He had as good as warned her off yet again, yet
    still she had pressed him. And still he had stayed. Was it her
    imagination? Or did his steely gray eyes take on a special
    gentleness when he looked at her?  

     

    Henry now came over to offer her a game of backgammon, and Pamela
    had no further time to consider her odd relationship with her vicar
    before it was time for them all to go upstairs to bed.  

     

    "Jonathan, would you please come see Baby Arthur before you go to
    bed? For a blessing?" Vanessa asked.  

     

    "Of course, my dear. With pleasure. In fact, I would certainly like
    to give one to you all. It has been a most happy day, and I hope the
    beginning of many more like it."  

     

    "Happy despite the letter from Michael?" Clifford asked quietly, his
    blue eyes never leaving his friend's face.  

     

    "Yes, of course. He's alive and well, even with all that's happened
    to him. That alone is cause for thanksgiving." He took his friend's
    hand and his sister's and began to pray aloud. "Heavenly Father, we
    would like to give you thanks..."  

     

    The others all drew together in a circle, Pamela on the other side
    of Sarah, with Henry on her left. At the end of the prayer he
    embraced Clifford, patting him on the back soundly, then kissed his
    sister.  

     

    Pamela found herself the next recipient of his attentions. He laid
    his hands on her shoulders and looked deeply into her eyes, then
    moved his touch to the sides of her head. "Every blessing upon you,
    my dear." He kissed her on the forehead with just the lightest
    touch, but it was so overwhelming she felt her legs giving way
    beneath her.  

     

    His warmth, nearness, his clean masculine fragrance, that of a light
    soap with a whiff of sandalwood, swirled around her like an
    enveloping cloak. The warmth emanating from him filled her with a
    drowsy, voluptuous contentment. She found herself moving forward to
    lean into his body. Their hips brushed lightly, and for a moment he
    looked as though he would draw her even closer.  

     

    Then with a startled blink he stepped backwards, almost onto Henry's
    foot. He hugged him and moved on to Josephine, then Vanessa to kiss
    them in the same way he had Pamela.  

     

    But his kisses were much more perfunctory, and he only laid one hand
    on each of their bowed heads.  

     

    "Come, my dear," he said, taking Vanessa's arm. "Let's go see your
    lovely little man."  

     

    Clifford walked out with the pair, leaving Henry to play the host.  

     

    "Time for bed everyone?"  

     

    "Yes, indeed," Sarah agreed. "It's been a wonderful but long day."  

     

    "You'll stay for dinner tomorrow and head back afterwards?"  

     

    "Yes, a good ride, breakfast, and a call over to the Jeromes would
    be most pleasant if you think your parents are up to a visit,
    Josephine?"  

     

    "Oh, always. If not, then the siblings are."  

     

    "How is your cousin Martin faring these days?" Sarah inquired.  

     

    "Not well," she admitted with a sigh. "He's still in a lot of pain,
    and so grim. Two of the Cavendish brothers may have been punished
    for their part in the highway robberies which took place around
    here, but the memory of being so close to death, and the loss of his
    wife in so horrible a manner, has really altered him. But then
    Jonathan too is so altered. I can remember him being so jolly and
    happy until--"  

     

    "The war," Sarah interjected smoothly.  

     

    "Oh, yes, quite," Josephine said, blinking.  

     

    "And your cousin Samuel? Is he going overseas at last?"  

     

    She nodded. "Please God he'll be kept safe. But yes, he has his
    orders. At least we will be spared that where Martin is concerned.
    The two brothers had hoped to go over together, but now Martin plans
    to resign his commission, since he is still not fit for duty."  

     

    Sarah shook her head. "And Edmund Cavendish? What is he doing now? I
    know Martin always blamed him, and said he was the most evil of all
    of the men involved in that crime ring."  

     

    Josephine sighed. "Still raking from what we hear. His poor brother
    Gareth was the only decent one amongst the Cavendishes, yet has
    struggled to make a place for himself in the world. He's shipping
    out for the Continent this week, apparently."  

     

    Sarah reached the top of the stairs and halted. She looked stricken.
    "He's so young."  

     

    "Yes, only twenty-one, just qualified as a solicitor," Henry said.
    "But apparently we need reserve troops, and he was keen to go."  

     

    "Do give him my best if you see him."  

     

    "And it looks like we can have another adoptive brother to write
    to," Pamela said kindly.  

     

    Sarah patted her on the shoulder. "That's very sweet. I don't know
    him very well. He's so quiet and bookish, for all he's said to be
    tainted with the Cavendish blood."  

     

    "Quiet and bookish? Not really my type at all, then," Pamela said
    with a wry grin.  

     

    Sarah recognized her attempt to cheer the others. "Well, you've made
    wonderful inroads with a second scarf. If Gareth is going over,
    perhaps we can give it to him and entrust him with some of our
    presents for Michael?"  

     

    "Jolly good idea. We shall go call upon him on our way to your
    parents," Henry proposed.  

     

    "Certainly," Sarah agreed. "If you don't mind stopping at the
    stores, we shall gather the things together for Michael and have
    Gareth and Samuel take them over to France."  

     

    "I'll just come get you settled, " Josephine said, taking several
    steps toward the west wing.  

     

    "No need to come with us. We know the way," Sarah told her. "Go get
    your, er, what was it, beauty sleep?"  

     

    Josephine grinned. "In that case, good night."  

     

    Henry bowed over their hands, put his arm around his wife, and
    disappeared into their wing of the house.  

     

    "Have you got everything you need, Pamela?" Sarah asked when they
    reached the blond woman's door.  

     

    "I do indeed."  

     

    Except a good affectionate husband, she added to herself silently as
    she thought of the way both pairs of Stones had looked before they
    had headed off to bed together.  

     

    Pamela had a most shocking image of a man and woman entwined. Only
    the man's hair was sandy, not blond, and...  

     

    "Yes, they are most excellent hosts. Thank you so much for bringing
    me."  

     

    "The visit isn't over yet. I warn you, the Jeromes can be quite
    overwhelmingly jolly."  

     

    "It will make a change from my family, unremittingly stodgy."  

     

    Sarah's dark brows lofted skyward. "Pamela!"  

     

    She sighed. "Oh, I know, it was unkind of me. Step-Mama is a good
    woman but silly, and far too prone to stand upon ceremony. The only
    guest for whom I have ever seen her unbend is the Earl of
    Ferncliffe, and he is so unrelievedly dull."  

     

    "He certainly is. Well, let's not spoil our evening in talking of
    him. Sweet dreams, Pamela."  

     

    To her surprise, Sarah kissed her on the cheek before disappearing
    into her own room.  

     

    Pamela went into her chamber and touched her forehead pensively
    where Jonathan had kissed her. Then she shook her head and began to
    disrobe. Once again the image of a man's hands lightly brushing her
    body as he helped removed each garment filled her senses.  

     

    But it was absurd. Jonathan was a vicar. Poor, obscure, even if well
    educated. It was simply unthinkable. So then why did she keep
    thinking about it.  

     

    She yanked her night rail over her head pettishly, flung her
    hairpins on the dresser, and yanked the brush through her thick
    honey-blond tresses.  

     

    It wasn't possible. There were hundreds of other men eminently more
    suitable. She just had to stop thinking about Jonathan. It was sheer
    perversity of spirit. She only wanted him because she knew she
    couldn't have him, that was it. He had his vocation. She would be no
    better than the half dozen or so women in the parish who flirted
    with him, trying to tempt him away from his principles.  

     

    No, with all the men in the district who had paid court to her, she
    might have reservations, but at least they were free to do as they
    pleased. Jonathan's duties and principles would always bind him, and
    she had the feeling they would make for very cold bedfellows indeed.
     

     

    Yet all he had to do was smile down at her, and she felt a blaze of
    sensation which set her to melting. The ripples in her belly and
    thighs were almost excruciating. What on earth was she to do?  

     

    Aunt Susan always made Bertie take more exercise when he was
    suffering from what she called an excess of high animal spirits.
    Perhaps she should do the same? She decided to do her best on the
    ride tomorrow to work out of her system whatever strange mood had
    gotten into her.  

     

    She settled in bed and blew out the candle with a decided air. She
    would keep herself so busy that she would never have time to pine
    for a pair of handsome steel-gray eyes.  
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    Pamela tossed and turned most of the night despite her resolve to
    try to forget all about the stunning vicar who had fast become an
    integral part of her world.  

     

    As she lay in bed gazing up at the canopy, she recalled her first
    meeting with Jonathan. Was it possible she had begun admiring him
    romantically from the moment they'd met?  

     

    She cast her mind back to their initial meeting about eight months
    before. Jonathan had been new to the parish, and had heard her
    father had been very unwell for some time. Her father had taken a
    sudden bad turn, which had left him confused and not able to use his
    left side very well.  

     

    Jonathan had visited with a basket filled with things easy for an
    invalid to eat, and his Bible.  

     

    "I'm sorry you haven't been able to leave the sickroom to join us in
    services. Would you be needing some spiritual comfort now?" he had
    asked.  

     

    "Oh, indeed," she had said gratefully.  

     

    She had been acutely conscious of her disheveled appearance, her
    plain dark day gown made of plain homespun and her stained apron.
    Her hair had worked it way out of her plain brown tortoiseshell
    combs to curl all around her damp temples. She'd felt mortified that
    any of her father's associates should find her thus. Especially one
    as handsome as Jonathan Deveril.  

     

    She'd been stunned when he had explained the true purpose of his
    errand. Only the poor state of her father's health had stopped her
    from bursting out laughing and telling him not to tease so.  

     

    As it was she was sure she had stared at him like a nodcock for an
    eternity, before recollecting herself and asking him to step into
    the small parlor.  

     

    She had immediately requested leave to fetch tea and be allowed to
    wash her hands, but he had taken her elbow gently, and seated her on
    a low chair, her favorite one in fact. He had pushed forward a
    stool, and lifted her feet onto it. Even through her petticoats the
    contact of his huge hard hands upon her ankles had sent a shiver of
    indescribable sensations coursing through her body.  

     

    Pamela had told herself to stop being so silly, that he was only the
    new vicar. But the plain fact was that for all his religious
    calling, he was an incredible man. Tall, with sandy hair, not quite
    blond, not quite brown, which topped the well-shaped head which
    towered over hers. His broad shoulders were, she was sure, twice the
    size of her own. His clothes were somewhat less than fashionable,
    but of exceedingly good quality.  

     

    Well, it was ever the fate of younger sons to have to go into either
    the Army or the Church, she had assumed when they had first met. No
    matter how ill suited they might be to either career, she had noted
    to herself, as she had sat staring at the most unclerical new vicar
    as though a huge tawny lion had suddenly appeared in her sitting
    room.  

     

    She had taken in his steel-gray eyes, high cheekbones, sensual lips
    which looked ready to smile or kiss at a moment's notice. She felt
    sure this man had to be a breaker of hearts. She had immediately
    tensed, on the alert, for often vicars could be exceedingly
    ambitious, and determined to marry well to make up for their
    deficiencies in their own material status.  

     

    But Jonathan had been nothing if not kind and gentle, not at all
    flirtatious. He had certainly appeared devout, and prayed with her.
    Then he had asked her if she wanted to confess her sins.  

     

    She had surprised herself by saying yes, and admitted in a small,
    pained tone that she found herself so tired all the time, and not a
    little resentful of all she had to do. How the burdens devolved upon
    her most of the time. She knew she should not resent it, for her
    aunt was silly and not even her father's relative. Her stepmother
    was too imperious, and not willing to take a turn in the sick room.
     

     

    "I also know she has the four little ones to look after. So I'm the
    only logical person to nurse him, I know, yet I feel, well, so at
    sea. And, well, envious of others their easy life. Though I know
    that I did have a very easy one until this happened.  

     

    "It's just so unfair, him being so ill. He was always so hale and
    hearty, and I hate the thought of losing him. But no matter what I
    do for him, he gets weaker every day. I have to resign myself to his
    passing, but I'm just so angry and bereft. And so tired."  

     

    He had heard her confession in relative silence, but when she had
    finished he had looked into her eyes in such an intimate way that
    she had been torn between backing away and putting her head on his
    shoulder to weep.  

     

    In the end Jonathan had acted before she could do either, taking her
    hand firmly but gently in his own. She glanced down, blushed, and
    was fascinated by the way it fit so neatly into his enormous palm.  

     

    "You have no reason to feel guilty. There's nothing wrong with
    wanting some time to yourself. It's been a huge adjustment for you.
    You're very young, and it's been a terrible shock. Your emotions are
    in turmoil, as you said, grief and fear and loss. These are only
    natural, and do you credit as a good daughter.  

     

    "You've probably tried too hard to do your duty and show your love
    to him. You evidently haven't been looking after yourself. Long
    hours, scanty meals, it's bound to take its toll. You can't be can't
    be at ease in mind if you are not in body.  

     

    "Please, as soon as you feel calmer, may I go sit with him for a
    time? My sister Sarah will be happy to help as well. And perhaps
    there might be a nurse that the doctor can recommend? She can teach
    you to care for him more efficiently and relieve some of the burden
    you feel."  

     

    "Oh, no, I couldn't ask you all to--"  

     

    "I offered, Miss Ashton. Please, take a turn about the garden, or
    lie down, or pick up a book you enjoy and go sit in a place where no
    one will disturb you. Go away for at least an hour. I insist."  

     

    "But I've already been away for--" she began to object, looking at
    the clock.  

     

    He cut off her protestations. "It's all right. I'll ring for a
    servant if there are any problems. Show me to his chamber and I
    shall pray with and for him."  

     

    Pamela had hovered at the bedchamber door anxiously, but he had
    shooed her away with his hand. He'd given her a warm smile and wink.
    "Go on, little miss. Off with you."  

     

    "Are you certain?" she had asked in a doubtful tone.  

     

    "Go on now. I'll be here for as long as you need me."  

     

    From that day forward, Jonathan had kept his word. He had visited
    her father often, giving Pamela some welcome relief, some time to
    herself to rest, or to get some fresh air. His sister had helped as
    well.  

     

    The intimacy amongst the three of them had not increased, however,
    for she had usually been catching up on her sleep or just going out
    into the garden alone for half an hour. Some of the people she had
    considered friends of herself or the family had visited for the
    first few weeks, but gradually most of them had fallen off.  

     

    Only Sarah and Jonathan had remained steady visitors, and the
    Elthams and Stones had called several times to see if there was
    anything they could do. She was sorry now that she had not made a
    better impression upon them. She had been awed by the Duke and
    Duchess when they had come with Jonathan, and the Stones had seemed
    so wise and very different from herself.  

     

    Now she was friends with them, and the Duke and Duchess were to be
    her hosts just as soon as they were able to go to Bath. She was to
    have a second chance with them, show them that she was not some
    naive little girl. She was determined to make the most of it.  

     

    Pamela stretched and rose from the bed, berating herself for
    daydreaming when she could be doing something useful. She was also
    irritated at herself for being so worldly that she had not been as
    good a friend to Sarah as she ought to have been after all her many
    kindnesses. She had dismissed the dark-haired older girl as pretty
    but unfashionable, on the shelf, though not many years older, only
    in her early twenties.  

     

    As for Jonathan, she had always admired him, but she to admit now
    that she had expected to, well, charm him. That he would change for
    her, that she could make him fit into her world.  

     

    She had teased him about his clothes, tried to engage him in racy
    conversation, and been pettish when she had not coaxed the responses
    from him which she had hoped. It was very badly done, she admitted
    that now, but it was so hard to live up to his ideals.  

     

    As she went through her morning toilette, she acknowledged that they
    weren't his ideals personally, but rather the Lord's. Idle gossip
    could and did damage in her society. She though of the spiteful
    tabbies who gossiped about lovely young Penelope Winston even after
    all these years, whispering behind their hands because her name was
    forbidden to be spoken of aloud in her family's hearing for having
    had an illegitimate child after having been ravished. She shuddered
    again at the recollection of Jonathan saving her from Mr. Prine.  

     

    Even the Duke of Ellesmere was whispered about, though she assumed
    it was because of his Radical politics. As such, it had been
    something she was sure she wasn't the least bit interested in
    listening to. Now she was glad she had turned a deaf ear. If the
    Duke was friends with Jonathan, that was good enough for her.  

     

    As Pamela stroked the brush through her hair, she reflected that
    Jonathan had done so much for her since that first fateful visit to
    her home that it was hard to imagine him simply leaving her alone in
    Somerset while he went off to war again.  

     

    She owed him so much, not least of which had been his appropriate
    handling of her father's funeral. It had been tasteful, not lavish,
    but certainly an indication of her love and devotion to her most
    excellent father.  

     

    Jonathan had taken the whole thing onto his own shoulders, dealing
    with everything in an efficient but reverent manner. He had
    contacted all their friends and relatives, consulted with her on
    essentials, but ensured that she had not been burdened by the almost
    overwhelming duties.  

     

    Her stepmother had played the widow prostrate with grief to
    perfection, Pamela recalled with a sigh. Almost too perfectly, for
    she had not even been sure that Mrs. Ashton would leave her bed for
    the occasion.  

     

    Pamela tried not to let that thought sour her mood. Not when she was
    looking forward to a brisk morning ride. Then she looked around.
    What on earth could she wear?  

     

    A tap at the door sent her scurrying behind the screen. For some odd
    reason she half expected Jonathan's head to appear around the door,
    and then laughed at her foolishness. It was of course only a maid
    with a choice of riding habits and gowns for the day.  

     

    "We'll have a bath for you for when you come back, and a good hearty
    breakfast, Miss."  

     

    "Thank you. These are lovely."  

     

    "And here is your own gown, all freshened up for you," the tiny
    dark-haired maid said, hanging it in the wardrobe last.  

     

    "Thank you. You are too kind. Are the others up and about?"  

     

    "Yes, Miss. But do take your time."  

     

    Pamela was so eager to see Jonathan again that she spent only about
    ten minutes climbing into her clothes and boots and plaiting her
    hair. What would have normally taken over an hour was accomplished
    in jig time. She remembered with a small embarrassed smile Sarah's
    point about her clothes and hair being more simple allowing her time
    for so many other things.  

     

    Pamela almost skipped down the stairs, and gratefully received a cup
    of coffee and some toast from Jonathan's own hand. He was standing
    by the sideboard when she arrived in the breakfast room, and looked
    astonished to see her.  

     

    "Up with the larks? Or does this mean you didn't sleep well?" he
    asked with a worried frown.  

     

    "No, I feel quite refreshed. We have much to do today, and the
    prospect of a good gallop is just too much to resist, especially on
    such a fine morning."  

     

    "It is rather cold, though."  

     

    "I shall be well wrapped up with my cloak and bonnet, never fear."
    She smiled at him, already feeling a warm inner glow.  

     

    After they had all eaten, they went around to the stables, and
    Jonathan helped her up onto a magnificent gray mare with a black
    mane.  

     

    "Oh, she's adorable."  

     

    "Come, Miss Ashton, I insist you use the mounting box. It is most
    slippery on these cobblestones."  

     

    He stood at the top and offered his hand down to her.  

     

    Glad of the contact, she took his hand, squeezing it warmly.  

     

    He smiled at her, and saw her safely into the men's saddle.  

     

    "I guessed rightly, I see."  

     

    "Er, yes, sidesaddle is rather expected at the hunt meets, but I
    much prefer riding like this."  

     

    Jonathan got down off the box and up onto his own mount. She admired
    his fluidity and grace. For so large a man he moved with an elegant
    economy which she found breathtaking to watch. His clothes were
    still dark and somber, charcoal gray today, but they set off his
    coloring to perfection, she noted.  

     

    He looked over and smiled at her again. She looked away guiltily and
    kicked her horse into motion.  

     

    The whole household had turned out for a ride after all. At first
    the seven of them rode sedately enough down the bridle path leading
    away from Stone Court and into the fields, but Henry could not
    resist challenging Jonathan to a race. To their complete shock,
    Pamela spurred her horse as well, and only missed winning over
    Jonathan by a nose.  

     

    "My, you certainly held the course," he praised when they finally
    reined back in to a canter.  

     

    "She did indeed. Good girl. You two ride on. I'm going to catch my
    breath." Henry fell back to wait for his wife to draw parallel with
    him once more.  

     

    "I can be most determined when I wish to be."  

     

    "But we did not set the terms of the race. What is to be your
    prize?"  

     

    "I have already had it, Mr. Deveril."  

     

    "Oh?" he asked, his finely arched brows raising.  

     

    "Being invited here, getting to stay, and be welcomed so warmly by
    such pleasant companions."  

     

    "Thank you for coming."  

     

    "Thank you for inviting me. And for all the rest of it as well."  

     

    He glanced over at her. "The rest?" he echoed blankly.  

     

    "It occurs to me that you have been a guardian angel to me ever
    since you came into the district. I never would have managed without
    your help, and Sarah's, until Father went to his final rest. And
    when that occurred you could not have been more helpful, without
    being at all intrusive. It was a beautiful service. You went out of
    your way to find his old friends and have each one of them say
    something nice about him. It shamed me deeply, I have to admit. But
    I was so glad."  

     

    His face fell. "Shamed you? My dear, I would never--"  

     

    "No, I didn't mean it in a bad sense," she said hastily. "Only that
    thanks to you I saw him as not just a father, but as a person, a
    man. I was very sorry to not have had the chance to get to know him
    better in that capacity. I loved him, but I think I could have liked
    and admired him more."  

     

    "I understand," Jonathan said, nodding. "I feel the same way about
    my father. We were estranged because I went to war, and took orders.
    Mother and I too when she took his part."  

     

    Pamela stared at him, hardly able to grasp what kind of people would
    not have been proud to have such a magnificent gentleman for a son.
    "They did not approve? I would have thought most parents would have
    been delighted that you were doing something to help end tyranny."  

     

    He shook his head. "Don't fool yourself, Miss Ashton. There are many
    people, from all political parties, who admire Napoleon and would
    not mind him winning. The Whigs favor appeasement, even now that we
    are obviously winning."  

     

    She stared at him in shock. "But Bonaparte is a tyrant!"  

     

    He shrugged one shoulder. "True. But people are sheep. They like to
    follow the flock. I'm convinced that half the time Napoleon was
    victorious because the soldiers simply wanted to lose. Or did not
    think they could win."  

     

    "And will you be going again?" Pamela found herself asking, though
    she wanted to bite her tongue as soon as the words left her mouth.  

     

    "Going?"  

     

    "Back to the Army. I should think you'd like to be with your friends
    and comrades again. I know you've renounced violence, but an Army
    chaplain--"  

     

    He shook his head and settled further into his saddle. "No, I'm not
    planning to leave," he said, his tone weighed down with a myriad of
    emotions she could only begin to guess at. "You're right, I admit. I
    wish there was more I could do. But my duties here, my obligations
    to the Duke of Ellesmere, who has given me my parish, and all manner
    of kindness, have got to come second to everything else. Except my
    own conscience, of course."  

     

    "Ah yes, quite so," she said, hoping she didn't sound as relieved as
    she felt. "The Duke gave you your preferment, and the living is, I
    imagine, a very good one."  

     

    "Yes, living the good Christian life amongst such wonderful friends
    is the best of all worlds," he said, his eyes taking on a strange,
    pained look.  

     

    "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to sound so worldly. Not when you friend
    Michael is suffering such untold hardship."  

     

    "No, it isn't that. It's just me being plagued by the blue devils
    again," he sighed.  

     

    "I'm sorry. I know you were distressed yesterday. I thought you were
    wrestling with your conscience. About going back to war," she added
    when he looked at her strangely once more.  

     

    He fiddled with his reins almost nervously. "Quite so. No, my
    conscience is clear, upon that point at least. My family and friends
    need me here, so here I shall stay. I will admit that I feel awfully
    selfish at times about doing so. But I have vowed to love and serve
    God all the days of my life. I can only do that through continuous
    good works."  

     

    "I hope not too good. There must be some time for enjoyment as
    well."  

     

    "I shall have that as soon as we get to Bath," he said with a warm
    smile. "And for the moment, as you have said, with the best of
    company, and the fun to be had with the rest of our visit.  

     

    "After breakfast, we can go to the shops, see Gareth Cavendish, then
    head on to the Jeromes. Then it will be back home to Ashton Manor
    for you. Clifford and Vanessa would be more than glad for us to
    remain longer, but if we're to get our adult reading lessons under
    way tomorrow, we'll need to go back and make a good start first
    thing tomorrow morning."  

     

    He reached over to take her hand briefly. "And before you begin
    worrying that you won't be up to it, let me just say that your
    modesty becomes you, my dear. But I'm certain you'll be up to the
    task. Now come, let's head back. I'll give you one last gallop."  

     

    She felt that familiar soaring sensation she experienced every time
    Jonathan touched her, looked at her in that long, close way of his.
    She told herself it was the joy of flying over the ground upon the
    back of the magnificent gray mare, but she felt it even standing on
    firm ground in a drawing room.  

     

    She noted that Jonathan rode as one with his horse, like a centaur.
    He did everything so well, she might almost think him as lofty as
    the Duke. He was certainly far better bred than the Earl of
    Ferncliffe. The vicar must have come from a very fine family indeed.
    She would need to make inquiries...  

     

    She pulled herself up short at the notion, and her horse as well.  

     

    "What, what is it?" Jonathan asked in alarm, pivoting around in his
    saddle when he realized she was not following him.  

     

    "I didn't want to tire the poor beast," she lied. "And it really is
    good manners to wait for Sarah and the others."  

     

    "Yes, quite. I'm so sorry." He peered into her face, and she gave a
    tight little smile.  

     

    She hoped her thoughts weren't reflected in her expression. Why was
    it that out of every single one of the many men she knew, the only
    one who fascinated her utterly was so far out of reach he might as
    well live on the dark side of the moon?  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 13]Chapter Thirteen  

     

    A long hot bath and a good hearty breakfast after their ride
    restored some of Pamela's equanimity, as did her knitting.  

     

    She tried to put all her romantic thoughts about the handsome vicar
    out of her mind. Jonathan was NOT for her. Not for her, nor any
    other woman. He had told her that several times already. She simply
    had to believe it from his own lips. Never mind what anyone else
    would say if they suspected she harbored warm feelings in her bosom
    for someone so unsuitable.  

     

    After breakfast, they squeezed into the Stones' carriage and headed
    to the shops in Brimley, where they bought a long list of items for
    the Rakehells at war, and for Gareth Cavendish and Samuel Jerome.  

     

    Then they headed over to the first man's home, and found him in and
    receiving guests. Pamela knew he was the youngest of the four sons,
    tall, dark, very distinguished, with a quiet manner, compared with
    his blond and raucous brothers, two of whom had been hanged as
    highwaymen a year before.  

     

    He seemed to take a great shine to Pamela, judging from the way he
    sat so closely to her. She was flattered and flustered.  

     

    "I'm very grateful for you taking an interest in my welfare," he
    said when she had explained about the package to Michael Avenel, and
    how she wished also to help him after he had told her he had no
    family who would concern themselves on his behalf whilst he was
    away.  

     

    "I have no sisters. It would be most kind of you if you could write,
    and give me news of the district. I always did love it here in
    Somerset, but alas, being a fourth son, I'm forced to make my own
    way in the world."  

     

    "Second now, though you will pardon me for mentioning it," she added
    quickly when he began to frown. "Surely someone so gentlemanly as
    yourself is not completely bereft of friends and family?"  

     

    He nodded, and relaxed against the back of the sofa. "My mother's
    people did much for me, educated me at Oxford. I worked very hard to
    make the most of the opportunity, and am now fully qualified as a
    lawyer and accountant. But they were all elderly, and I lost the
    last of them a year ago.  

     

    "So I'm on my own now, and shall have to make the best of my
    circumstances. It's difficult to get set up in a firm. It very much
    depends upon who you know. My brothers' actions have cast us all in
    the poorest light imaginable, as you may guess, Miss Ashton. So once
    I took my degrees, I enlisted. It's the best way to make a name for
    myself which will not be tainted by my relatives' misdeeds."  

     

    "I see. Very noble of you."  

     

    "Practical too, I'm afraid. I have to do what I can if I ever wish
    to provide for a wife and family one day."  

     

    "I am sure you're doing a disservice to your patriotism by saying
    that," she said with a kind smile.  

     

    "Perhaps. At any rate, the Army has trained me and have finally
    agreed to send me over. I leave for France in two days. I shall be
    more than glad to take your parcels when I go, and make sure they
    get into the right hands."  

     

    She beamed with delight. "Thank you. There are some things we have
    brought to thank you for your pains and help alleviate the hardships
    you're going to endure. The very best of luck to you. We hope we
    shall see you back here safely some time soon."  

     

    "Ah, but where to go after that, that is the question," he said with
    a sigh.  

     

    Pamela blinked in confusion. "Pardon?"  

     

    "Well, I hope to make the Army my career for some time. My eldest
    brother Edmund would forbid me the house if he knew I was here, I'm
    sorry to say. I haven't been welcome since my mother died. We're
    none of us compatible, you see. But with the death of my most kind
    uncle, I really have no other home but this, even if I am treated
    like a cuckoo in the nest."  

     

    Pamela stared at the dejected young man facing such an uncertain
    future. "That is most distressing to hear," she said sincerely. She
    paused for a moment and found herself offering, "You would be more
    than welcome at Ashton Manor when you do return home."  

     

    He stared at her in surprise.  

     

    Jonathan, sitting nearby, dropped his teacup and saucer, and
    immediately began to mutter under his breath as he tried to mop up
    the mess.  

     

    "I mean, I know it's not much for a man with your good breeding and
    education, but since my father died we've felt the lack of a good
    firm hand over our affairs. I do my best for little Bertie, of
    course, but our steward is old. And the solicitors are always in
    London, and can't possibly understand the estate so well as someone
    who is local and lives right here. Someone with both legal and
    accounting degrees.  

     

    "Please, when you return safely, as I'm sure you shall, do come to
    see me. The gate house is large and will be comfortable once it's
    given a good cleaning."  

     

    He looked almost appalled at the notion. "Miss Ashton, I never meant
    to imply--"  

     

    "No, I know you didn't. But what's the point of having money and a
    fine home if I can't help others?" she said with an airy wave.  

     

    She knew many people would frown upon what they saw as her
    encouraging the handsome young man, but she was not doing it for
    that reason, even though he was assuredly most attractive, night to
    Jonathan's day. It just seemed the right thing to do.  

     

    "It's far too generous of you, and your family--"  

     

    "Will listen to my recommendations," she said firmly. "They're
    hardly interested themselves. It's evident you love the land, love
    Somerset. My father did too. Until my stepbrother is old enough to
    appreciate the legacy he's been left, it's my duty and pleasure to
    maintain it for him. After all, I loved it long before he ever even
    came here. I too know what it's like to be at odds with my
    relatives, and feel dispossessed through an accident of birth."  

     

    She knew Aunt Susan would be livid if she could hear her now, but it
    was no less than the truth. She knew her father had remarried for
    her sake, or so he had thought. But her stepmother had never made
    any attempt to be more than civil to her, and had wasted no time at
    all in installing her son as the heir.  

     

    Because Bertie was a boy, her father had arranged matters around him
    even though she was the eldest and a child of his own blood.
    Jonathan was right, it was unfair. Just as it was unfair that Gareth
    Cavendish was being cast out in the world alone, his reputation in
    tatters thanks to his wastrel eldest brother Edmund and his criminal
    brothers Charles and James. If she could help, she would.  

     

    She saw Vanessa smiling at her encouragingly, though everyone else
    was looking at her in stunned surprise.  

     

    "Thank you, Miss Ashton. It's more than I could have ever hoped
    for." He stretched out his hand and shook hers manfully, no fine
    drawing room manners in evidence.  

     

    She was relieved. All would be business between them, and
    friendship, but certainly not romance.  

     

    He chatted to her for a time longer about the estate, but there was
    none of the sly innuendo or flirtatiousness she received from the
    other men about the neighborhood. She enjoyed his lively mind, and
    was pleased with her impetuous decision, which had surprised even
    her until she had told herself to allow her instincts to guide her.
     

     

    Now all she would have to do was tell her aunt and stepmother. But
    not quite yet. Not until Gareth came home from the war.  

     

    "Well, as I said, I shall be more than glad to write to you in the
    meantime, with news, and information about the estate and your new
    home. If you choose to accept the post, that is. You many change
    your mind. And I know it must pique your pride to take a situation
    from a woman, but--"  

     

    Gareth shook his sleek dark head. "A young man like me has no pride
    left, I'm afraid. It's a luxury I can ill afford."  

     

    "I'm sure not."  

     

    "I'm not perfect, Miss Ashton," he said in a lower tone. "I do have
    other sins, but I'm trying to be better. My father set us all a very
    poor example, and died wenching in the local tavern. You will have
    some idea, then, of the sins I seek to combat against. Thus far I am
    winning, but I did lapse for a time as a younger man. Though nothing
    that could ever compare with the scandal Edmund has caused."  

     

    Pamela blinked and felt herself blushing. She felt several pairs of
    eyes upon her. "Well, thank you for being so candid," she said, lest
    he think she was offended. "And let us hope you shall make a better
    end than he did."  

     

    Henry had caught the tail end of the conversation as he had passed
    by with his teacup for a refill. "I can think of a few worse ones,"
    he said with a droll laugh.  

     

    "Henry!" Clifford said oppressively. "If you shock Miss Ashton again
    I shall have to scold you most severely."  

     

    "Oh, it's all right," she said, feeling her cheeks burning. "I have
    heard far worse."  

     

    "I hope you will find better company then, Miss Ashton," Jonathan
    asserted with a quelling look at Henry and Gareth.  

     

    He moved closer to her now, placing himself between she and Gareth
    as he stood to offer his hand.  

     

    "Forgive us, Mr. Cavendish, but we need to go over to see the
    Jeromes. Samuel is shipping out with his regiment as well this
    week."  

     

    "Ah, I dare say we shall be traveling down to Portsmouth together,
    then. Yes, of course you must be leaving. Very kind of you all to
    call. I'm so glad to have had the chance to see you all."  

     

    "And may I wish you the best of luck, and God's blessings upon you,"
    Jonathan said as he shook hands.  

     

    His words were kind enough, but Jonathan stood toe to toe with the
    younger man. If Pamela didn't know better, she would have said he
    was trying to intimidate him.  

     

    "Let me just look over the parcels to Michael and Blake one more
    time," she suggested, in order to dispel the tense atmosphere.  

     

    "Indeed. Delighted to be of service. And thank you for the blessing,
    Mr. Deveril. Do take care, you and your delightful sister."  

     

    He bowed over Sarah's hand, then Vanessa's. He took his leave of
    Pamela with every show of polite but respectful regard.  

     

    Once they were safely out of the house Jonathan pulled Pamela's arm
    close to his side, so that she was pressed up against his outer
    thigh most intimately.  

     

    "Word of warning about him. He is said to be a rake, though not
    quite as bad as his father and siblings."  

     

    "I'm not interested in his talents in the boudoir. I simply need a
    good estate manager and steward," Pamela said with a toss of her
    head. "He's intelligent, well educated, energetic and knows the
    land. I'm in need of a good servant, and he's in need of a decent
    home with congenial companions."  

     

    "People will talk. What will your aunt say?"  

     

    She shrugged. "I don't care. You're the one who told me when my
    father was ill that there was no shame in asking for help from
    someone who was best able to give it. At the time you were talking
    about nursing him, a special skill. Gareth Cavendish has those
    skills. Accounting and legal skills. Why not ask him for help? And I
    shall have the satisfaction of being able to help him in return."  

     

    "You could have asked me," Jonathan said, trying to keep the hurt
    out of his tone. He wished he could rein himself in, but his
    feelings were galloping out of control even more rapidly than his
    mount had this morning, with no pulling them back. "If you have any
    difficulties, you can always come to me. I thought you knew that!"  

     

    Pamela stopped, allowing the others in their party to veer away.
    They were kind enough to pretend they were admiring the overgrown
    gardens, trying to give the quarreling couple some privacy.  

     

    She shook her head vehemently. "You already have helped me,
    Jonathan. So much more than I can ever say or thank you for. And you
    go to the assistance of everyone in the entire parish. I can't ask
    you for any more favors, or monopolize you."  

     

    "People will talk--"  

     

    "About Gareth working for my family? Or about you suddenly taking to
    running my estate? Regardless, one or the other of you will be
    labeled a fortune hunter, will you not?"  

     

    Jonathan looked as though he had been slapped. He couldn't remember
    the last time he had felt so angry. "You can't honestly think I
    would--"  

     

    "No!" she denied quickly. "I just meant that they will say it! You
    know they will. And you cannot afford to get yourself talked of.
    You're the vicar of this parish! And as I'm sure everyone in the
    district would agree, any connection between us would be deemed
    shockingly unsuitable," she added, testing him, though she was
    ashamed of herself for doing so.  

     

    She regretted the words as soon as she said them. His face looked as
    black as a thundercloud. For a moment his mouth worked up and down.
    For once in his life, the vicar seemed at a complete and utter loss
    as to what to say.  

     

    "Yes, quite. Most unsuitable," he gritted out, "for a man of the
    cloth to be led around by the nose by a shameless flirt."  

     

    Pamela began to protest in outrage, when he lifted her almost bodily
    into the carriage and crammed her into the far corner.  

     

    The other women scurried up quickly before matters grew any more
    heated between them.  

     

    Jonathan helped Sarah in next, then Josephine and Vanessa. He sat
    next to his sister on the same side of the carriage as Pamela so
    that she could not see his face or continue the argument that had
    suddenly erupted between them with all the force of a volcano.  

     

    What on earth had upset him so? She had assumed he would be pleased
    she was taking such an interest in Ashton Manor considering it was
    not even her own. Glad that she was being a good stepsister to young
    Bertie.  

     

    Pamela furiously told herself she didn't give a fig what he thought.
    He was not her keeper, and she would do as her conscience dictated,
    no matter what anyone said.  

     

    The 'shameless flirt' remark also rankled. She had meant that women
    of her social standing simply did not ally themselves with humble
    vicars, no matter how good the living or how ambitious the man might
    be. She was sorry if she had wounded his pride, but younger sons
    like Gareth could not be proud. Why should Jonathan be so peeved
    with her?  
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    It was Pamela's turn to be peeved when they arrive at Jerome Manor
    and Jonathan was immediately taken over by the two youngest girls,
    Ellen and Georgina, two young blond beauties who she was relieved to
    discover were only fourteen and fifteen, though they looked much
    older.  

     

    They teased Jonathan, dug into his pockets for sweetmeats, and
    generally romped with him like a pair of frisky puppies. She looked
    at them with undisguised envy, wishing she had such an easy
    relationship with Jonathan.  

     

    But then that would have been even more fuel for gossip. Besides,
    had he not invited her as his particular friend to both Stone Court
    and Bath? The girls were young, no threat to her at all. They
    obviously admired the handsome young man, but were far too immature.
    They were lovely, but no decent man would avail himself of such
    under-ripe fruit.  

     

    On the other hand, some men would like them simply because they were
    so young and innocent. Not to mention the fact that most men would
    want to marry well. Just because they were so young now was not to
    say there wasn't already an understanding between the families. A
    decade or more was often nothing between husband and wife in such
    arranged marriages.  

     

    Pamela was surprised at the intimacy. The Jeromes were certainly
    very wealthy. Why throw one of their beautiful daughters away on a
    mere clergyman? she wondered pettishly.  

     

    Their cousin Samuel Jerome was there, resplendent in gold braid,
    showing off his new uniform.  

     

    "It will be faded and covered in stains by the time I ever get
    back," he said with a rueful grin, but she could tell from the
    twinkle in his eyes that he couldn't wait to go. "Thank you for the
    thoughtful contributions to my kit. And yes, of course I would be
    delighted to take things over to your friend when I go."  

     

    Pamela was impressed with the quiet, sober young man with raven
    hair. She had seen him at several balls and was now sorry that she
    had not sought to get to know him better. Both he and Gareth
    Cavendish seemed very decent. If they were not as witty as some of
    the others like Timothy Bridges, nor were they as predatory, and
    certainly not so wearing.  

     

    As she spoke with Samuel, she was ever conscious of Jonathan's eyes
    upon her. The comment about being a flirt still rankled. How dare he
    judge her so about Gareth Cavendish? She was being kind for his
    sake, and selfish for Bertie's. He had no right to comment on how
    she chose to live her life.  

     

    Yet a vicar could be expected to know the difference between right
    and wrong, she thought, relenting in her anger after an hour or so.
    She hated feeling at odds with him. She had quarreled with him once
    before, and had felt wretched about it. She did not want to damage
    her newfound intimacy with him again.  

     

    Jonathan too had calmed down, and mustered some control over his
    seething jealousy. Having young Cavendish as her steward and man of
    business would be the best possible solution to all her problems. He
    had no reason to be jealous. It wasn't as if he had any right to be.
    Or ever would have that right.  

     

    When Pamela had a quiet moment, she approached the pianoforte, where
    Jonathan had been playing instrumentals whilst the others in the
    party amused themselves with cards.  

     

    "Miss Ashton," he said, inclining his head toward her politely. "May
    I take it that your coming here means you did not hold my extremely
    thoughtless and unfounded remark from before against me?"  

     

    "It is that of which I have come to speak."  

     

    Jonathan gave a tight smile. "I'm fortunate that you wish to talk,
    and not simply slap my face and storm off in high dudgeon. It would
    be no less than I deserve."  

     

    "No, not at all. Actually, I was just coming to elicit your honest
    opinion."  

     

    He glanced up at her with mild amusement. "I think you know me well
    enough by now to be certain I shall never give you anything less,
    even if it is badly expressed."  

     

    Her brows knit into a small frown. "Very well, then. Was it really
    so wrong of me to offer Mr. Cavendish a post at my stepbrother's
    establishment? Or am I to look forward to being heaped with
    opprobrium by others in the district?"  

     

    He gazed at her levelly as he continued to play the romantic Bach
    piece. "I think it was very kind of you. A bit impetuous perhaps,
    but well meant. Since he is going away now, there hardly seems any
    harm. It might be some time before he returns. I will be happy to go
    over things in the meantime to help get them ready for his
    custodianship.  

     

    "Once he does return, I would merely caution you to ensure you have
    a chaperone, and to make sure he is not brought too far into the
    family circle if you do not have any intention of your relations
    becoming anything other than employer and steward."  

     

    Pamela looked directly into his gray eyes. "I do not intend anything
    more than that, truly. I was thinking only of Bertie when I made the
    offer, and Mr. Cavendish's own unfortunate lack of a home or family
    with any appropriate feeling. I know men flock about me for my
    fortune, but he seems, well, different somehow. A friend, not a
    beau.  

     

    "I know you say he comes from a family of rakes and libertines, but
    I did not find his manner the least bit objectionable. In fact, he
    was so humble, his conversation was so much better than I'm
    accustomed to, apart from you good self, of course, that I can only
    think the rumors were spread about him by his own family. There
    seems to be no love lost there, after all."  

     

    "True enough," Jonathan conceded. "And I would be the first to
    caution you against believing everything you hear." He paused for a
    moment, then nodded. "Very well. There is some time yet before Bath,
    so we can spend a day going over your affairs to ensure that they
    are settled before we depart. And I will do the same when we get
    back."  

     

    "Thank you, that's very kind."  

     

    "But Gareth is going away, and things must not be neglected any
    longer."  

     

    She nodded. "Precisely."  

     

    "So the solicitors should set a regular schedule for coming down,"
    he advised. "If it is not convenient for them, they might be kind
    enough to suggest someone local who would be able to look in on
    things and report appropriately. Your steward is far too old, and
    should be allowed to take on a young helper until Mr. Cavendish can
    fill the post. And you should keep an eye on the steward in the
    meantime. I fear he is doting, and you need to know where everything
    is when he finally takes retirement."  

     

    She nodded. "Very sound advice. Thank you. I shall be most grateful
    for all your help, and shall take steps to find an apt pupil for
    him. I think the eldest Miller lad might do well, if he is good at
    sums."  

     

    Jonathan's eyes lit up. "Yes, he or the second one down, Jed, who is
    very good at school, and takes a much more keen interest in his
    studies. Particularly maths."  

     

    "There, that's settled then. Thank you."  

     

    "Not quite. Once again, please allow me to say I'm sorry I spoke so
    hastily. It was unworthy of me. I can see you love you family, but
    have had little joy of them, just like Gareth. It was your empathy
    and kind heart which prompted you to act as you did."  

     

    She drew closer to him as he continued to play the Bach air. "Well,
    with Father gone, it just isn't the same for me in my own home any
    longer. I feel so at a loss all the time, and wish for the old days
    when things ran more smoothly. I will admit that my ridiculous
    pursuit of continuous novelty was as much about amusing myself as
    getting away from the Manor.  

     

    "And yes, I admit I do agree with your Radical ideas now that I've
    had time to give them due consideration. It seems most unfair that a
    woman is not considered fit to administer her own interests, to own
    property. And were I to marry, I would be at the mercy of my
    husband, would I not?"  

     

    He quickly suppressed his rising alarm at the thought. "That is the
    common way of things, Miss Ashton, unless you were to take steps in
    a pre-nuptial agreement to ensure that you maintained some control."
     

     

    She nodded thoughtfully. "Not that I intend to marry in the near
    future, but it pays to guard against hasty decisions. I keep
    thinking of that poor woman in the novel Maria, so dependent upon
    her husband for everything. I should not like to suffer."  

     

    "I hope you shall not, by choosing wisely in the first place, and
    negotiating appropriate terms in the second."  

     

    She raised her brows. "Terms? You make it sound like a battle."  

     

    He sighed. "It can be, alas. Marriage is the most important
    relationship a woman will ever share apart from with her children.
    Even then they can be cruel, neglectful. There will come a time when
    you and Aunt Bledsoe will be in your home at Bertie's sufferance. He
    is young, but not that young. In a few years--"  

     

    Pamela gave an impatient toss of her head. "I'll be on the shelf if
    I'm not married by then. That must not happen, for all the reasons
    you have just said, and my own. I should like to be married and have
    children one day."  

     

    "I'm sure you shall, as soon as you meet the right man. But don't be
    in too much of a hurry." He bestowed upon her a sad smile.  

     

    "And you, Mr. Deveril? Did you never meet the right woman?"  

     

    Jonathan hit a discordant note at that, and apologized to the
    company, who all looked up at them in surprise.  

     

    "Sorry, all," he said with a small bow, rising up from the
    instrument. "Tired fingers. Someone else had better come have a turn
    at torturing this pianoforte."  

     

    He bowed to Pamela and seated her on the bench before she could
    utter a word of protest. "Sarah, do please come turn the pages."  

     

    Pamela looked at him in surprise, but he knew it was too dangerous
    to linger. He went over to join Samuel, who was now sitting beside
    another tall dark man whom Pamela took to be his brother. This was
    soon confirmed, but to Pamela's mind the two men, apart from hair
    color and height, could not have been more dissimilar.  

     

    The newcomer was sallow, and looked feverish, his eyes glittered so.
    Pamela could see he simply sat with his brother or cousins, and said
    very few words. Soon they left, Martin having come to pick up his
    brother and his things in preparation for leaving for the Continent
    in two days.  

     

    Pamela stared at Martin's skeletal figure, and shivered. There was a
    man who had suffered indeed.  

     

    The thought of how much unhappiness there was in the world, both
    visible and hidden, was enough to make her thank her lucky stars she
    was so blessed. For the moment she had a good home, family and
    friends. That might all change, but she was determined not to take
    them for granted. She also wanted to do what she could to alleviate
    suffering, now that she had been alerted to its existence. Now that
    she had become aware of the wider world beyond her own small one in
    Brimley thanks to Jonathan.  

     

    "I said, are you ready to head back home?" Jonathan asked her some
    time later.  

     

    "Oh, yes, indeed, Mr. Deveril," she replied, coming to the end of
    the melody she had been playing from memory. "As you said before,
    there is so much to do in preparation for tomorrow."  

     

    As she took her leave of the giggling Georgina Jerome, Pamela saw in
    herself an uncomfortable similarity to what she tended towards if
    she wanted attention. She resolved once more to be so much better
    than she had been since her first being allowed to socialize in the
    district. .She was not going to be the shameless flirt Jonathan had
    censured, not if she could help it.  

     

    Oh, she might lapse from time to time, and not everything could be
    so dour and serious as Jonathan and his sister tended to be. But nor
    was she going to spend hours tending her hair any longer. She was
    certainly going to participate far less in hunting and riding with
    the local horsy set and the blunt and often predatory men amongst
    them.  

     

    Pamela was pleased that Jonathan sat across from her in the Stones'
    carriage as they made their way back to Stone Court to pick up the
    vicar's gig. They were able to make small talk, and Jonathan was
    once again the soul of kindness, indeed, he was more amiable towards
    her than ever. For once, she started to feel like she was worthy of
    him, and her heart soared.  

     

    Once they arrived back at Stone Court, they all had a final cup of
    coffee together in the large drawing room. Then Pamela was loaded up
    with books and other useful items for the school, and they were
    ready to head back. It was just in time too, for dark clouds had
    blown in again and once more winter was upon them.  

     

    There were hugs and hearty handshakes all around as they departed.
    Pamela was genuinely sorry to leave, but took some comfort from the
    promises of seeing Clifford and Vanessa again in Bath very soon.  

     

    The ride back in the gig was blustery. Jonathan had insisted that
    Pamela sit between he and his sister for warmth. They shared a
    goodly number of traveling rugs and a newly filled pair of hot water
    bottles to ease the journey. She felt snug, warm, and once again
    felt the most inexplicable sensations and stirrings as the gig
    trundled along the road, its rhythmic swaying setting their bodies
    moving in time in a most suggestive manner. She felts suffused with
    warmth, and wondered if she had eaten too much.  

     

    After the fine dinner they had had at the Jeromes, Pamela could feel
    her head beginning to nod. The movement of the gig rocked her to
    sleep. Soon her head was upon Jonathan's shoulder, and she was
    snuggled against him most intimately.  

     

    Jonathan looked at his sister over Pamela's head but she just
    smiled.  

     

    "You've done nothing wrong, Jonathan. Enjoy it while it lasts."  

     

    So he did. He pretended that they were going back to the vicarage,
    that Pamela was his wife, that they had a warm and happy home with
    lots of children. He dreamt of the days they would spend together.
    And the nights...  

     

    He quashed that thought before he had to roll in the snow to prevent
    himself from acting on his desire for the lovely young girl. He
    sighed. He knew he had promised God, given his word to many people,
    but sometimes it could be so difficult to keep his honor. After all,
    it was a damned cold bedfellow at the end of the day. To have the
    one thing he loved more than life itself always tantalizingly out of
    reach was more than he should be expected to bear.  

     

    But Jonathan also knew he brought many of his troubles upon himself.
    He could avoid Pamela. Better still, he could act upon his desires,
    and allow himself to be happy.  

     

    But a principle was a principle, and he was also too afraid. Afraid
    of Pamela, that she did not return his love, not truly. That she
    would love him because of his fortune, not himself. Afraid for
    Pamela and any children they might have, because to have so many
    people to love was to risk them. To risk all. They were mere
    hostages to Fortune, and she was a fickle whore at best.  

     

    At any moment something dreadful like disease, an arbitrary and
    senseless act of God, or a violent person, could wrest them from him
    in the blink of an eye.  

     

    No, far better to carry on as he did, meeting his obligations in his
    personal and professional life, than to take a gauzy little
    butterfly like Pamela and rip off her wings.  

     

    At length he pulled the gig up in front of her front door, and
    gently woke her.  

     

    "Miss Ashton, Pamela, wake up. We're here." He gazed down at her,
    and she opened her eyes.  

     

    She gave him a warm returning smile, before she suddenly realized
    where she was: with her head on Jonathan's shoulder.  

     

    She sat bolt upright and began to stammer an apology.  

     

    "It's fine. Not your fault. After all, it's the least an elderly
    paternal figure like myself can do," he said as he got out of the
    gig, and helped her out, his hands warm and hard around her waist.  

     

    "Still, it's rather rude, after everything you've done for me. I
    thank you."  

     

    "It is you who are helping me, by helping the parish and my
    friends." He placed his hand under her chin, and forced the suddenly
    shy woman to look at him. "It is nothing to be ashamed of. Think
    nothing of it."  

     

    She met his gaze, nodded, and placed her hand on his. Even through
    their warm winter gloves, the heat scorched them both.  

     

    He lifted the pair of baskets from the floor of the gig and brought
    them in the front door. She stood framed in the doorway as it was
    opened. Limned in light, she looked like a golden angel, and he
    reached out his hand to caress her waist, pull her to him for a
    kiss.  

     

    She took it instead, misunderstanding the gesture, and saved him
    from complete disaster.  

     

    "Thank you for everything, Mr. Deveril. Good night."  

     

    Sarah called goodnight from the gig, and waved.  

     

    Pamela waved back, and with a last longing look at the vicar,
    disappeared through her front door amid a swirl of flakes.  

     

    Jonathan stood staring on the stoop, feeling an utter fool. Then he
    shook himself and got back in the gig.  

     

    Sarah said quietly, "She's a good woman. You could do worse."  

     

    Jonathan shook his head. "She is a Society Miss who will be married
    by the end of the season to some swell in the Ton. She's not for me,
    even if I were free. Which I'm not. You know I gave my word. I know
    you would love to have her as a sister, but it cannot be. And that's
    all I am going to say on the subject," he said in tones so bitter
    his sister sat away from him in her corner of the conveyance and
    left him to his brooding.  

     

    Sarah could only hope his anger was a good sign. That it might shake
    him out of the torpid state of limbo in his personal life which he
    had been living in ever since he had returned from the war.  

     

    He was a fine vicar and a good man. But he could not keep denying
    the man part without hurting himself, and any woman who came to care
    for him. She was becoming more and more convinced that Pamela Ashton
    was that woman. Only time would tell.  

     

    Sarah offered up a prayer that both would see the other for their
    worth, take the love that was within them, and forge each other's
    happiness, even out of the terrible events and secrets of the past.
    And sooner rather than later, she prayed, before Pamela fell prey to
    another's charms, and Jonathan ended up wretched forever  
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    The next fortnight passed far more quickly than the previous two,
    but for Pamela, they were worlds apart. Where she had been bored and
    jaded, now she was constantly excited and optimistic.  

     

    Her course of reading which her new friends had given her had become
    an essential part of her daily life, and she looked forward to the
    instruction Jonathan and his sister set for her.  

     

    Her teaching of the local parishioners proved more of a challenge
    than she had thought it would, but she persevered. Jonathan
    supported and encouraged her efforts wholeheartedly. She was
    delighted to think he was proud of her, and how much good she was
    doing for the people of Brimley.  

     

    She told herself again that she did not care for his good opinion.
    That she was doing this because it was the correct course of action.
    Yet she was pleased at his praise, and delighted to see him in the
    parish hall so often.  

     

    He also kept his word and called upon her one day, spending the
    entire afternoon and evening going over the most pressing affairs of
    the estate, showing her how to track their investments, and keep her
    checkbook balanced.  

     

    They paid out all their bills for the month, and she made notes to
    send to Gareth Cavendish describing their affairs, the number of
    head of cattle, acreage and so on.  

     

    With one thing and another, they saw each other almost daily, for
    Pamela had also taken to visiting many of the poorer families in the
    town and the outlying villages, occasionally with Sarah, and
    sometimes running into Jonathan whilst there. If some of the
    meetings were unlikely coincidences, she was too happy to question
    her good luck. She was being useful to many, and taking no small
    amount of pride in it.  

     

    Jonathan was very pleased with the fruits of Pamela's efforts. Many
    of them were actually with regard to him, if he did but know it. He
    couldn't seem to keep away from her. Just a few minutes in her
    company was enough to lift his grimmest mood.  

     

    Everyone in the parish was delighted to see the change in their
    vicar, his improved looks and better attention to his modest if fine
    wardrobe. They saw a new spring in his step, and even heard him
    whistling and singing under his breath.  

     

    His sister Sarah was stunned. Why, he had not sung since his poor
    fiancÃ©e Jane Eltham had ruined herself by eloping with
    the fiendish Herbert Paxton.  

     

    There were only two clouds on the lovely blond woman's horizon. Both
    Pamela's Aunt Susan and the Earl of Ferncliffe tried to discourage
    Pamela in her charitable endeavors.  

     

    The older woman declared she did not hold with helping the poor,
    though where Aunt Susan herself would be if they did not provide for
    her themselves, Pamela had no idea.  

     

    The Earl was less outspoken in his beliefs, but derogatory remarks
    about the reading lessons paired with mutterings about trained
    monkeys left her with a decidedly bad taste in her mouth.  

     

    "The poor are the poor. It is sad, but there is no help for it," he
    declared with an arrogant toss of his head as he sipped his tea in
    their drawing room one early spring afternoon.  

     

    "So that means we should not try to alleviate suffering wherever we
    can?" Pamela demanded, trying to keep her tone level and not quite
    succeeding.  

     

    "One person simply cannot make a difference," the Earl said
    politely, though she could see he was bored by the discussion.  

     

    "I don't believe that. And even if it were true, does it necessarily
    follow that the best course of action is simply to do nothing, and
    allow the suffering to continue?"  

     

    "You can do as you like, my dear. But any wife of mine would have to
    put the needs of myself and our children first. That is the proper
    sphere for a woman."  

     

    Pamela rolled her eyes and would have offered to show him the Defoe
    essay, but he returned to his favorite topic, his plans for the
    Castle. It was a run-down place, with scarcely a single room made
    habitable.  

     

    He had shown them the property one late winter's day.  

     

    "Of course, it's little enough to start with, but with the right
    management and economy, and a good help-meet in life, it shall be
    splendid."  

     

    Pamela thought he was being most optimistic considering the dank,
    drafty corridors, lack of roof, and number of nesting birds and
    rodents. However, as her aunt said, an earl was an earl, and not to
    be despised.  

     

    "But why is there no well-run family home? Why only this ruined
    pile? And why do I get the feeling he is not all as he seems?"
    Pamela had asked her aunt.  

     

    Her aunt shrugged and turned back to her tatting. "He was not
    intended as heir. You heard him say so himself. It fell to his line
    purely by chance.  

     

    "The main home is in Ireland, but he wants to have an English
    residence close to Bath. He may not have a very promising
    establishment at the moment, but that will improve over time, thanks
    to us." Her eyes took on an obvious twinkle. "I believe it's very
    telling that he's asking you for help. He is obviously quite taken
    with you, my child. You will have to be patient, while he gets
    himself set up a bit better. Just remember that a title goes a long
    way in our world. Being the wife of an earl would be your crowning
    achievement."  

     

    "I believe my good works and Christian life will be my crowning
    achievement. As for a title going a long way in our world, so does
    some soap and water, and firewood," Pamela had said, wrinkling her
    nose.  

     

    The Earl thanked them for taking so much trouble over his plans, and
    invited them to come as often as they liked. But the ruins of the
    Castle filled Pamela with misgivings, reminding her of the mad house
    to which the heroine had been confined in the novel Maria.  

     

    It was only a morbid fancy, she told herself. But she could not
    escape the feeling of being walled up and entombed every time she
    was with Ferncliffe.  

     

    Yet everyone told her that if he offered for her, it would be an
    excellent match.  

     

    "I'm sorry, but I'm to go to Bath in a few days, and from thence to
    London. I shan't be able to devote quite so much time to your
    household affairs. But you can certainly send notes if you have any
    questions," she had told the importuning earl.  

     

    When her aunt berated her for the coolness, she shrugged. "Do you
    want me to marry him immediately, and thus save the expense and
    inconvenience of our trips to Bath and London?"  

     

    Aunt Susan's face fell. She decided that perhaps becoming engaged so
    young was not such a good thing after all.  

     

    Pamela smiled to herself. She had managed to put off her aunt for
    now, but she was not going to be so easy to manipulate as the Season
    went on, and she put more and more pressure on Pamela to make a good
    match.  

     

    She actually began to wonder what a 'good match' was. The Earl
    seemed to think that women should do nothing but knit or crochet
    doilies, do needlework, and make tatting. Certainly not be educated,
    or useful around an estate. She looked at Sarah, a model of
    intelligence and useful endeavor, and observed the contrast.  

     

    She also noted her own inconsistencies. A few short months ago, she
    had thought Jonathan a pleasant acquaintance, no more. They had
    seemed to have so little in common. Compared to the other handsome
    young men in the neighborhood, he had seemed a rather unlikely first
    choice of companion.  

     

    Now she found she could hardly wait to see him on Tuesdays and
    Thursdays, and looked forward to running into him in the village.
    The prospect of daily meetings with him at the Duke's house in Bath
    was more than she could bear. She anticipated it with unalloyed
    delight.  
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    During the first week of March, the weather turned so warm and fair
    that it was agreed by all parties that the time for their departure
    for Bath had at last arrived. With all the boxes loaded, and
    farewells exchanged, Pamela took Jonathan's hand, and felt as if she
    were jumping from a great height down into a swirling sea.  

     

    He was an entertaining companion, pointing out interesting landmarks
    from the coach window, and regaling her with the history of the
    Baths.  

     

    "They were first used by the Romans, you know."  

     

    She nodded, and hung on his every word with an intensity which was
    both flattering and a relief to the handsome young vicar. He was
    becoming more and more convinced that her feelings for him were
    moving beyond mere friendship.  

     

    He knew it was unfair of him, after all his promises to his former
    fiancÃ©e Jane, to the whole Eltham family. But lately he
    had begun to wonder if he was not indeed being gifted by God with a
    rare prize.  

     

    But what to do for the best? How could he move forward, act upon his
    feelings, without sacrificing every principle he had ever sought to
    live by? He had promised God he would devote himself to Christian
    works. How could he turn his back on the poor mad soul who needed
    him?  

     

    It took the little party a couple of days to get settled in the
    house in the Royal Crescent, but the tall, raven-haired Duke of
    Ellesmere, and his charming and equally dark-haired wife Charlotte
    could not have been more kind.  

     

    The home was the most splendid townhouse Pamela had ever seen. From
    the vast marble entry hall, the house split into two.  

     

    Pamela and her aunt were given the best rooms in the eastern
    portion. Her chamber was decorated in peach and cream, her aunt's in
    pale green and gold. Both were lofty, with large windows nearly
    floor to ceiling and vast four-poster beds. The furnishings were
    rich and valuable, but not ostentatious. Pamela was pleased to see
    she had a very fine desk in her room, and someone had placed a
    goodly array of reading matter there.  

     

    Once they were unpacked and had bathed and changed, they went into
    the drawing room to get to know one another better, and form their
    plan of attack.  

     

    In addition to the Duke and Duchess, and his sister Elizabeth, a
    pretty dark-haired sixteen-year old with green eyes, she renewed her
    acquaintance with the Stones. She was delighted to find Vanessa as
    unpretentious a daily companion as she was educated, and was
    astonished at how quickly time passed without them ever once leaving
    the townhouse.  

     

    Little Arthur Stone was now almost five months old. Pamela took
    great delight in playing with the baby as they sat chatting. She was
    shocked to find Vanessa did everything for him herself. She was more
    than a bit embarrassed seeing her breastfeed the child.  

     

    Noting her obvious dismay, Jonathan pointed out it was the most
    natural thing in the world, and said that it put him in mind of the
    Madonna and child.  

     

    "After all, Mary didn't not have a wet nurse, now did she?"  

     

    "No, I suppose not. But most fashionable women--"  

     

    "What, better to appear fashionable than to do the utmost for one's
    child?" he asked, his brows knitting.  

     

    She blushed and shook her head. "No, of course not. It's just, well,
    a different way of doing things that did not occur to me. Step-Mama
    had several nurses for the girls, that's all."  

     

    "I am of course a mere man, but nevertheless I am entitled to my
    opinion. It's a lovely thing to see, not the least disgusting, and
    any good husband would most whole-heartedly agree."  

     

    "But the, um, smell and mess?" Pamela whispered.  

     

    "What of women's monthlies? Or pregnancy? No man who is any sort of
    decent gentleman would find his wife less than lovely in all her
    aspects," Jonathan said firmly, his eyes glowing.  

     

    Pamela shrank down on the Turkey red sofa in the small drawingroom,
    her cheeks scorching with embarrassment and the oddest mix of
    emotions.  

     

    He saw her face flame, and shook his head. "I'm sorry if my
    outspokenness shocks you, but these absurd pretensions to refinement
    really grate on me. I have seen life in its most raw forms during
    the war. I've slept on the ground, and eaten things my dog would
    have turned its nose up at. You've heard Michael's and Blake's
    letters. You might want to rethink your notions of shocking or
    disgusting, Miss Ashton."  

     

    She blushed to the roots of her hair. "Indeed. Not disgusting,
    certainly. If you don't object, I certainly don't."  

     

    "Not even if your aunt does?" he challenged.  

     

    "No," she said with a lift of her chin. "As you say, it's all
    perfectly natural. The Lord gave us our bodies. Who are we to think
    His creation any less than perfect?"  

     

    "Hmm, perfect, yes," he said with warm smile which set her heart
    aflutter. "That should include the act of procreation itself, with
    the correct partner, a lawfully wedded spouse, or at least two
    people committed to each other body and soul."  

     

    Pamela stared at him in surprise. "You cannot possibly approve of
    extra-marital sexual relations?"  

     

    He shrugged one shoulder. "No, but I can see reasons for it, such as
    not being able to wed quite quickly enough for their tastes. I can
    understand circumstances where the couple might not be able to help
    themselves, where affection and intimacy might go too far. But no
    affection and intimacy should take place if they are not committed.
    And adultery of course is expressly forbidden."  

     

    "Of course." She blushed and rose. She moved across the room to
    where Vanessa was just refastening her bodice.  

     

    "May I help change his napkin or something? I should very much like
    to learn. I'm ashamed to say I was too self-centered to be
    interested in aiding with my sisters. But I admire you for your
    maternal devotion, and would like to improve myself as a person in
    every way I can."  

     

    "Of course, my dear," Vanessa said with a kind smile. "Why not try
    to wind him? Support his head, like so, and rub gently but firmly.
    Some people pat on the back, but I believe stroking works just as
    well."  

     

    Pamela did as she had instructed, and laughed in delight as the baby
    brought up a belch that would have made a stevedore proud.  

     

    She smiled over at Jonathan, who was looking at her with a piercing
    stare. She flushed hotly. Was he being critical of her again,
    thinking her silly and immature for knowing so little about babies?
     

     

    She had to admit that many women wed far younger than she, and had
    families immediately, often one child after another. Those women who
    were fortunate enough to carry to term, of course, and whose babies
    survived.  

     

    At that thought she grew almost nervous. But torn between the two
    contrary impulses of handing Arthur back in horror, or cradling him
    to her, she chose the latter action.  

     

    After a time she relaxed and let him snuggle against her bosom. She
    laughed again in delight when he began to doze on her shoulder, and
    made the most remarkable little snuffling noises reminiscent of a
    happy kitten.  

     

    It was a moving, almost sensual experience, one which filled her
    head with all sorts of swirling, vibrant images featuring a certain
    handsome man with steel-gray eyes.  

     

    "There's no great secret to being a good mother," Vanessa said
    softly. "Food, warmth, love, tenderness. Not so very different from
    being a wife, actually, except a husband's needs are slightly more
    complicated, but also far more thrilling. For both of you."  

     

    "Oh, er, yes, so they say." Pamela blushed.  

     

    "If you marry the right man, of course."  

     

    Pamela confessed, "I must admit I used to think about marriage with
    a great deal of enthusiasm, but now that I've been spending so much
    time with Jonathan I find my mind has altered considerably."  

     

    "Oh?" Vanessa said, her eyes widening, her lovely patrician features
    settling into a worried frown.  

     

    "Pardon me, I don't mean that the way it sounds. Not at all. He is a
    most marvelous gentleman. Any woman who secured his regard would be
    most fortunate," she forced herself to say, though it pained her to
    picture him with any other woman by his side.  

     

    "I simply meant that he and Sarah have shown me that I should not be
    so hasty. That I'm not worthy to be anyone's wife or mother until I
    learn more about the world, and myself. And how to be far more
    discerning about the company I keep."  

     

    Vanessa raised her brows. "Indeed?"  

     

    "The world is full of temptations and pitfalls. I did not see it
    until we performed Pilgrim's Progress. I now fully grasp the dangers
    of Vanity Fair. And people who scoff at the notion of being a good
    Christian."  

     

    "Not all of the Rakehells are devout. Indeed Jonathan was not always
    so. But he was always willing to try to be better. If you can
    accomplish that, it should be more than enough to make you worthy of
    a good man's love one day. When you feel you're ready to share
    yourself so intimately with another human being, that is."  

     

    Pamela looked down at the carpet shyly and whispered, "And is it as
    wonderful to, ah, share, as the novels would have you believe?"  

     

    Vanessa nodded enthusiastically. "If you're truly in love, yes. Even
    better. But only with your soul mate."  

     

    "But how can you know, be certain?"  

     

    The auburn haired woman smiled. "Time. Oh, I know love at first
    sight does happen, but even it has to be sustained by a solid
    foundation of true regard, mutual caring and respect."  

     

    Pamela gave a slight smile. She was doing that with Jonathan, was
    she not? Entering into his world fully, getting to know all aspects
    of his character, and he of hers.  

     

    "Thank you for your honesty," she said, relieved. "And now, tell me
    more about babies."  

     

    Vanessa laughed. "Where do I begin! Not that I'm by any means an
    expert. I had no younger siblings. I suppose you just learn as you
    go along, like any parent. And if you're lucky, you'll have a
    husband who's equally nurturing and keen to help. But here, let's
    start with the basics."  

     

    Pamela learned to change his napkin and dress him. For the first
    time she began to appreciate the enormous joy and responsibility a
    child was.  

     

    She knew she never would have been fit to be a wife and mother a
    year ago. But now she was determined to move from girlhood to
    womanhood, with the right man by her side, of course.  

     

    She suffered momentary pangs of jealousy seeing Jonathan and
    Elizabeth together, laughing and easy with one another. Miss Eltham
    was certainly a beauty, and her fortune and family connections would
    have tempted a saint. Yet Jonathan treated her with the same
    indulgence as his own sister, with warm and fraternal regard, but
    nothing more. He was certainly a most remarkable man.  

     

    At supper their first evening they dined en famille. The
    dining room at the Duke's townhouse was capable of fitting sixteen
    comfortably, and was decorated beautifully in burgundy and dark
    woodsy colors. Many fine pieces of china and silver were on display.
    She felt the contrast between her own home and this one keenly. It
    made her ashamed to think she had ever counted herself as above the
    Deverils.  

     

    Despite his vast wealth, the Duke was most unpretentious, laughing
    and joking with his friends, though not in a racy way, and trading
    reminiscences. They proudly showed the ladies their matching tattoos
    on their arms, each with their name and town. On their chests, which
    they refrained from showing, much to Pamela's disappointment, were
    George and the Dragon, to show their country of origin.  

     

    "It's so easy for deaths to be misreported. I lived in fear that my
    father would think me dead and do something rash," Jonathan
    confided.  

     

    "Did it not hurt?" she asked in wonder.  

     

    "It wasn't exactly ticklish, but I've felt worse."  

     

    "And were you injured?" she asked, round-eyed.  

     

    He shrugged and looked at his two friends oddly. "A few nicks and
    cuts, no more. I was most fortunate in many respects."  

     

    She watched him re-fasten his cuff.  

     

    He saw her observing him closely and said with a grin, "Never mind
    this talk of the war. We have a new campaign to fight. We shall show
    you off to the world, and leave no corner of Bath unseen."  

     

    Jonathan was as good as his word. Every day they drove out to
    sightsee or pay calls to introduce her to the best society. Jonathan
    was proud of all her hard work back home, and determined that she
    should have a good time as her reward.  

     

    The Baths, the Abbey, the Assembly rooms, were all far more
    beautiful than she had recalled from her few past visits. It was of
    course delightful to be exposed to so many exciting places and
    sensations, but sharing them with Jonathan made them even more
    thrilling.  

     

    He was ever at her side, taking her arm or hand, wrapping a shawl
    more securely about her shoulders, talking easily with her about all
    manner of fascinating subjects, with her for every meal. From the
    moment she awoke in the morning, until they retired for the night,
    he was always close at hand. Pamela was sure she could foresee a day
    when he would get down on bended knee.  

     

    Of course, he was not the only man in Bath. They flocked around her
    when they heard she was unattached, with so many thousands a year.
    Pity the vicar and her dragon of an aunt were always around so much
    to make sure she did not get up to any mischief, they all said.  

     

    But that was not to say they didn't try. Some men confined their
    attentions to prodigious flattery. Others took a few more liberties
    on the dance floor or in the crush at the Lower Rooms.  

     

    At first Pamela was pleased and flattered to be the center of so
    much handsome male attention. Soon it started to get embarrassing,
    and tedious. She began to feel as if she were a Christmas goose
    being checked over for the right degree of plumpness.  

     

    Also, she felt conscious of the steel-gray eyes observing her more
    and more coldly as the days passed, as if all was not as it should
    be.  

     

    The second Sunday that they were there, Jonathan said a special
    prayer over the breakfast table, which Pamela was sure was intended
    for her.  

     

    "I should like to read to you from the Proverbs concerning Life and
    Conduct.  

     

    "The preparations of the heart in man,  

     

    and the answer of the tongue, is from the Lord.  

     

    All the ways of a man are clean in his own eyes;  

     

    but the Lord weigheth the spirits.  

     

    Commit thy works unto the Lord,  

     

    and thy thoughts shall be established.  

     

    The Lord hath made all things for himself:  

     

    yea, even the wicked for the day of evil.  

     

    Every one that is proud in heart is an abomination to the Lord:  

     

    though hand join in hand, he shall not be unpunished.  

     

    By mercy and truth iniquity is purged:  

     

    and by the fear of the Lord men depart from evil.  

     

    When a man's ways please the Lord,  

     

    he maketh even his enemies to be at peace with him.  

     

    Better is a little with righteousness,  

     

    than great revenues without right."  

     

     

     

    She felt chastened by the message. She had been doing so well in
    Brimley, but now felt like a backslider. She had allowed her head to
    be turned by her social successes, and had not spared a thought for
    the poor people she had left behind, or the people in Bath who also
    needed her help.  

     

    Pamela knew she had to make the most of the opportunity she had been
    given to visit Bath. However, that was not to say she had to go out
    every single morning, noon and night to be entertained.  

     

    She began to spend more time in the sitting room with her hostess
    and Vanessa, engaging in conversation while they made clothes and
    other useful items for the poor. She also participated in readings
    with them, and fascinating discussions.  

     

    She had become convinced of the evils of slavery thanks to several
    tracts Jonathan had given her. However, she expressed her doubts as
    to her ability to make a difference, and her unwillingness to offend
    people.  

     

    Jonathan smiled indulgently. "What is it Woolman says in his
    Journal?  

     

    'As writing is a profitable employ, and as offending sober people
    was disagreeable to my inclination, I was straitened in my mind; but
    as I looked to the Lord, he inclined my heart to his testimony. I
    told the man that I believed the practice of continuing slavery to
    this people was not right, and that I had a scruple in my mind
    against doing writings of that kind; that though many in our Society
    kept them as slaves, still I was not easy to be concerned in it, and
    desired to be excused from going to write the will. I spake to him
    in the fear of the Lord, and he made no reply to what I said, but
    went away; he also had some concerns in the practice, and I thought
    he was displeased with me. In this case I had fresh confirmation
    that acting contrary to present outward interest, from a motive of
    Divine love and in regard to truth and righteousness, and thereby
    incurring the resentments of people, opens the way to a treasure
    better than silver, and to a friendship exceeding the friendship of
    men.  

     

    "As with John Woolman, if you are convinced of the justice of your
    cause, you must speak your mind, Miss Ashton, even if you fear
    offending people. Better to offend, than to let injustice thrive."  

     

    But however hard she tried to resist the worldly temptations of
    Bath, there was always some new novelty for her to enjoy. The new
    circle of acquaintance she formed, which included, surprisingly, a
    much more lively and elegant Earl of Ferncliffe, gossiped, drank and
    gambled more than any other group in Bath.  

     

    She had to own she was a bit shocked at much of what they said, and
    even more disturbed when they hinted that Jonathan was not all he
    should be.  

     

    "I don't understand," she said to the Earl one evening when they
    were dancing. "What is it you are accusing Mr. Deveril of?"  

     

    The Earl shrugged and said evasively, "No more than any other young
    man who was born wealthy, or any man in the Army."  

     

    She knew what he was hinting at with regard to her friend. In other
    cases he came right out and told the most deplorable tales about
    illicit love affairs and illegitimate children. She could not tell
    sometimes what he was speaking of, but tried to giggle with the rest
    of the crowd.  

     

    But in the back of her mind, she knew it was wrong to gossip so. And
    the poor sinners were rather to be pitied than made a mockery of.
    She could grasp now easily enough how love could lead to all sorts
    of temptations.  

     

    Still, it was so simple to get carried away when the champagne
    flowed freely, and every man in the room wanted to stand up with
    her.  

     

    Every man except Jonathan. He seemed suddenly to always be engaged
    with another woman in their party, or a pretty young miss fluttering
    her fan at the handsome young chap. Most of the time they shied off
    when they discovered he was a man of the cloth, but some continued
    to express admiration for him.  

     

    He began to disappear on occasion, and Thomas's replies as to where
    he had gone seemed most evasive. Even when he was with Pamela, the
    intimacy she felt sure had been developing between them seemed to
    have vanished, though she knew not why. They had been so close. Why
    then did he seem to be slipping away from her?  

     

    One night at home, when they were all assembled for coffee, Jonathan
    asked if they would care to try another play.  

     

    "The last one was such a huge success, my dear chap. Why not?"
    Thomas, the Duke of Ellesmere said with a smile.  

     

    "What did you have in mind?" Charlotte asked. "Not The Recruiting
    Officer."  

     

    "Ah, so you heard about one of my recent sermons, did you?"  

     

    "It was the talk of the County," she said. "I'm sorry we were up to
    Town and missed it."  

     

    "I was thinking of something a bit lighter. The School for Scandal,
    perhaps?"  

     

    "Let me guess. You want to be Charles, or Joseph?" Clifford said
    with a grin.  

     

    "No, for now, I shall just be Snake. And you, Miss Ashton, can be my
    Lady Sneerwell."  

     

    She sat up in surprise. "What, me? But-"  

     

    "Please, do not display such false modesty. I have heard you read
    very well. You certainly have a remarkable speaking voice, which
    carries very well in a crowd."  

     

    He pressed the book into her hand, and told her to begin.  

     

    She blushed, but could do nothing else but comply when everyone in
    the room was looking at her so pointedly.  

     

    "Start at the first line, please."  

     

    Pamela took a deep breath. "The paragraphs, you say, Mr. Snake, were
    all inserted?"  

     

    "They were, madam; and, as I copied them myself in a feigned hand,
    there can be no suspicion whence they came."  

     

    "Did you circulate the report of Lady Brittle's intrigue with
    Captain Boastall?"  

     

    "That's in as fine a train as your ladyship could wish. In the
    common course of things, I think it must reach Mrs. Clackitt's ears
    within four-and-twenty hours; and then, you know, the business is as
    good as done."  

     

    "Why, truly, Mrs. Clackitt has a very pretty talent, and a great
    deal of industry."  

     

    "True, madam," Jonathan said in an enthusiastic tone as Snake, "and
    has been tolerably successful in her day. To my knowledge, she has
    been the cause of six matches being broken off, and three sons being
    disinherited; of four forced elopements, and as many close
    confinements; nine separate maintenances, and two divorces. Nay, I
    have more than once traced her causing a tÃªte Ã
    tÃªte in the 'Town and County Magazine,' when the
    parties, perhaps, had never seen each other's face before in the
    course of their lives."  

     

    "She certainly has talents, but her manner is gross."  

     

    "'Tis very true. She generally designs well, has a free tongue and a
    bold invention; but her colouring is too dark, and her outlines
    often extravagant. She wants that delicacy of tint, and mellowness
    of sneer, which distinguish your ladyship's scandal."  

     

    "You are partial, Snake."  

     

    "Not in the least; everybody allows that Lady Sneerwell can do more
    with a word or look than many can with the most laboured detail,
    even when they happen to have a little truth on their side to
    support it."  

     

    Pamela stopped there. She could no longer bring herself to read any
    further. What had seemed an amusing and witty comedy was now not
    quite so humorous.  

     

    "You are silent, Miss Ashton. Is the play not to your liking? I
    assure you, you have performed your part admirably," Jonathan said
    in a cool tone.  

     

    Pamela's back went ramrod stiff. She could not fail to see how she
    was being singled out, though she was not sure what had provoked
    such ire on the normally mild-mannered vicar's part. "I find my
    throat is sore, sir, and shall retire to my room. If you will all
    excuse me."  

     

    She bowed to everyone, and fled the chamber, hot tears of
    mortification bursting forth as soon as she was safely out in the
    hall.  

     

    Or so she thought, for the door opened after her, and Jonathan
    emerged and took her hand, staying her flight.  

     

    "I'm sorry, I did not mean to distress you so."  

     

    Pamela turned to face him head on, daring to stand up for herself,
    though she had yet to know precisely what the nature of her offense
    had been. "You most certainly did! You wanted me to see the error of
    my ways. I have, and can only be ashamed of the manner in which I
    have conducted myself upon coming to Bath."  

     

    "I was perhaps a bit heavy-handed in there," he said with a sigh.
    "But really, you have no idea what damage you've done, both to
    yourself and others, with this heedless pursuit of novelty and
    amusement. I should hope if you ever heard anything against me, you
    should judge me by what you know to be true, what you have seen with
    your own eyes, rather than any reports of my conduct."  

     

    She shook her head. "I have heard nothing about you, Mr. Deveril.
    Why would you think I should?"  

     

    He shrugged, his expression wary. "No reason, other than that the
    company you keep pick over everyone in the Assembly Rooms like rats
    gnawing at bones."  

     

    Pamela sniffed. "I'm sorry that you're so angry and displeased with
    me. I honestly don't know what has happened to vex you so."  

     

    He ran the fingers of one hand through his hair. "Perhaps nothing. I
    don't know. I heard a piece of news which was rather distressing,
    and was told it had come from you."  

     

    "From me?" she gasped. "In relation to what?"  

     

    "It was something to do with Elizabeth, whom I consider to have been
    a very good friend to you."  

     

    Pamela defended herself stoutly. "I give you my word, I've never
    said anything about her other than that she and her brother and his
    wife are the most congenial company and most excellent people.
    Please, if aught has been said, it has not been by me. Perhaps my
    aunt? I ask your pardon if it was she. I promise you, I would
    never-"  

     

    He flapped his hand against his side dismissively. "Yes, well, the
    damage has been done, wherever the on-dit came from."  

     

    "I can't think of anything that can be said against her. Anyone who
    knows her could only have the highest regard for Elizabeth," Pamela
    rejoined in a firm tone.  

     

    Jonathan patted her on the shoulder. "I'm glad to hear you say that,
    but it then means someone has a very low regard for you."  

     

    She wiped her tears with the handkerchief he offered her, and sat
    down on the small bench outside the door. "I'm not sure I follow."  

     

    "Accusing you of the gossip, and me believing it was you who said
    it. It was wrong of me to suspect you, to condemn you without trial,
    as it were. It also means that I'm not the only person who has
    observed your imprudent behavior, and seeks to cause trouble for
    you."  

     

    Pamela paled. "Oh dear."  

     

    He took her hand gently for a brief moment. "Please know I'm
    speaking to you as your friend as well as your vicar when I say you
    must be careful whom you trust. Not everyone who smiles and fawns
    upon you is full of good intentions. For example, Captain Breedon
    has pursued you here from Brimley, and can put you in a most awkward
    predicament if you do not take care. Not to mention Ferncliffe."  

     

    Her eyes widened. "Breedon? I've hardly said ten words to the
    Captain since he arrived. I liked him well enough upon first
    acquaintance, but though he is an hilarious companion, he is less
    attractive now that I've observed him drinking and gaming with so
    little restraint. In any event, he shall be leaving for a time, so I
    shall see him no more. The Earl, on the other hand, has improved
    upon acquaintance."  

     

    Jonathan said nothing, but she could hear an odd grinding sound.  

     

    "Have I said something amiss?"  

     

    "No, not at all," he replied, his tone clipped. "You are entitled to
    your opinions."  

     

    "But you do not like him."  

     

    "I knew him in the Army. He was not a very trustworthy fellow."  

     

    Pamela stared. "Don't tell me you're jealous of him."  

     

    Jonathan dropped her hand and got off the sofa abruptly. "Jealous?
    Should I have reason to be?"  

     

    "Yes, because he has prospered since you met him, become an Earl..."
     

     

    "Whereas I have gone so far down in the world by becoming a vicar?"
    he said with asperity.  

     

    She clapped her hand over her mouth. "No, I didn't mean-"  

     

    He bowed stiffly from the waist. "I think we have both said quite
    enough about each other's characters for one evening, Miss Ashton. I
    shall say goodnight."  

     

    He turned on his heel, and marched through the vestibule to the
    staircase leading to his wing of the house. He vanished from sight
    before she could call him back.  

     

    She sat for a few minutes numbly, feeling utterly at a loss as to
    what had just taken place between them. Before they had come to
    Bath, they had got along so well. The first few days had been
    blissful. Now he was growing further and further away from her, and
    acted like more like a brother or her disapproving vicar than the
    beau she had been hoping for, the lover she had been so happy to see
    developing before her eyes.  

     

    The more she reflected upon her own feelings toward him, the more
    she had to admit that her vehement protestations that she did not
    care what he thought of her were all sound and fury, signifying
    nothing. She did care. She cared very much. Might she dare go one
    step further, and say she cared so much about him, she loved
    Jonathan? As a husband?  

     

    The thought filled her with such alarm she bolted up the stairs, and
    locked her door behind her. Good Lord, how on earth had this
    happened? She, who could have the pick of a dozen fine gentlemen,
    had lost her heart completely to a simple country parson?  

     

    Well, not so simple, she had to admit, thinking of his education and
    intelligence, and his impeccable manners. His dress was not always
    quite the latest mode, but he was tall, well built, his physique
    magnificent. He was handsome, so much so as to turn heads wherever
    he went. His conversation was always most interesting, his company
    highly sought after. So where was the objection?  

     

    No fortune for one, she began to list, thinking of her Aunt Susan's
    hopes for a 'good' match for her. No title, no real home of his own,
    only a modest living, and that dependent upon the largesse of his
    friend the Duke.  

     

    On the other hand, he had few bad habits. He was not the
    stereotypical country parson running with the hounds, or prowling
    after young ladies of good fortune. He had never led her to believe
    he was only interested in her money; quite the opposite in fact.  

     

    She sighed as she began to undress. In fact, he had never indicated
    any romantic interest in her at all. Was he obligated elsewhere? Or
    just too staid and sober to marry?  

     

    But when she was in his company, she found him highly entertaining.
    So did his friends, for they often laughed and joked together. He
    just did not behave in that manner toward her. Oh, it was all too
    confusing.  

     

    Pamela settled in the bed and blew out the candle. She hated being
    so at odds with everyone. Especially Jonathan. She knew she would
    barely get a wink of sleep after the set down he had given her. But
    the dark soothed her. She had to think decide what to do. She did
    not want him to be miffed with her. She did not want his anger, nor
    his cool indifference, to continue.  

     

    She had admired him ever since they had met. When exactly that
    admiration had turned to true love, she had no idea, but now she was
    sure she loved him, him and no one else. And she was tired of Bath,
    or at least wasting her time with any other man but him.  

     

    So what to do now? she sighed inwardly as she thumped her pillow
    trying to find some comfort. To take it upon herself to alter the
    character of their friendship would be to risk everything. To place
    her heart upon her sleeve, and hope he would not shred it.  

     

    On the other hand, what if it was possible for him to return her
    feelings?  

     

    It was a bold thought. It made her giddy just contemplating it. The
    enormity of caused her to sit up in the bed and re-light the candle.
    She went to her wardrobe, and looked her clothes over. She was not
    the wealthiest of all the girls of her set, but she did have a good
    wardrobe and jewels. Tasteful, but not ostentatious. Modest, but
    with just that hint of allure, a baring of the shoulder, a flash of
    ankle.  

     

    She went over to the mirror and assessed herself candidly. Thick
    blond hair, which, whilst fairly straight, positively gleamed like a
    crown. Once it was curled around her temple, it was perfection
    itself. A fine forehead and brow, good ears which did not stick out
    like an elephant's, she reflected, thinking of the poor Clarence
    girl, and pitying her, for all her fortune was one of the best in
    the County.  

     

    Moving further in her catalogue of her own attributes, she noted the
    darker color of her brows and lashes, and the lush length of the
    latter. Blue eyes, tilted slightly upwards in the corners, and like
    a stormy sea when aroused, her father had always said. But now they
    were bright and shining with hope.  

     

    Her creamy complexion had been assiduously protected by bonnets and
    enhanced by creams and washing with milk. She had never been prey to
    the awful spots that some girls and boys developed as they matured
    into adulthood. High cheekbones, a fine delicate chin, and a pair of
    well-shaped red lips completed her visage. She had been told several
    times that they were kissable, but she had thus far never allowed
    anyone the liberty.  

     

    She put her hand to her mouth, and tried to imagine it. A vision of
    Jonathan standing over her, so tall and proud and handsome with his
    gray eyes looking at her warmly, instead of censoriously, thrilled
    her to the core. She could feel her lips tingle and a shiver run
    down her spine.  

     

    She turned back to the wardrobe, and planned her campaign with the
    thoroughness of an Army general. She knew exactly what to do. She
    would make Jonathan fall in love with her. She would be witty,
    intelligent, comport herself well, and in short, prove to him that
    they would be an excellent match.  

     

    Pamela had no illusions. It would difficult, for many different
    reasons.  

     

    Firstly, she had to get him to notice her as a woman, without being
    too obvious. Secondly, she had to prove to him that she would make a
    good vicar's wife, which would be no mean feat considering how
    selfish she had always been, and how badly she had behaved since she
    had been in Bath.  

     

    Finally, she would have to convince her aunt that she and Jonathan
    were made for each other. She had reached her majority, so that
    apart from informing her solicitor Mr. Bundy for the sake of
    politeness, she was free to do as she pleased.  

     

    But if she feared Jonathan's tongue-lashings, they were as nothing
    compared to what her aunt could dispense when the mood struck her.  

     

    So, she would just have to be careful, and move things far enough
    along that there could be no going back. But there was a fine line
    between getting engaged and causing scandal. People were bound to
    talk anyway: the divine Miss Ashton marrying Jonathan Deveril, a
    vicar, of all people. She could just here them all atwitter now.  

     

    But Pamela didn't care. She loved Jonathan. She would summon up all
    the detailed knowledge she had gleaned from the popular novels, and
    make herself a match with the man she loved.  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 17]Chapter Seventeen  

     

    Pamela's scheme to woo Jonathan for her husband got under way the
    very next morning. Her plan of attack had to be subtle, but
    persuasive. Warm, but not too heated. And it had to take place in
    full view of a houseful of companions and chaperones.  

     

    She started off with a fine day gown of white lawn trimmed with dark
    blue satin ribbon around the hem, neckline, and short sleeves, the
    ribbons there being tied into bows.  

     

    Breakfast being a relatively informal meal, she timed her arrival to
    ensure she was not last down, and thus got to sit across from
    Jonathan. She asked him if he had time that morning to take her over
    to the poorer area of the town. He doubted the wisdom of it, dressed
    as she was, but asked his sister if she would like to accompany
    them.  

     

    Pamela had not had very much time to sew for the poor with her
    never-ending round of entertainments, but she brought what she
    could, and donated some fabric and some of her own things as well.
    If he thought the batiste night dresses too fine and delicately made
    for poor Mrs. Jenkins, who had to be twenty stone at least, he said
    nothing. There was no opportunity for intimate conversation between
    them, but she could take his arm when walking, and his hand when he
    helped her in and out of the Duke's carriage.  

     

    When Sarah saw someone with whom she particularly wanted to speak,
    Pamela made room for the newcomer by seating herself next to
    Jonathan.  

     

    "I don't mind, honestly. I know you prefer to ride facing," said she
    to Sarah, enjoying the nearness of the compelling man by her side.  

     

    On the way back to the house, she said in a low tone, "I have taken
    what you said very much to heart, and shall speak with my aunt about
    her indiscreet behavior. I'm sorry if Elizabeth has been harmed in
    any way by anything we might have said inadvertently, and will do
    our best to make it up to her."  

     

    Jonathan smiled slightly. "It's enough if you try to be a better
    friend to her. She admires you, and wishes she were more sociable."
     

     

    "But as you have pointed out, that can be a bad thing."  

     

    He nodded. "It can indeed, if her name is paired with the wrong
    person. But the Duke and I have cleared things up, and we hope that
    most right-minded people will forget they ever heard such arrant
    nonsense."  

     

    Pamela wondered whom Elizabeth had been paired with. She had never
    noticed anyone paying especial court to her, though as a Duke's
    sister she was worth cultivating, even though she was still very
    young.  

     

    "What are your plans for the rest of the day?" he asked now.  

     

    "I thought to go over to see my old school friend, Belinda Bassett,
    who is in West Avenue, and from there go on to the milliner's. I am
    also quite out of material, and as you can see, I have nothing left
    to give after our visit this morning."  

     

    "If you would like my sister and I to accompany you-"  

     

    "But Sarah has her friend Angela with her now. I would not like to
    deprive her of that society."  

     

    "Then I shall ask Elizabeth to go with you."  

     

    "I should like that."  

     

    But when they arrived back at the house, Elizabeth was unavailable,
    having gone out with her sister-in-law to the fabric shop in Cheap
    Street.  

     

    "If we go there first, we may be able to catch them," Jonathan
    suggested.  

     

    Vanessa Stone agreed to go with them. She had a list of errands of
    her own to run. She also wasn't averse to a bit of matchmaking. She
    was no fool. She could see the way the couple looked at each other,
    both when they were conversing, and especially when they thought the
    other was not looking. She thought it would be a very fine thing for
    Jonathan, but knew he would never dream of doing anything improper.
     

     

    Now Pamela, on the other hand, was a most determined young woman. In
    this case, she thought that might be no bad thing. Jonathan had
    rigidly denied himself happiness for far too long. It was high time
    he wed and set up his nursery.  

     

    She could not imagine a finer husband and father, excepting her own
    beloved Clifford of course. And possibly the Duke, for Charlotte did
    seem to be the happiest of women, and they were a most romantic
    couple. If Jonathan could attain the happiness of his two friends,
    they would all be most content.  

     

    So she set her plan into motion. She had the handsome vicar help her
    with her cloak, and got into the carriage first.  

     

    Before Pamela could sit down next to her in the facing coach seat,
    she plunked down her wicker basket. "No, no, sit by Jonathan. I need
    to sort these items while we go along."  

     

    Pamela made no objection, and did not seem to notice that Vanessa
    was putting them together on purpose. She got in and sat next to the
    vicar, and all three of them chatted for a short while about the
    various fine pieces of fabric the auburn-haired woman needed
    trimming or patterns for.  

     

    But soon Vanessa lapsed into silence to allow the couple a chance
    for further intimacies.  

     

    Jonathan said to Pamela in a low voice, "If I may say so, Miss
    Ashton, you are looking particularly fine this morning."  

     

    "How kind of you. Yes, I worked very hard on this dress. I do enjoy
    making my own clothes. I'm not quite as good as the professionals in
    the area, of course, but I do most of the work myself and let them
    finish it off."  

     

    "Very clever, I'm sure."  

     

    "Not at all. There are many other women who do the same. There's no
    sense in spending more than one has to in order to dress well."  

     

    Delighted at how well her plan was working thus far, Vanessa moved
    on to the next phase. Once they completed Pamela's purchases at the
    fabric shop, Vanessa said, "I'm going to have to get some things for
    Baby now. Jonathan, why don't you take Miss Ashton across the street
    for some chocolate? I'll join you in a moment."  

     

    "Are you sure you don't need our help?" Pamela asked, before
    Jonathan could say a word.  

     

    "Yes, I am. They'll put the parcels right in the carriage. Go, and
    please ask them to wrap up some of their marzipan for me to take
    back for Clifford."  

     

    "Yes, of course, his favorite," Pamela said, having taken note of it
    in an effort to learn as much about Jonathan's friends as possible."
     

     

    "Just so. How kind of you to notice."  

     

    "And perhaps some gingerbread for Elizabeth, Sarah, and yourself."  

     

    "Indeed." Vanessa smiled. "I can just smell it now. So hurry you
    two, off you go!"  

     

    Pamela waited for Jonathan to lodge a protest, but he merely offered
    her his arm, and escorted her across the street.  

     

    She walked very closely to him, causing him to ask, "Are you cold?"
     

     

    "The wind is a bit biting out of the sun," she lied.  

     

    He stepped more closely to her to protect her from the light breeze.
    She thought she was in Heaven.  

     

    Once inside the elegant little shop with a large bay window and gilt
    fittings, he seated her at a vacant table near the window, and
    caught the waiter's eye.  

     

    "What will you have? Does anything in the case take your fancy?"  

     

    "Just chocolate will be fine, thank you."  

     

    "Two chocolates, a box of marzipan to take with us, the largest slab
    of gingerbread you have, plus two chocolate Ã©clairs and
    a slice of warm gingerbread to eat here."  

     

    "No, really, Mr. Deveril, I don't need--" she protested.  

     

    "Please don't deny me the pleasure. I happen to have noticed how
    fond of them you are. And don't you dare tell me, with your lovely
    figure, that you need to worry about what you eat."  

     

    She blushed at the compliment, and tried not to let her elation
    show. Really, this was working out far better than she could have
    planned.  

     

    "Thank you for being so considerate. Whilst we wait for Vanessa, I
    wonder if you would tell me about your days at Oxford. I had an
    argument with my aunt not long ago about women attending university.
    She said it would never happen. But I think a time will come when
    all spheres open to men shall be available to women as well."  

     

    Jonathan smiled at her warmly. "My time at Oxford, both before and
    after the war, were the happiest times of my life. Good friends,
    wonderful opportunities for study and stimulating discussion..."  

     

    Pamela sat back and enjoyed herself. She had seldom seen him so
    animated, and she began to realize another thing. Men liked to be
    listened to. She did not always have to make the wittiest remark, or
    talk about her own interests all the time.  

     

    It was not just because she was carrying out her plan of conquest
    that she listened carefully. He really was a most fascinating man
    once she got to know him. His stories were not racy or shocking,
    what passed for 'entertaining' with many of her associates in Bath.
    She learned something from every sentence he uttered, about the
    world and about him.  

     

    If she had had any doubts about her feelings for him before, sitting
    in the bakery together drinking chocolate dispelled them. She was
    truly, irrevocably, in love. She admired his sandy hair, his
    expressive gray eyes, his fine black suit with a wine colored
    cravat. Yes, here was a man whom she could be justly proud of no
    matter what the social situation.  

     

    At length Jonathan looked around, catching several glances as he did
    so. He knew they made a fine couple, but that was the last thing he
    ought to have allowed anyone to think of them.  

     

    "Oh my. It would appear that Vanessa has taken a great deal longer
    than she intended." He pulled his gold fob watch out of his pocket.
    "We're going to be late for dinner at this rate, and I fear perhaps
    the pastry will have spoiled your appetite."  

     

    "I own it's actually made me even more hungry. There's nothing
    better than a good solid roast beef and Yorkshire pudding."  

     

    "Glad to hear you say so. It's a particular favorite of mine."  

     

    She restrained a smile. She had noticed.  

     

    "Ah, here Vanessa is now," Jonathan said with evident relief.  

     

    Vanessa greeted them both and apologized for the delay.  

     

    "Never mind that. Have your gingerbread," he said, raising his
    finger for the waiter to bring another chocolate.  

     

    "I shall bolt this down so we're not late for dinner."  

     

    "Not at all, my dear. Miss Ashton and I await your convenience."  

     

    "Jonathan was just telling me about his days at Oxford. I had no
    idea your husband was such a great scholar as well."  

     

    "And the Duke of course is also a most learned and accomplished
    man," Vanessa replied, "though in his position in society, he has no
    reason to be. But he does not ask his servants to do anything he
    cannot do himself."  

     

    Jonathan nodded. "Yes, you should have seen him chopping wood and
    tending the wounded in Portugal and Spain. He's a most remarkable
    man."  

     

    "Yes, I had noticed. I've been most privileged to enjoy such good
    society here in Bath. And your little son is just a joy to be with."
     

     

    "Yes, he is, isn't he?" Vanessa said with a fond smile. "I never
    imagined I could ever dote upon something as much as he. I always
    had my nose in a book. Speaking of books, how is the course of study
    I suggested for you progressing?"  

     

    "Very well," she fibbed. "First thing in the morning, and last thing
    before I go to bed. But you would know all about rising early, with
    the baby."  

     

    She congratulated herself on turning the conversation deftly.
    Vanessa was once again off singing the praises of her darling
    infant. But she made herself a firm promise to make up for the
    reading she had missed, and to attend more lectures in Bath from now
    on.  

     

    At length Vanessa had finished her chocolate and cake. Jonathan took
    up the box of marzipan and the other of gingerbread, and clinked
    some coins down in the tray.  

     

    He took Pamela's arm and Vanessa's basket, leaving Vanessa to walk
    by his side, but not as closely as Pamela. Pamela felt as though
    they were the only two people in the crowded street as he led her
    across carefully, steering her around anything unpleasant underfoot.
     

     

    He opened the carriage door and placed the basket inside, and then
    helped Vanessa in. She took up her place next to all her parcels,
    once again deliberately but seemingly inadvertently leaving the
    attractive young couple together on the backward seat.  

     

    He turned to Pamela and smiled. She took his hand and stepped up,
    and did not slide too far over in the seat, the better to be closer
    to him once he climbed up and sat down.  

     

    If he thought it strange, he said nothing. He settled back against
    the squabs as they resumed their conversation, this time discussing
    their plans for the rest of the evening.  

     

    "There is a concert this evening at the Octagon. Some Italian
    arias," Vanessa said.  

     

    "Would you like to go?" Jonathan asked Pamela. "Or did you have your
    heart set on the card party at the Elliotts'?"  

     

    "The concert sounds delightful, but my Italian isn't very good."  

     

    "No matter. I can translate for you."  

     

    "If you would be so kind."  

     

    "Very well, it's all decided," Jonathan said, pleased and surprised
    she did not fancy the more raucous card party. "Vanessa, you and
    Clifford will accompany us?"  

     

    "We should be most pleased to."  

     

    Pamela was in heaven for the rest of the day, for she sat next to
    Jonathan at dinner, the result of them having arrived a bit late.
    She listened carefully, observing him from under her lashes, and
    trying to make intelligent remarks as they discussed the letters to
    the paper, always a favorite pastime of the three Rakehell friends
    whenever they got together.  

     

    Once the meal was over, they retired for coffee. In most households,
    the men would have retired for port and cigars, but the Duke did not
    indulge in either habit. He also believed that any conversation
    which could not take place in front of a lady should not take place
    at all.  

     

    So Charlotte sat to pour for them all, while Pamela made herself
    useful by handing round the cups. She observed the way each took
    theirs, so if she ever had to pour, she would be appropriately
    attentive.  

     

    Jonathan was black, one drop, the Duke white, two drops, and
    Clifford black. She tried to be pleasant to everyone in the room,
    particularly Elizabeth, who said she would be delighted to attend
    the concert. Her aunt had little musical inclination, however.  

     

    Vanessa shot the Duke a look.  

     

    He said, "Well, there's no need for either party to feel deprived.
    Your niece and my sister can go to the concert at the Octagon with
    the Stones, and if you will be so kind, you can come with us to the
    Elliotts'."  

     

    He winked at Vanessa as soon as no one was looking. Shortly
    thereafter, Charlotte rose and told everyone it was high time they
    bathed and changed if they were to go out that evening.  

     

    Pamela could hardly restrain herself. A whole evening with Jonathan,
    without her aunt! She couldn't wait.  
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    Pamela sped up to her room to prepare for the concert at the Octagon
    that evening. She donned the gown she had chosen the night before, a
    sumptuous pale blue silk with fine lace edging around the bodice,
    sleeves, and hem. The lace was a full six inches at the bottom, of
    finest cream-colored Brussels lace, and was so sheer as to expose
    her ankles to view. The sweeping train enhanced the slender elegance
    of her figure. A matching shawl and fan completed the ensemble.  

     

    She pinched her cheeks and pressed her lips together, and allowed
    herself a light dusting of power on her face and bosom, and a tiny
    bit of kohl around the eyes. Her hair she swept up into a gold
    fillet, and wove it into a complicated plait at the back which she
    then pinned to the top of her head.  

     

    Assessing herself in the mirror, she was sure she had never looked
    so fine. Her opinion was mirrored in Jonathan's eyes as she
    descended into the vestibule, where he was waiting for the carriage
    to take them to the Octagon. His gray eyes positively glowed as he
    looked at her, and not for the first time, he found himself cursing
    his self-imposed restrictions.  

     

    Jane had been lovely but uncomplicated, girlish. Pamela was a woman
    worth having indeed, in every sense of the word. But he had his
    duties, his obligations, however much Thomas said he should let go
    of the past and act upon his desires where Pamela was concerned.  

     

    He had not been able to keep his interest in her secret from his two
    oldest friends. He had reassured them both that he did not intend to
    change his state in any way in relation to her. Pamela was expected
    to marry well. While he was an extremely wealthy man in his own
    right, that fact was not widely known.  

     

    Nor did he wish it to be. He had been subjected to his own share of
    fortune huntresses in the past, and did not want to have to
    constantly beware again. Very few people expected a vicar to be well
    to do, so he was safe. Also, he was proud enough to want Pamela to
    fall in love with him for himself, not his money.  

     

    Fall in love? But to what end? He sighed. No, there was no point. He
    had given his word. While there was any hope at all, he had to cling
    on to it. That meant turning his back upon Pamela, however hard it
    might be.  

     

    But it was a beautiful evening, and she was his charming companion.
    If he could get to sit next to her at the concert without too many
    other people crowding around them, he would be the happiest of men.
    It was only one night. What could be the harm?  

     

    He could never have her for his own. He and his sister had already
    stayed too long in Bath. He had duties back in Brimley that needed
    tending to. In fact, he had even mentioned to Sarah his intention to
    arrive back in his parish in time for the Sunday services. He would
    pay one more call on Jane and her daughter Sophie in the small house
    on the outskirts of the next village, and head back to his duties.  

     

    As for Pamela, she would meet a good man with a sizable fortune,
    marry well, and be happy. She need never know what dwelled in his
    heart. She would look back upon her association with a fond smile,
    and recollect him as nothing more than the sanctimonious prig who
    had once tried to educate her.  

     

    "Are you ready?" he asked.  

     

    "I am. I just need to put on my cloak."  

     

    He helped her with the garment, allowing his hands to rest upon her
    shoulders. They both shivered with delight, but sprang apart
    guiltily as the Duke turned and looked at them.  

     

    The others in the party proceeded out the door, and entered the
    first carriage, which was destined for the Elliotts' card party.
    Once it was filled, it drove off, and the second one pulled up for
    the rest of the party to climb in.  

     

    Once again, Pamela was seated next to Jonathan in the carriage, with
    Sarah on the other side of her brother. The intimate contact was
    almost more than both could bear, but a few jolts soon had them
    relaxing against one another, with their shoulders and hips pressed
    together lightly. She couldn't very well pull away into the
    corner-it would look either too peculiar or particular. She had to
    suffer the joy and anguish of being so close to him and prayed no
    one noticed her high color.  

     

    Her consternation only got worse in the concert, when Jonathan sat
    with her and leaned near to explain the libretto. They had arrived
    late, and there were only pairs of seats available for the party.  

     

    Sarah and Elizabeth, looking very well in their fine cambric gowns
    with silk sashes in green and blue, were the target of several male
    admirers, and were made room for. Vanessa and Clifford sat behind
    Pamela and Jonathan for the sake of propriety, but also helped
    shield them from view. They were also placed near a pillar, which
    concealed their closeness well.  

     

    There was little chance for ordinary conversation, but the music was
    so sublime Pamela did not care to initiate any other talk. At the
    interval, Jonathan stood up to fetch her some punch, but Clifford
    told him he would bring some back for them both, and went off with
    Vanessa to mingle.  

     

    "Should we not go socialize as well? I see the Jenkins twins over
    there."  

     

    "Can't abide them."  

     

    She jumped at his abrupt comment. "I thought you liked the girls."  

     

    "Giggling little chits. Please spare me."  

     

    She stared at him. "It's not like you to be so, well, rude and
    outspoken."  

     

    "It was they that were gossiping about Elizabeth."  

     

    Pamela stiffened. "In that case, I shall avoid them too."  

     

    But she felt uneasy, for she knew they were particular friends of
    the Earl's. She tried to recollect whether she had ever had a
    private conversation with them, or even mentioned Elizabeth to them.
    But why would the Earl want to cause trouble for her? Jonathan had
    said he was untrustworthy in the past. She wondered what he had done
    to merit this opinion.  

     

    As if by magic, the object of her thoughts suddenly materialized
    before her, and made a beeline toward Elizabeth. The word fortune
    hunter immediately sprang to mind. She told herself she was being
    unfair. The girl was perfectly delightful if very young.  

     

    In any case, Pamela need have no fear, for the Duke's sister was far
    too sensible a girl to let herself get carried away at her age.
    Besides, the Earl was an earl; it was no mean thing for her to be
    matched with him, though there was still something about
    Ferncliffe...  

     

    Jonathan saw her staring at the Earl, and misconstrued her feelings.
    He felt himself burn with jealousy, and allowed his knee and leg to
    touch hers as if by accident. She looked into his eyes, and her
    mouth went dry. If she moved just a little closer, she would be able
    to kiss him.  

     

    She might get away with it behind the pillar... Why not?  

     

    Pamela steeled herself to move forward a bit more, but just as she
    was about to lean into him in open invitation, Clifford returned
    with the punch.  

     

    "Thank you so much, Mr. Stone."  

     

    Clifford smiled down at Pamela good-naturedly, and was genuinely
    sorry he had interrupted them. Well, it would have long-lasting
    consequences if they were seen kissing in the Octagon, so it was
    probably just as well he had come along when he had.  

     

    The musicians began to tune their instruments as a signal that the
    concert would start again shortly. There was the usual scramble back
    into seats.  

     

    The Earl saw Pamela as he moved toward the back. He bowed gallantly.
     

     

    She nodded her head, but Jonathan did not respond.  

     

    Pamela stared at her companion. Really, he was behaving so oddly
    this evening. To cut a nobleman in so ostentatious a manner? It was
    unthinkable. What on earth could be amiss?  

     

    She looked at him, but his eyes had resumed their normal steely-gray
    coolness.  

     

    Pamela enjoyed the second half of the concert, particularly the love
    songs. She felt a warm shiver of passion run through her as Jonathan
    touched her arm, gripping it above her elbow, his hand scorching
    upon her bare flesh. Either he had forgotten to put his gloves back
    on, or he had left them off by design. The effect was electrifying
    for them both.  

     

    He made no apology, however. When the concert was over, he helped
    her rise from the chair and assisted her with her cloak. He stroked
    her velvet-clad shoulders as if she were a kitten. He caught himself
    in time, and prayed no one had seen him.  

     

    Then he pulled back on his gloves, condemning his absent-mindedness
    aloud, and they were ready to depart. Pamela did not dare look him
    in the eye. If both of them seemed breathless, they did not risk any
    comment upon the matter.  

     

    Pamela was surprised Jonathan did not linger to speak with anyone.
    He stepped directly out to the carriage with her. She looked back to
    make sure that Clifford and Vanessa were following, but Clifford was
    making certain that Elizabeth and Sarah were ready to leave.  

     

    "You might wonder at my departing so quickly. It's quite a crush in
    there. I did not want to linger. The fresh air will do us both good.
    I do so miss the countryside."  

     

    "As do I," she said sincerely.  

     

    "You don't have to work so hard to be agreeable, Miss Ashton," he
    said in clipped tones.  

     

    "I'm not. I miss being able to ride, the birdsong, oh, a hundred
    things about Brimley."  

     

    "The society?"  

     

    "Well, yes, if you're talking about good people like the Millers.
    But otherwise, everyone I truly care for is here with me in Bath."
    She wanted to bite her tongue for saying something so obvious.  

     

    He smiled at her, and took her hand. "It is kind of you to say so."
     

     

    "It was kind of you to organize this trip for us. We wouldn't have
    been able to enjoy Bath half so well if we hadn't been in such
    excellent company. Our accommodations are of course more than we
    could have hoped for."  

     

    He stepped even closer. His warmth and male aroma filled her senses.
    "I'm only too pleased to help. We're good friends. If you ever find
    yourself in need-"  

     

    She did not get a chance to hear the rest of his offer, for it was
    bitten back with a muttered oath that sounded very unlike the
    language vicars tended to use.  

     

    The Earl had descended upon them from nowhere. "I say, Miss Ashton,
    I was sorry I didn't get a chance to speak to you during the
    interval. You're coming to the ball tomorrow, aren't you? I should
    very much like to engage you for the first dance."  

     

    "You'll have to wait for the second, old chap. The first one is
    mine," Jonathan asserted, holding her even more closely to him.  

     

    "Thank you for asking, though," Pamela said quickly, in an effort to
    cover up the awkward moment and conceal her own surprise. She had
    not thought that Jonathan would even be attending.  

     

    In fact, she was sure he had mentioned something about heading back
    early to Brimley to be there in time for Sunday services in the
    morning.  

     

    The Earl stared at them both inscrutably for a moment. "The second
    dance it shall be." Ferncliffe took her hand and kissed it, gave a
    tight smile, and departed as suddenly as he had come.  

     

    Pamela was not sure what to say after Jonathan's unaccountable
    display of bad temper, so opted for silence as the best course of
    action. He handed her up into the carriage, and then assisted the
    other ladies. Thus he and Clifford entered last, and were furthest
    away from her.  

     

    She cursed her bad luck, whilst he chastised himself for behaving so
    rudely, and going back on his resolve to return to his duties in
    Brimley the following day. But the idea of that boorish lout
    Ferncliffe having Pamela all to himself was more than he could bear.
     

     

    All of the women chatted animatedly about how much they had enjoyed
    the concert, and then mentioned what they would be wearing to the
    ball on the morrow. It was agreed that they would all attend, all
    except Sarah, who had assumed she would be going home and had
    already begun to pack.  

     

    "We can stay, Sister. Mr. Evans the curate will not mind one more
    Sunday."  

     

    Sarah was surprised but pleased. "Thank you, Jonathan. I shall have
    to press my best dress. I fear most of my things have been put away,
    ready for an early start in the morning."  

     

    "Give any dresses which need pressing to the abigail before you go
    to sleep tonight, and all will be well in the morning," Vanessa
    advised.  

     

    When they arrived back at the house, Pamela tried to find an excuse
    to linger downstairs, hoping to get him alone for just a moment. But
    Jonathan stood in the vestibule to say goodnight to everyone. He
    kissed his sister, then Elizabeth asked for a brotherly embrace.
    Pamela tried to quell the unreasonable jealousy she felt surge
    through her.  

     

    Vanessa tried to make light of it by giving him a peck on the cheek
    as well. She only succeeded in making the situation worse, for
    Clifford said teasingly, "Now, Jonathan, you can't leave Miss Ashton
    unkissed. It would be most ungallant."  

     

    Jonathan dutifully leaned forward, and saluted her cheek. She
    blushed bright red and did not dare look at Jonathan's expression. A
    hurried good night escaped her lips before she nodded to the others
    and went up her own staircase.  

     

    Pamela was relieved to find that her aunt was still out, so she
    would not have to answer all of her questions about who she had seen
    at the concert. She wanted the peace and quiet to recollect the
    evening in all its glory, and to replay the kiss in her mind.  

     

    The more she thought about it, the more she decided that he really
    had shown her especial regard. It was not possible that he could be
    indifferent to her. The question was what to do about him? He never
    would have kissed her if he had not been goaded into it. But that
    was not to say that he would not if she offered him some
    encouragement. And where better than a ball to entice a man?  

     

    Tomorrow would be the night that would decide her future. Pamela
    could barely wait a moment longer. She had no idea how she was going
    to get through the day tomorrow in such a state of eager
    anticipation.  
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    The morning dawned crisp and cold. Pamela sprang out of bed early,
    eager for a bath and an opportunity to go over her gowns for the day
    to ensure they were perfect.  

     

    She went into the nearest bathroom and lit the hot water heater.
    When the tub was full, she soaked in the scalding water until her
    fingers were wrinkled. She had scented the water with rose oil, and
    washed her hair thoroughly, so that anyone who came near would smell
    the light fragrance with her slightest movement. She smoothed
    rose-scented lotion all over her body, and put on her finest
    undergarments.  

     

    Then she donned a gown of white cotton eyelet with an embroidered
    border of gold and black fleur de lys used on the overskirt, and a
    matching gold and black twisted sash at the waist. Since the
    embroidered sleeves were quite short, she carried a white Indian
    shawl with gold threads woven into it, and topped the whole with a
    matching gold bonnet.  

     

    Her aunt tapped on the door and began to ask her about the concert,
    but Pamela managed to escape her more pressing questions as to whom
    she had seen and spoken to by saying she was famished.  

     

    "Well, you look very well, very fine indeed. What did you say your
    plans were again today?" Aunt Susan asked, narrowing her eyes
    suspiciously.  

     

    "My school friend Belinda Bassett. Do you recall?"  

     

    "Ah, yes, of course. Well, naturally you would want to look well.
    Why have we not seen her yet?"  

     

    "She came out last year, but it was a very quiet occasion, for she
    has been promised almost from birth to a distant cousin to whom the
    estate is entailed. They're now formally engaged, and they shall be
    marrying in June."  

     

    "Such a pity you shall be in London and not able to attend. But it
    will be the height of the season then."  

     

    Pamela nodded.  

     

    "What a shame you will not be the first of your set to marry. But it
    can't be helped. Not at this juncture."  

     

    Pamela smiled to herself. If all went well this evening, she might
    be able to pull it off yet. Not that her aunt would approve, but she
    didn't care, so long as she was happy. With Jonathan at her side,
    she was sure she would be.  

     

    "Not to worry, Aunt. Best to make a considered and reasoned choice,
    than do anything hasty one will live to regret."  

     

    The older woman nodded. "Quite right my dear. Just so long as you're
    not too particular. I own I had my chance in my day, but thought
    another would be forthcoming. I was wrong." She sighed bitterly.  

     

    Pamela paused before they entered the breakfast room. "And was there
    no one special?"  

     

    Her aunt sighed. "Oh, it was a long time ago. I did not follow my
    heart and my inclination. He was deemed a poor catch. Not a large
    enough fortune, you see. But when I looked into his eyes, well, the
    whole world seemed to just vanish into thin air."  

     

    She patted the older woman's arm. "I'm sorry to hear it, Aunt
    Susan."  

     

    "Ah, well, it's in the nature of things. I've been content. I'm not
    sure there is such a thing as perfect happiness. Or if there is, it
    has to be worked at."  

     

    "I shall do my best," Pamela promised, with a small smile.  

     

    Jonathan's stare as she entered the room spoke volumes. He stood up
    abruptly, nearly toppling the chair over backwards in his haste.  

     

    "Good morning, ladies. I trust you slept well?"  

     

    "Yes, thank you, Mr. Deveril."  

     

    "Do tell me about the concert, sir. I find my niece remarkably
    reticent about who attended."  

     

    "I'm still muzzy-headed with sleep, Aunt."  

     

    They had been near a pillar, but Jonathan's view of the company must
    have been unimpeded, for he was able to give the company a long list
    of who had been there.  

     

    "And the Earl of Ferncliffe, don't forget him," Sarah said.  

     

    "Yes, indeed. He asked me for the first dance tonight," Pamela said.
     

     

    "Just think how wonderful-"  

     

    "Er, I didn't accept, Aunt. I had already pledged it to Jonathan."  

     

    This was of course not strictly true, and the use of his Christian
    name caused everyone in the room to stare.  

     

    "Yes, we're all practically family," the Duke said, with a fond
    smile at his sister, and a wink at Sarah.  

     

    "Yes, we most certainly are, Thomas," Sarah replied.  

     

    He aunt was now mollified. If the vicar's sister called the Duke by
    his given name, there could not be any harm in it, provided she did
    not forget herself in more discerning company.  

     

    "I shall be only too happy to take you to your friend's today, Miss
    Ashton. Sarah, you will accompany us?"  

     

    "Of course, Jonathan."  

     

    "Elizabeth, Charlotte?"  

     

    "Only too pleased," they both assented.  

     

    Vanessa cried off. "I'm going to stay home with Baby Arthur today,
    if you don't mind. But I shall be more than ready for the ball this
    evening."  

     

    Her aunt agreed to stay home in order to rest as well. The card
    party at the Elliotts' had gone on until the wee hours of the
    morning. She did not want to be too fagged that night.  

     

    "Very well, Aunt Susan, I shall see you later."  

     

    The three women arranged themselves in the carriage in such a way
    that Jonathan ended up next to Pamela again. She congratulated
    herself on her luck in sitting next to the man she so admired.  

     

    However, she had ample cause to regret ever having brought him when
    her former school friend Belinda Bassett began to flirt with him
    most outrageously.  

     

    Pamela's cheeks flushed with mortification at the silly behavior of
    the woman, but there was little she could do other than try to turn
    the topic of conversation to something suitable.  

     

    "I dare say my friend would benefit from one of your impromptu
    performances of The School for Scandal," Pamela said pointedly.  

     

    "Oh, yes, I would. Lady Sneerwell is quite my favorite. Such a
    clever woman," Belinda tittered.  

     

    Pamela's complexion remained red throughout the entire visit, for
    embarrassment soon gave way to ire. Jonathan did not reproach
    Belinda in any way for her unseemly conduct, whereas she had got a
    good dressing down for gossiping. In fact, he seemed to be enjoying
    being fawned all over and listening to her flirtatious prattle.  

     

    Pamela could not leave fast enough, though to her horror Jonathan
    seemed inclined to stay. She looked to Sarah and Elizabeth for help,
    but they were doing their best to listen attentively to Belinda's
    talk of the ball that evening, and her gown.  

     

    "I shall look forward to seeing you tonight, "Jonathan said with a
    gallant bow as he took his leave.  

     

    "I have been holding the first dance in reserve, but I feel sure a
    man of your good breeding will oblige me," Belinda said boldly.  

     

    "I will indeed."  

     

    "But-" Pamela started to protest.  

     

    Jonathan did not say a word, merely fixed her with a look that
    chilled her. It was one of utter indifference to her feelings. She
    could not believe he had insisted the first dance was his last
    evening, and was now going back on his word.  

     

    It was too late to get the Earl to repeat his offer. Even if she did
    run into him prior to the second dance, it would look odd, as if she
    had been thrown over. To dance two dances in a row with him was out
    of the question. Not if she intended to keep her name unlinked with
    his as a match made.  

     

    Perhaps she could persuade Ferncliffe to dance the first and sit out
    the second. Nothing was worse than being left at the wall for the
    opening set.  

     

    Still, it was awfully bad of Jonathan to have landed her in such a
    pickle, and she looked at her pert and pretty little friend
    resentfully.  

     

    "Lawks, yes," Belinda was saying. "One has to take one's enjoyment
    where one can if one is engaged or married to a disagreeable man."  

     

    How Jonathan could be so taken with someone so brazen was beyond
    Pamela. If he were stimulated by her obvious manner, well, he would
    get flirtation all right.  

     

    Pamela would play the game too, and win the prize.  
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    Eventually Pamela managed to drag her party away from Belinda
    Bassett's home by reminding them that they should not be late for
    dinner again.  

     

    Once in the carriage, she tried to steer the conversation away from
    her friend, but they all seemed to think Miss Bassett charming.  

     

    How could they all be so blind? Or was she just seeing green?  

     

    Jonathan and the others certainly hoped so. Jonathan had not
    instigated what had happened at that house, but he had made the most
    of the opportunity to see if Pamela would be jealous. It was
    unworthy of him, he knew, yet it had also taught Pamela a valuable
    lesson in choosing her friends more wisely. The others had played
    along better than he could have hoped.  

     

    Pamela sat back in the seat next to Elizabeth, and tried to reflect
    more rationally on her feelings. She was jealous. She certainly
    resented being supplanted by Belinda in the first dance of the
    evening. She knew there could not be anything between Belinda and
    Jonathan. They had just met, she was engaged...  

     

    "I know you were surprised about the order of the dance, Miss
    Ashton. But I felt sure that since your friend seems to have such a
    limited circle of acquaintance, you would not mind," Jonathan said.
     

     

    "Of course not," she forced herself to say, wishing he could have at
    least sounded a bit more apologetic.  

     

    "I'm sure that the Duke or Clifford will be willing to stand up with
    you. I shall dance the third with you."  

     

    "Thank you so much. It does not trouble me in the least. I know you
    were only being polite last evening." She began to stew, an
    uncontrollable fury simmering inside her. She would dance every
    dance, and Jonathan would not get a chance to get anywhere near her
    if she could help it. If her goal was to make him fall in love with
    her, she could flirt and retreat.  

     

    When she was getting out of the carriage, she pretended to stumble,
    and found herself in his arms.  

     

    "So sorry. Thank you." She tilted her head up and smiled into his
    face, her lips just inches from his own.  

     

    Then she stepped away with a light laugh, leaving him confused and
    shaken by what had just occurred.  

     

    He had felt his blood boiling in his veins with desire for her, and
    wondered how long he would be able to keep up his facade of polite
    friend when her very nearness was like a potent aphrodisiac.  

     

    Pamela sat next to Jonathan at dinner, deliberately touching his
    hand when she conversed with others, as if to punctuate a point. As
    soon as he tried to engage her in a tÃªte Ã
    tÃªte, she would turn to her neighbor Sarah or look
    across the table at Clifford and lead the conversation off on a
    different tangent.  

     

    After dinner, Pamela helped serve the coffee, and lingered with
    Jonathan for a time, asking his opinion on the article they had read
    that morning about chimney sweeps. When the Duke joined in, she
    deliberately took his part against Jonathan.  

     

    Then, just when Jonathan seemed inclined to get her alone by the
    pianoforte, where she had retreated on the pretext of looking for
    some music, Pamela said she had to go up to rest and prepare for the
    ball.  

     

    Her gown for the evening was the same color scheme as her day dress,
    white, with black and gold trim, but even more sumptuous. The white
    gown was deceptively simple, with a broad square neckline which
    showed her bosom to just the right degree. The bodice was
    form-hugging thanks to strategically placed darts, and her sleeves
    were short and fitted, also serving to draw all eyes to her fine
    chest and shoulders.  

     

    The unique feature of the dress was the special gold-braid used to
    trim around the neckline, the ends of the sleeves, and the scooped
    edges of the overskirt. It also formed a belt decorated with
    charming little gold tassels which swung when she walked. The
    under-skirt was diaphanous, and shot through with gold thread. It
    was sheer enough to show her delicate gold slippers decorated with
    the same gold braid. Her reticule and fan were also trimmed with the
    same elegant braid.  

     

    For her jewels, she selected a gold and black diadem, and a matching
    set of gold and jet hoop earrings and chain. With a pair of gold
    bracelets on each upper arm, and gold braided garters for her
    gloves, her outfit was complete in every respect. She was sure all
    eyes would be upon her that evening. The only thing lacking was her
    cloak, but her black velvet would do nicely, trimmed as it was with
    gold piping and fastened with two gold frogs.  

     

    They had planned to have a light supper before leaving, but Pamela
    knew she would not be able to keep up her campaign of advance and
    retreat the entire evening. Thus she came down about ten minutes
    before they were set to leave, and helped herself to a mouthful from
    the buffet table.  

     

    "So sorry to be so long. I fell asleep."  

     

    Jonathan was speechless. He had never seen Pamela looking so lovely
    as in the magnificent gown trimmed with the most alluring gold
    braid. It would practically kill him to have to dance with anyone
    else that night. But he had created his own predicament, and would
    have to live with it.  

     

    His heart hammered with longing and fear. His feelings for Pamela
    were getting to the point where even his rock-hard self-control was
    beginning to become eroded by constant exposure to the object of his
    deepest desires. She was radiant, and truth to tell, far more lovely
    than any woman he had ever seen or known. It was a disloyal thought,
    but it was a plain simple fact. Where would be the harm in enjoying
    himself for one night?  

     

    He would simply leave on the morrow and be able to treasure the
    memory for the rest of his life. It would be cold comfort, but
    better than nothing. The way Pamela looked as she stood there
    resplendent in white, black and gold was enough to make anyone's
    heart turn over.  

     

    But the heart of the man who loved her? Cupid's arrow had pierced
    him, and the only cure was to have his heart break. He could not
    have her for his own without overturning everything he had ever
    believed in. He had given his word to Jane, and Thomas. Little
    Sophie needed him. And even if he were to dare consider breaking his
    word, what woman would ever be able to accept his care and devotion
    for his insane childhood sweetheart and her illegitimate daughter?  

     

    Pamela thought she had never seen anyone as handsome as Jonathan. In
    his dark evening clothes, with snowy linen, and a fine embroidered
    black waistcoat and cravat with silver accents, he looked positively
    regal, every bit as noble as the Duke himself.  

     

    The three men in her company were all fine-looking, one dark, the
    Duke, one fair, Clifford Stone, and one sandy-haired, her own
    beloved Jonathan. She would have been hard-pressed to tell which was
    the titled gentleman, they all looked so well.  

     

    The Duke said, "It seems everyone is ready. Shall we?"  

     

    "We're ready, at any rate," Vanessa said, curtseying. She was
    wearing a very fine gold gown with a split green over-skirt trimmed
    with gold embroidery which made her look like a queen.  

     

    The Duchess was clad in royal blue, which matched perfectly her
    husband's cravat, and her own eyes.  

     

    "Right, everyone, gloves, fans, reticules, vinaigrettes, and
    handkerchiefs at the ready? Then off we go," the Duke said with a
    laugh.  

     

    They had to go in both carriages since the party was so large.
    Pamela found herself in the one with Vanessa and Clifford, Sarah and
    Jonathan. Her aunt had not been able to resist the invitation to
    arrive at the Upper Rooms with the Duke and his entourage. Pamela
    could just hear her telling all of her friends about their wonderful
    evening when she got back to Brimley.  

     

    And wonderful she hoped it would be, for though Pamela had lost her
    chance for the first dance with Jonathan, she was determined to come
    away from the evening with an understanding between them. He had to
    return her feelings, he simply had to. No man could be so attentive
    and be completely indifferent.  

     

    Just how far Pamela was prepared to go, she had no idea. She drew
    upon her tiny store of experience to decide how to approach the
    issue. Kisses and caresses were the obvious solution to the problem,
    but it was maneuvering him into them and still keeping her own
    reputation that was going to be the tricky part. She could see how
    much he admired her appearance, so the getting him into position
    would probably be the easy part. The difficult aspect would be to
    goad him into telling her or showing her how he really felt.  

     

    Well, provoking jealousy within him was as good a method as any, she
    decided, and launched into her role of woman of the world with
    verve. Jonathan would be hers before the night was out, or she would
    eat her new hat.  
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    As luck would have it, when the party arrived at the Upper Rooms,
    the Earl of Ferncliffe was there early, and so was Pamela's friend
    Belinda Bassett. Jonathan had no choice but to go over to claim his
    partner for the first dance.  

     

    Pamela moved toward the Earl and said casually, "It appears I am
    supplanted. My old school friend knows very few people here, so I
    have relinquished my dance partner to her."  

     

    "That's an opportunity too good for me to miss," the Earl said with
    a broad smile. "I shall dance the first and second with you then."  

     

    "Oh no, I did not mean- Are you not already committed?"  

     

    "Not at all."  

     

    "I accept the first dance, but would not want to trouble you for the
    second."  

     

    "It's no trouble, I assure you, my dear Miss Ashton. You may have as
    many dances as you like."  

     

    The Earl looked especially handsome in black and gold, his ensemble
    complementing her own very well, and causing not a few people to
    turn and stare as they went fairly near the top of the Assembly
    Rooms to dance.  

     

    That was one thing she had not counted upon. All eyes were upon her
    now to see who the young miss was whom the Earl had given such
    consideration to. The fact that they danced together twice in a row
    caused even more comment.  

     

    Pamela decided that since she could do nothing about it, she might
    as well enjoy her remarkable triumph. She smiled, chatted, flirted
    her fan and fluttered her eyelashes. Every man became charmed by the
    delightful little golden-haired creature who was part of the Earl's
    group.  

     

    The Duke of Ellesmere actually approached Pamela purposefully to ask
    for the fifth dance. She was surprised, but gladly stood up with him
    at the very top of the Upper Rooms.  

     

    However, he was not there for the sheer enjoyment of it. After the
    barest of pleasantries about the weather, he launched into his
    lecture.  

     

    "I don't mean to sound reproachful, but I can't fathom your, well,
    your performance here this evening, Miss Ashton. I had always
    thought you a sensible enough girl, one whom I would not be ashamed
    for my wife and sister to keep company with.  

     

    "But really, this evening is just too bad of you. If you don't tread
    carefully, you will get yourself talked about. This is most unlike
    you. Has Jonathan offended you in some way?"  

     

    "Why on earth would you presume to think that my mood, and my
    enjoyment of the excellent company and the dances, have anything
    whatsoever to do with Mr. Deveril?"  

     

    "Please, Miss Ashton, I would like to consider you a friend. Do not
    take this awry. My eyes and instincts may deceive me, but I'm sure
    that the two of you have a fondness for one another. Only think what
    you do. All of this giddy laughter and flirtation only sets you up
    as a figure of fun, if not scandal."  

     

    "Or someone worth knowing," she said with an irritated flick of her
    fan.  

     

    He shook his dark head. "Only by people equally frivolous and
    shallow. You're neither of those things, though you're in danger of
    becoming so if your aunt has her way and arranges for you what she
    would deem to be a good match."  

     

    "I thank you for the words of warning. But I'm old enough to tend to
    my own interests."  

     

    "Just so long as you take away the lesson Jonathan tried to teach
    you with The School for Scandal. There are many ways to wound a
    person with just one blow of the tongue. And appearances can be
    deceiving."  

     

    She studied his handsome, somber features carefully. "All of you
    dislike the Earl. Why? Is it because he's only newly come into his
    title?"  

     

    The Duke's emerald eyes glittered. "I'm shocked that you should
    think all of us such snobs that that would make one particle of
    difference to us. Let us just say that while I can appreciate that
    some of us mend our ways due to experience, many leopards can never
    change their spots."  

     

    "Yet I know that you and the others were called Rakehells. Did you
    all live up to that name?" she asked with asperity.  

     

    He shook his head. "You will also know it had to do more with our
    politics than our pursuit of women. I'm happy to say we have not
    substantially changed. We still believe passionately in a better
    world, and we look after our own. The only huge change in any of our
    lives has been forced upon us by circumstance, but we are in all
    essentials still the decent men we have always tried to be. Jonathan
    most of all. And sometimes to his detriment."  

     

    She raised her brows. "Detriment? How so? Surely doing the right
    thing is reward in itself?"  

     

    The Duke laughed shortly. "Not in his case. If he were a less
    honorable man, he would be far more happy."  

     

    The set having come to an end, he bowed to her, and left her
    pondering upon his cryptic remark.  

     

    But not for too long, as the Earl claimed her for yet another dance,
    and kept up a running commentary on everyone in the room, their
    clothes, their affairs.  

     

    "I must say, sir, you're in fine form tonight. I've never seen you
    so animated," Pamela commented at one point.  

     

    "And I've never seen you looking so captivating. Really, Miss
    Ashton, your inestimable beauty leads me to avow that I should like
    to get to see more of you, here in Bath and in London. Alas, though,
    I shall be leaving tomorrow. Urgent business takes me up to Town.
    But the prospect of not seeing you for another month or so until the
    Season proper begins is almost more than I can bear."  

     

    "My, sir, you do believe in being candid," she said, her cheeks
    taking on a rosy hue.  

     

    "As I discovered in the Army, life is too short to waste a moment of
    it. Every time I see you, my regard for you increases."  

     

    "I'm sorry there's nothing I can do to alleviate your distress.
    We're committed to remaining with the Duke until the end of the
    month, and then shall be staying with my school friend, or at the
    Duke's townhouse. He's been a most gracious host. I couldn't
    possibly offend he and his wife."  

     

    "I do understand. Promise me you'll look me up as soon as you get to
    Town." He pressed a paper into her hand, and she giggled in
    embarrassment.  

     

    "I shall be leaving my lodgings in the North Parade in the morning,
    Miss Ashton, but I shall wave at your window as I pass."  

     

    "Too kind of you, I'm sure," she said, smiling up at him and hoping
    he did not take her laughter amiss. It just seemed too absurd. He
    had changed from a caterpillar to a butterfly. It was a pleasant
    change, but nevertheless unexpected, and rather hard to get used to.
     

     

    As the dance ended, he made a great show of kissing her hand before
    leading her over to a pillar to rejoin her friends. She got about
    halfway there when a familiar face hove into view, and her hand was
    taken in a firm grip.  

     

    The Earl and Captain exchanged looks fraught with meaning.  

     

    Pamela was surprised that they appeared to know each other so well.
     

     

    "I don't care if you are engaged. The next dance is mine." Captain
    Breedon bowed over her hand, then kissed it warmly.  

     

    "My goodness, Captain, what are you doing here? I'm delighted to see
    you, of course, but I thought regimental business prevented you from
    enjoying the delights of Bath for very long."  

     

    "I have completed my duties, and am looking forward to some time
    here and in London with my relatives."  

     

    "What have you been doing since I last saw you?" she asked as she
    promenaded around the circle with him.  

     

    "Oh, the recruiting drive is going admirably. The men around Brimley
    have been so patriotic that I've not only met my quota, I've
    exceeded it."  

     

    Her face fell. "It was you recruiting around Brimley? I had no
    idea."  

     

    "Yes, why? Where's the harm? I should think anyone able-bodied would
    want to fight for their country."  

     

    She struggled to breathe evenly. It would not do to launch into a
    diatribe about the evils of the recruiting system and press-ganging
    in the middle of the Bath Upper Rooms. All the same, though, she
    could not let his actions go unchallenged. She recalled a favorite
    phrase of her father's: it was easier to catch flies with honey than
    with vinegar.  

     

    So with her eyes wide, and her lips moist from licking them with the
    tip of her tongue in an almost feline fashion, and her lashes
    fluttering all the while, she explained to him why she thought the
    system so unfair.  

     

    "Upon my soul, Miss Ashton, I had no idea you were such a Radical,"
    Breedon declared, knitting his brows.  

     

    "Is it Radical to want to keep people in their appropriate sphere?"
    she said with a simper which would have done her aunt proud.  

     

    He frowned slightly. "No, I suppose not. But even so, King and
    Country, you know."  

     

    "Those farm lads can serve their country far better by making sure
    we don't have a shortage of food. Really, it is too bad. Even if
    they don't get killed, think what hardship their absence from their
    families will cause."  

     

    The dance at an end, Captain Breedon importuned her for another.
    Since Pamela felt she had not exhausted her opportunity to get him
    to stop carrying out his duties quite so enthusiastically, she
    agreed. He was a nice enough man, if she could overlook what he had
    done to the town of Brimley. He certainly was intelligent and very
    handsome. He compared favorably with both the Earl and Jonathan. He
    really was a wonderful conversationalist, even if he was very fond
    of drink.  

     

    But as much as she was enjoying herself, and trying to do good by
    persuading the Captain of the error of his ways, Pamela began to
    grow tired of being with every other man in the room except the one
    she longed for.  

     

    She was also not sure that her display of having a wonderful time
    had succeeded in making him jealous. Jonathan had been standing by a
    pillar engaged in conversation with several men throughout the
    course of the evening, and only once had she found his gaze upon
    her.  

     

    Jonathan stood and seethed. He forced himself to participate in a
    conversation about repealing some of the worst laws in the next
    session of Parliament, which the Duke of Ellesmere was going to have
    to attend shortly. But all the while his eyes were following Pamela.
    The only time he relaxed was when his friend Thomas danced with her.
     

     

    Clifford said to him quietly, "This is tearing you to shreds,
    Jonathan. I love you like a brother, and would not see you hurt for
    all the world. Don't you realize you're only injuring yourself?
    She's a lovely girl, and not without sense, though she doesn't seem
    to be exercising very much of it at the moment."  

     

    "I can't. I gave my word," he said in an agonized whisper.  

     

    "It was all years ago, before things changed. And Jane broke
    faith--"  

     

    Jonathan shook his head bitterly. "You know the wedding vows. I was
    there when you married Vanessa. When Thomas married Charlotte. I
    know them by heart. I repeat them wedding after wedding for my
    parishioners. In them people promise to love, honor and cherish, in
    sickness and in health, 'til death do they part. Nowhere does it say
    you will do all those things so long as it is convenient, easy. So
    long as nothing vast changes in your life. Sickness is no one's
    fault, least of all the sufferer's."  

     

    Clifford shrugged. "I can't disagree with you, but you know how
    Thomas and I feel. We will not think any the less of you for
    breaking off the engagement. Jane isn't fit to be anyone's wife now
    and truly never will be, even if she regained her wits tomorrow."  

     

    "But I will know I broke my word. Yielded to temptation. And in any
    case, am I to compromise my soul, and everything I am, for that,
    that light-skirt?" he asked, gritting his teeth, as he watched
    Pamela flirt and laugh, a magnet to which all male eyes were drawn.
     

     

    "She's trying to make you jealous, man! You promised her the first
    dance. To give it to her friend Belinda and thus let her down was
    badly done. It was slap in the face she could not accept meekly."  

     

    He nodded grimly. "I couldn't trust myself with her, do you not
    see?" Jonathan confessed.  

     

    Clifford shook his head. "Then best to not have come at all, my dear
    fellow. You should have returned to Brimley today just as you had
    planned. If you have no intention of offering decently for Pamela,
    then keep away. Don't make her fall more in love with you than she
    already has.  

     

    "And don't even think about letting your loins rule your head. She
    can't be trifled with in so disgraceful a manner, and you can't
    possibly be even thinking about ruining her after all Jane has
    suffered."  

     

    "Ruin her? No, never!" Jonathan protested, outraged.  

     

    "Truly? For I can see the love and even lust written plainly on your
    face even if you are trying to hide it from yourself," Clifford
    pressed in a low tone.  

     

    "I would never compromise her, I swear it." The sandy-haired young
    man sighed raggedly. "All right, I admit it. I love her. There, I've
    said it now. But must never say it again. Perhaps it was wrong of
    me, but I wanted one last day and night with her, one memorable
    ball, one romantic evening when she was all mine. When I could hold
    her in my arms and pretend that it would be forever, then let her
    go. At least I would have a memory of one perfect evening with the
    woman of my dreams."  

     

    Clifford let out a short laugh. "Except that you've made a complete
    muddle of it. You haven't spoken one word to her in hours, and she
    hasn't stopped long enough for you to get in one dance."  

     

    "Let her go her own way," Jonathan said with a wave of his hand. "I
    can't keep her. I can't stop her. She's not mine, Clifford. She can
    never be mine. I have to let her go. You know all she and her family
    want is for her to marry well. I'll do whatever I can to stop her
    from becoming any further involved with that bastard who calls
    himself Ferncliffe now. But I will have to be careful that my
    interference does not seem as if it's motivated by selfishness and
    jealousy."  

     

    Clifford asked in a low voice, "Have you found out anything useful
    yet?"  

     

    "My people have come up with nothing. But I'm sure between them and
    Thomas's all will be revealed."  

     

    "Let's hope so. The more I see of the shifty earl, the more he
    worries me."  

     

    "Me too. Though I'm even more worried about our old friend and his
    brothers."  

     

    "As am I. I don't know Jason as well as you, but he's a good man. We
    can only do our best to find him and his family. Or information
    about them. And try not to fear the worst," Clifford added, seeing
    his friend's grim expression.  

     

    Jonathan said nothing intelligible, just growled.  

     

    "Ferncliffe is bad enough. That toad Breedon isn't any better,"
    Clifford observed, seeing them finish their first dance, and launch
    straight into their second.  

     

    "No, he's not. In his case, though, I feel sure that Pamela won't be
    so foolish as to have her head turned. He has nothing to recommend
    him except his good looks and charm. I'm sure her Aunt Susan will
    forcibly remind her that looks fade, and charm does not put a roof
    over one's head, or food on the table."  

     

    "I can hear a sermon coming up," Clifford teased lightly, trying to
    ease his friend's tension.  

     

    Jonathan's nostrils flared. "Well, in that case, you can leave me to
    my own devices."  

     

    "I shall. But just think about what I've said about Pamela."  

     

    Jonathan sighed. "The sad thing is, my dear Clifford, I can't seem
    to think of anything else but her. However, I must tamp down my
    inclinations, however strong, and do the right thing for all
    concerned."  

     

    "There's little pleasure in tamping them down."  

     

    Jonathan rolled his eyes heavenward. "Please, spare me, or I shall
    have to throw myself into the nearest freezing river to tamp them
    down!"  

     

    Clifford laughed sadly, and went to join his wife and the Duke and
    Duchess. Charlotte was feeling a bit fatigued, so they planned to
    head home shortly.  

     

    The second dance with Captain Breedon having ended, Pamela asked him
    to take her for some punch. Since the tables were behind where
    Jonathan was standing, she would have to walk past him. Good manners
    dictated he would have to ask her to dance. Then she could make her
    move.  

     

    As she had hoped, her gambit succeeded. As they came near the
    pillar, Jonathan bowed to her and her companion.  

     

    "Captain Breedon, good to see you again."  

     

    "Vicar," the captain acknowledged coolly. "I hope you're well."  

     

    "I was wondering if I could prevail upon Miss Ashton to honor me
    with the next dance."  

     

    "We were just going to get some punch," the Captain replied.  

     

    "We shall join you in a moment," Pamela said with a smile. "There is
    quite a crush at the tables, and the musicians are so fine tonight,
    it's a pleasure to dance."  

     

    She placed her hand on Jonathan's arm and allowed him to lead her to
    the nearest set, about half way up the floor.  

     

    It was a moderately lively reel, and she commented upon the many
    sets and the fact that the music was one of her favorite pieces.  

     

    Jonathan merely grunted in reply.  

     

    She tried to draw him out, asking if Belinda was enjoying herself,
    but he merely shrugged.  

     

    Deciding mere conversation was not going to work, she renewed her
    assault upon him via the flirtatious mode.  

     

    "Why, Mr. Deveril, you do dance so divinely, if you will pardon the
    pun." She fluttered her eyelashes coyly, and then cast him a
    sidelong, calculating glance from under them.  

     

    He gripped her arm so hard that she gasped with pain and shook her
    angrily. "Don't, Miss Ashton. Don't try your flirtatious wiles on
    me. It is most unsuitable behavior, and inconsiderate of you to
    treat a friend thus. Even if you are so careless of your own
    position, I can't afford to be so cavalier about mine. No one would
    ever trust me again with their daughters if they discovered me
    responding to your artifice. You would only embarrass yourself by
    having your name linked with a mere clergyman.  

     

    "So please do me the common courtesy of treating me with some
    respect. I am not to be trifled with. I only hope you do not make
    this error with a more, shall we say, demanding and forward man, or
    you will find yourself in far worse trouble than you did with Mr.
    Prine."  

     

    Pamela's eyes filled with tears, and she missed a step in the dance.
    She would have turned her ankle badly if Jonathan had not caught her
    more firmly around the waist. But in doing so, he brought them
    together practically chest to chest, hip to hip.  

     

    That was more than either of them could bear. He halted abruptly in
    his turn, and half-carried, half-dragged her over to a chair. He
    placed her in it, and began to kneel in front of her.  

     

    Oh good Lord, what have I done? He's going to propose to me out of a
    sense of obligation, she thought in a panic. She sought to rise from
    the chair.  

     

    He pressed her back down, and was about to blurt out his true
    feelings. Ask her to marry him, and the Devil with the consequences.
     

     

    Just then several young women fluttered around, staring and
    giggling.  

     

    "Shall I get some ice for your ankle?" he asked in an urgent tone.  

     

    "My ankle... will be fine in a moment," she said, catching on to his
    stratagem just in time. "Thank you so much. I shall just sit here
    until the tingling stops."  

     

    "I shall fetch you some refreshment, then. Pray excuse me, ladies."
     

     

    With a small bow, Jonathan left her.  

     

    Pamela stared after his retreating figure, not sure whether to laugh
    or to cry. She had certainly got the emotional reaction from him she
    had been craving, but it was more akin to fury than desire. He had
    not been about to propose; he was merely checking her ankle, as if
    she were a horse!  

     

    It was not appropriate for him to touch her so, but he was not one
    to stand on ceremony when someone was injured. She had seen that one
    day when she had been visiting and he had helped Mrs. Miller when
    she had cut her hand.  

     

    Jonathan gritted his teeth as he made his way across the room. He
    asked for a cup of punch, a napkin and some ice, and noticed that
    his hand was shaking as he reached out to accept the items.  

     

    Drat the girl! Didn't she know she was playing with fire? Did she
    not care?  

     

    There would have been a time not so long ago when he would have been
    delighted to play her little games. But he was a respectable vicar
    now, and worse than that, he cared about her. This was not a
    flirtatious, worldly game to him. He loved her.  

     

    But he could not have her in these circumstances. Not when she saw
    him as merely another man to be conquered. Certainly not when she
    was so flighty that she would never make a suitable clergyman's
    wife. Which, given the current way she had been behaving in Bath,
    would be never. He was only fooling himself to think that a leopard
    could change its spots.  

     

    Pamela loved to play the coquette, dance and socialize. He could no
    more turn her into a sober-minded, educated woman with a good social
    conscience than he could fly to the moon.  

     

    And it would not be fair, in any case. He ought to love her for who
    she was, not who he could try to make her become.  

     

    So then why did he love her?  

     

    He had asked himself the question a thousand times as he had lain
    awake at night, tossing and turning in an agony of desire. She was
    beautiful, exciting to be with. She made him want to become a better
    man, worthy of her.  

     

    He wanted to break his most solemn word in order to spend his days,
    and nights, with her. He longed for her to look at him as though the
    sun and moon were rising and setting in his eyes. He desired to kiss
    her senseless, lose himself inside her, see her carrying his
    child...  

     

    Oh God. His tempestuously passionate yearnings nearly unmanned him
    right there in the Assembly Rooms.  

     

    Romantic fool, he berated himself. There's so much more to marriage
    than simple attraction, desire, lust.  

     

    There had to be respect, esteem, trust. He did not trust Pamela. He
    most certainly did not trust himself. He had almost blurted out a
    marriage proposal without any regard for the consequences. He simply
    had to get hold of his rampaging feelings before he flung them all
    headlong into disaster.  
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    By the time he arrived back with the cup of punch and ice, Jonathan
    had mastered his emotions, resuming once more the careful mask of
    polite distance which usually served him so well.  

     

    He was relieved to see that Aunt Susan had come to inquire after
    Pamela's well being. Unfortunately, Captain Breedon and the Earl of
    Ferncliffe were also hovering about expressing their concern and
    overwhelming sympathy for her supposed turned ankle.  

     

    Pamela seemed fine to him, though he noted her high color as she
    risked a glance at him when she accepted the punch. He also observed
    that she looked rather restive, if not outright bored. His lie had
    explained satisfactorily their sudden departure from the dance
    floor, but it also meant that she had had to refuse the offers to
    dance which no doubt had come in profusion.  

     

    Pamela had decided she'd had more than enough of the ball and almost
    all of its occupants, and couldn't wait to leave. Jonathan was
    right. It was a waste of her life to be continually listening to the
    latest on-dit, and watching the men and women flirt, gamble, and
    drink like fish.  

     

    She had been worse than a wanton in trying to make a conquest of the
    one man who had always been her truest friend. Who had supported her
    through the bad times, seen her potential and tried to improve her,
    not debauch her. He had never indicated anything more than respect
    for her gender, certainly not treated her in any improper manner.  

     

    And how had she repaid him? By simpering like some Paphian. Really,
    it was too shameful. It was not anyone's fault. He must have a
    commitment elsewhere which had nothing to do with her. It was a
    credit to him that he had maintained his attachment, even though it
    evidently made him unhappy.  

     

    She could never imagine him engaging in any wrongdoing, such as an
    adulterous liaison. Perhaps the woman had not seen his worth, and
    wed another? Or her family did not approve of a mere clergyman?
    Or...  

     

    She caught him looking at her once too often, and said in a low
    tone, "If you don't mind, Mr. Deveril, I should like to leave now."
     

     

    "Are you sure?" he asked in surprise.  

     

    "Quite sure. I'm feeling rather fatigued."  

     

    Her aunt fluttered her fan in her face as if that would revive her.
    "You'll be fine. Just sit and rest a moment longer."  

     

    Jonathan managed to catch Vanessa's eye as she progressed around the
    room. She came over at once.  

     

    "Pamela would like to leave. Have you and Clifford had enough for
    one evening?"  

     

    Vanessa smiled at him. "He's engaged in a rather pressing
    conversation about livestock, but I'm ready to accompany the two of
    you. No, Mistress Bledsoe, pray remain where you are. I shall just
    tell my husband we're leaving. He will escort you home when you're
    ready."  

     

    "Are you sure it's no trouble?"  

     

    "None at all. I shall make sure your niece gets home safely, gets up
    to her room and is tucked in." Vanessa's pointed comment fell on
    deaf ears, however; there was no immediate offer to see to Pamela's
    comfort.  

     

    Vanessa returned a short time later with their cloaks. "All set.
    Jonathan, pick up Miss Ashton, and let us go."  

     

    "Oh, er, no, I can manage, truly."  

     

    But Jonathan would not be denied. He lifted her in his arms as
    though she were no heavier than a feather, and with his long-legged
    stride, cleared the Upper Rooms before anyone could come after them.
    He did not want a flock of gallants hovering. He wanted her all to
    himself, if the truth were told.  

     

    But barring that, he wanted her to have time to herself to consider
    his words of reproach, and assess her character and deportment. He
    could tell she was disturbed by what he had said because of her lack
    of chatter and the fact that she was completely avoiding meeting his
    gaze, even though their faces were so close that he could have
    kissed her if he had chosen.  

     

    He resisted the temptation, and they made it to the carriage without
    incident. Vanessa tried to keep up a steady stream of conversation,
    but she could see the effort it cost them both. She had no idea what
    had happened between them. She wondered if they were being willfully
    blind to the attraction which was evident to anyone with a
    discerning eye.  

     

    Vanessa knew what the loss of his beloved in terms of both mind, and
    eventually spirit, had cost him. But he could not expect to be
    obliged to keep faith with Jane Eltham forever, not even for the
    sake of friendship. Perhaps she should venture to say something to
    Jonathan? To Pamela?  

     

    Vanessa's unpleasant chain of thought was interrupted by the
    carriage jolting over a large stone, causing them all to tumble
    about dangerously. Pamela snatched for the coach strap, but not
    before she was flung forward and practically landed squarely on
    Jonathan's chest.  

     

    "Oh, Lord, save me," Jonathan gritted out.  

     

    Then he did the one thing he had sworn he would never do.  

     

    He kissed Pamela.  

     

    Vanessa watch wide-eyed as the couple practically devoured each
    other right in front of her. She was both shocked and relieved. She
    had suspected the depth of their passion, but knew Jonathan well
    enough to know he would never have acted had not Fate taken a hand.
     

     

    As for Pamela, she could see that the girl's head had been turned by
    her success at Bath, much in the way Charlotte's had been when she
    had first come out. Thomas had proven to be a steadying influence
    upon her, and they were now the happiest of couples. The traumatic
    events of last spring had been unfortunate in some respects, but
    everything had worked out for the best. At least there no longer had
    to be any fears for the safety of Jane Eltham and her daughter
    Sophie at the hands of the evil seducer and blackmailer Herbert
    Paxton.  

     

    Thomas and Jonathan occasionally spoke of Jane, so she knew the
    woman would never recover her health after all she had been through.
    There was of course no question of marriage to Jane now. What was
    Jonathan holding onto? she wondered. A childhood ideal of love with
    as much substance as spun sugar? And surely Thomas would never
    expect his friend to honor the engagement and remain single? It
    would be just too cruel.  

     

    Jonathan was a loving and generous man. She could imagine him happy,
    with an adoring wife like Pamela and a house full of children.  

     

    Life was just so unfair sometimes. She shuddered to think what would
    have happened to her if her own dear Clifford had not come to her
    aid when her own half-brother had tried to gamble her away to his
    sottish friends, the better to get his hands on her fortune. How he
    head tried to poison her, and had murdered her mother right in front
    of her eyes when she had been a small child. She still awoke
    screaming at times, recalling how Gerald had tried to drag her to
    her death over her own balcony. How she had nearly lost her life,
    and her beloved.  

     

    She clasped her stomach to still her trembling. It was all right
    now; the danger was past. She and Clifford had a wonderful life, and
    little Arthur's had made their happiness complete.  

     

    She rubbed her stomach again, and decided to tell her husband the
    news when she got home. They were to be blessed again. She was
    certain of it now, and she had got through the first four months
    without incident, or even any illness in the mornings. She would
    tell Clifford tonight. No sense in putting it off any longer. Carpe
    diem. Seize the day, for certainly happiness could be very fleeting,
    and often a matter of pure luck or chance.  

     

    Though Jonathan would disagree with that pagan sentiment, she noted
    with a smile, watching the couple kiss. Anyone who heard his tale of
    how he had come to his ministry would know that Jonathan was
    convinced a beneficent God watched over them, performing miracles
    every day. Well, chance or God had thrust Pamela into Jonathan's
    lap, and she was pleased to see he was making the most of it.  

     

    Jonathan's blood surged both above and below his waist. His pulse
    pounded in his brain as his lips feasted upon Pamela's, begging,
    pleading with her for love, understanding, compassion.  

     

    He pulled her tightly to him, and she melted into his arms
    bonelessly. There was no struggle, nothing but a slight surprise
    before she started kissing him back as though she were trying to
    bestow her whole soul upon him. Grant him ownership of her body,
    mind and spirit.  

     

    His mouth slanted across hers to deepen the kiss. He stroked his
    hands up and down her slender waist, seeking to draw her in still
    further.  

     

    Oh, thank you, Lord, was her only thought as she plummeted into the
    whirlpool of passion only Jonathan's kiss could create.  

     

    This was how it was meant to be between them, she was sure. Nowhere
    else could she feel so joyous. No one else could stimulate her so.
    She looped her arms around his neck. Chest to chest, waist to waist,
    she merged as one with the man she loved body and soul.  

     

    And he loved her, she was certain of it. Surely no man could ever
    kiss with such devastating thoroughness, such passionate intensity,
    and merely be toying with a woman. At last, she had his true
    feelings from his own lips, as they fastened upon her own and
    promised eternity.  

     

    Vanessa eventually forced herself to perform her duty as chaperone.
    She cleared her throat, though she continued to sit with her hand
    over her eyes. "Jonathan, Pamela dear, we'll be back at the house
    shortly. I suggest you both adjust your clothing accordingly."  

     

    The couple broke off the kiss at last, and stared at each other and
    then Vanessa, mortification etched upon their countenances. Pamela
    tugged up her bodice and pulled down her skirt, while Jonathan began
    to rearrange his shirt, stock and cravat.  

     

    "Come now, it's really not so bad. You'll make a wonderful couple. I
    can see some obstacles to your happiness, but with patience and
    candor, you can overcome them."  

     

    Jonathan shook his head, and slid over into the corner of the
    carriage as far away from Pamela as possible before he grabbed her
    again. His senses threatened to overwhelm all reason, all
    principles, he desired her so.  

     

    Pamela did likewise, hurt at his seeming rejection of her, and
    appalled at her own wanton behavior. She had not only kissed him,
    she had begun to shred his clothing.  

     

    "For pity's sake, the two of you, say something."  

     

    Jonathan longed to beg for Pamela's hand in marriage. Instead he
    forced himself to state, "I can only say that I'm sorry to have
    embarrassed Miss Ashton and myself thus. If I were free to follow my
    own inclinations, I could think of no better companion to share my
    life with. But alas, even if I were free, I could never ask Pamela
    to throw away her life on so unworthy an object as myself."  

     

    He was still trembling with the passion the kiss had evoked. He
    didn't know how he was going to get out of the carriage without
    disgracing himself utterly. Every inch of his flesh throbbed and
    burned...  

     

    Pamela stared at him, but was oblivious to his masculine agony. She
    was in a feminine one all of her own, her breasts and the secret
    cove between her thighs both tingling with need. The time for
    remaining silent about her feelings had passed.  

     

    "You are not unworthy, Jonathan. You're one of the best people I've
    ever met. It is I who would not be worthy of you. I'm too vain and
    selfish. I love you, Jonathan. I don't want to be without you. That
    kiss. Surely it meant something to you. Shows that we have something
    special which should not be thrown away. Not unless you really think
    I would only drag you down, in which case, then you are right to
    ignore my girlish passion and walk away from me."  

     

    "Very noble, both of you," Vanessa said calmly, "but relinquishing
    love is not a virtue. Far from it. Often it can be a vice, a form of
    selfishness. It can even lead to all sorts of other unhappinesses
    and temptations. Please, you're young, and being a bit hasty. Now
    that your feelings for each other are out in the open, don't you
    think it might be best to be honest with each other, and work
    through the difficulties?"  

     

    "Vanessa, I know you have the best of intentions, but really, this
    isn't your affair. You know something of my circumstances, why I
    cannot marry," Jonathan said firmly.  

     

    "I don't care about money. I don't care about the loss of station
    which some people would perceive me suffering as a result of
    marrying a vicar. Aunt Susan and my stepmother are good enough
    women. They will see you for who you really are, and admire you.
    Even if they don't, I'm my own woman. I can marry whom I like,
    without a thought for what anyone says."  

     

    "But I care what people say! I will not have you dragged down
    because of me."  

     

    She shook her head. "That assumes I'm above you. I assure you I'm
    not. I may have a finer house and a large fortune, but I'm not
    better than you, Jonathan. I'm far worse. I want to be better. I'm
    sure I shall succeed, if only you will teach me the error of my
    ways. If you'll be my guide and my comfort."  

     

    He shook his head. "I'm sorry, my dearest Pamela. I can't. I can't
    explain my reasons without breaking a confidence. I can only say
    that I ardently admire and love you. If there were no impediments, I
    would take you exactly as you sit before me now, without altering
    you one jot.  

     

    "But there are impediments, my dear. I'm truly sorry. Therefore I
    will just allow myself to kiss your hand and say God bless you. I
    shall leave Bath in the morning, and begin to look elsewhere for a
    parish."  

     

    Pamela's eyes widened. "No, please don't leave Somerset! Not on my
    account!" she pleaded tearfully. "Just because I have been so
    foolish as to set my cap at you doesn't mean you should be forced to
    leave the place where you've done so much good for so many people.
    We can be friends still. I shall never bring up this painful subject
    again. We can go on as before."  

     

    He shook his head. Heedless of Vanessa's presence, he took her hand
    and pressed it warmly in both of his own. "Do you think that after
    tasting Paradise, I can be content to go back to my living Hell? Not
    to see you, touch you, be with you, my dear? No, it's too much, even
    for me, who have tried to bear my hopeless love for you with
    fortitude."  

     

    "But it doesn't have to be hopeless, Jonathan! I love you!"  

     

    He shrugged, and released her hand with a sigh. "You're young,
    Pamela. You think you love me. Time will teach you that you're
    wrong. Or that it is possible to love others, even better than you
    love me."  

     

    Vanessa tried to intervene once more. "Please, Jonathan, think what
    you're doing to yourself, and to this poor girl. Don't act with such
    haste! With such cruelty!"  

     

    His expression closed up completely. "I'm sorry. It's for the best."
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    The carriage pulled up in front of the townhouse in the Royal
    Crescent. Jonathan espied the Duke just seeing his wife in the door.
    He flung open the carriage window and called, "Thomas, I need to
    speak with you!"  

     

    His friend stared at him. "Yes, of course. But let us at least see
    the ladies safely out of the coach and into the house first."  

     

    Thomas moved forward and took Pamela's hand. She grasped it and
    thanked him. As soon as her feet were once more on terra firma, she
    tearfully bolted past Jonathan in through the door and straight up
    the stairs.  

     

    Jonathan looked at Thomas resignedly, and went upstairs to his own
    chamber to pack.  

     

    "Oh, dear, it's like that, is it?" he said to Vanessa.  

     

    "Worse. He has told her he can never love her. That there are too
    many impediments."  

     

    Thomas frowned. "This is too bad."  

     

    "You will speak with him, won't you?"  

     

    "I've tried, but he remains obdurate. He knows it's impossible. I'll
    never let them marry, for his own protection. But he won't consider
    marrying anyone else either."  

     

    "He still loves Jane so much then, even though it's hopeless?"  

     

    "I cannot tell. Perhaps he does? Love often hopes foolishly for that
    which it cannot have. Or perhaps he no longer loves my sister, but
    simply feels guilty. He blames himself. Thinks he should have been
    there. Or that perhaps this is the price he had to pay for the
    miracle that he begged for on the battlefield. The miracle which
    brought back Clifford and myself from the brink of death."  

     

    "For which I thank God every day, as you well know. But you
    Rakehells always have to take everything to such extremes. Your
    nobility is almost a curse at times. You try so desperately to be
    fair and decent to everyone, you put yourselves through Hell."  

     

    Thomas opened his mouth to deny the accusation, but Vanessa pressed
    on, following him into the inner sanctum of his study to continue
    their discussion.  

     

    "You and Charlotte went through Hell because you didn't want to tell
    her just how dreadful that man Herbert Paxton really was. You almost
    lost her over a cliff when he kidnapped her! Clifford nearly lost me
    because he didn't want to expose my brother as a notorious
    highwayman and murderer for fear of what the revelation would do to
    me. Don't think I'm not haunted every day of my life by what nearly
    happened, and the bitter regret I feel for having mistrusted
    Clifford so badly.  

     

    "Now Jonathan is doing the same thing. Tell him he is a free man!
    Tell him you will take the responsibility you should have done, and
    the consequences. Unless of course Charlotte..."  

     

    The Duke frowned. "We believe she's pregnant at last. It's very
    early days yet. I would not have her take on too much responsibility
    at this time."  

     

    Vanessa smiled. "I'm so pleased, and wish you both well. I
    understand, really, and I don't blame you. But there's no longer any
    danger from Paxton, is there? He's dead and buried. And you are
    after all a Radical politician. If you really cared what other
    people thought of you, you would play it canny, be a Whig or even a
    Tory. It has been selfish of you to let Jonathan take responsibility
    for Jane for so long. Not when you know they can never possibly
    marry."  

     

    Thomas sighed. "Well, what would you have me do then? Forbid him to
    see Jane and Sophie?"  

     

    She shrugged. "It is for you to decide. Perhaps an institution where
    she will be kindly treated? Where all of her needs will be met by
    trained people who understand her medical condition? Blake Sanderson
    recommended a number of excellent colleagues."  

     

    "And what about Sophie? She loves Jonathan."  

     

    "She can love you, too. You're her uncle, after all. Jonathan is no
    relation to her. And living in a madhouse, however luxurious a one,
    is no place for a child. Let go of the past, Thomas. You've done
    your duty. But as long as you harbor hatred and resentment of
    Paxton, he will still have power over you. You will never be free of
    him if you seek to sweep it all under the carpet.  

     

    "You're a Duke, for Heaven's sake! Better equipped than most people
    to ride out any storm of scandal. Jonathan is not so well equipped.
    This could ruin him. Ruin the career he's sought so hard to forge
    for himself ever since that fateful day on the battlefield in
    Spain."  

     

    Thomas nodded. "True. I hadn't thought--"  

     

    "But there should be no scandal. None of you have done anything
    wrong, other than been too trusting of a man who deserved nothing
    but contempt. And been too overprotective towards the women you
    love."  

     

    "She's right," Charlotte said from the doorway. "You've sought to
    protect me. Not spoken of your sister more than strictly necessary,
    nor let me visit but the once. Jane is no danger to me. She's a
    simple wounded soul. But you didn't want me to see anything so
    disturbing. And you don't think I should be forced to see every day
    the child of the man who tried to rape and murder me. But it wasn't
    their fault. We've all been paying for Paxton's crimes, yet we're
    blameless. It's about time it stopped."  

     

    "But Charlotte--"  

     

    His wife pressed on with her argument. "Jonathan has paid most of
    all. It's time for all of this to come out. All of the lies of
    omission have to stop. I love you, Thomas, you know that. I'll do
    anything to make you happy. Jonathan is my friend, and Pamela has
    become my friend. Let us please help them, even if it means telling
    the whole world your sister was raped and abused most cruelly by
    Paxton, and treated in a most deplorable manner until you rescued
    her."  

     

    Vanessa agreed. "No one likes to tie one's garters in public, but
    silence can often do more harm than good. I hate to say it, but we
    have no idea how many people Paxton preyed upon whilst you kept
    mum."  

     

    "I had every reason to think he would harm them, or at the very
    least use his own daughter as a pawn against me."  

     

    "But Paxton is dead now. Vanessa is right. He can't hurt us any more
    unless we let him. The skeletons in the closet will only keep
    rattling if we leave them there. Take them out, and bury them."  

     

    Thomas hugged his wife to him. "I'm so sorry. I never stopped to
    think what I was doing to you all. I shall speak with Jonathan. Try
    to get him to see reason. I'll do my best to make this right."  
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    In the solitude of her room, Pamela paced up and down, floods of
    tears streaming down her face and onto her fine gown unheeded. She
    had to leave, NOW. She had made a complete fool of herself in front
    of the man she loved, and half of Bath after her performance at the
    Upper Rooms that evening. Her behavior in the coach had been her
    final supreme act of folly. Jonathan would do nothing but view her
    with contempt now. If he had not already thought her a light-skirt,
    the fact that she had allowed him so many liberties had to be the
    last straw.  

     

    She went over to her wardrobe and took down her valise and boxes,
    not bothering to wait for any servants to come help her pack. Her
    friend Abigail in London was not expecting her for a fortnight,
    true, but she could always say that she had mistaken the date.  

     

    Her Aunt Susan would not be so easy to convince. But the offer of
    more fashionable additions to her wardrobe ought to be sufficient to
    persuade her of the prudence of leaving early, in order to be able
    to take advantage of the small Season and discern exactly what was
    what and who was who.  

     

    She had little doubt she would never see Jonathan again. With any
    luck, by the time she returned home, he would be long gone. She
    might have pointed out to him the absurdity of his uprooting himself
    when in all likelihood she would seldom be in the neighborhood again
    once she wed.  

     

    Yet the last thing on her mind was another suitor. Not when her
    heart was breaking. She would be polite to all her past
    acquaintances if she ever ran into them, but would not by any means
    try to cultivate them. Only the Earl of Ferncliffe was really what
    her aunt would describe as worth knowing anyway. At least he had
    improved upon acquaintance. She had behaved so foolishly. She would
    make sure that she did not embarrass herself in so de classe
    a manner again.  

     

    The only flaw she saw in her plan was transportation. She could not
    travel in the Duke's coach. It would be far too presumptuous to make
    the request at such short notice, especially when he had been so
    hospitable already. She could also not send for her own very easily
    at this late hour.  

     

    She knew Vanessa had intended to go down to Lyme to see about some
    details regarding her deceased aunt's estate and its final sale. Was
    it possible that she could prevail upon her to give her the use of
    it instead? At least she knew what had transpired in the coach. She
    would know why she was asking, without betraying her discomfiture to
    everyone in the household. She had made a fool of herself, true. The
    fewer people who knew about it the better.  

     

    Another idea popped into her head. The Earl was supposed to be going
    up to town the very next morning. They could prevail upon him to
    provide transport and escort them.  

     

    She rang the bell, and dashed off a note whilst she awaited the
    maid.  

     

    A tap at the door heralded her arrival. "Please send this around to
    the North Parade, and then come back to help my aunt and myself
    pack."  

     

    "Very good, Miss."  

     

    As Pamela had predicted, her aunt was agog with curiosity when she
    announced their sudden departure. But the opportunity to head up to
    London with no less than an Earl was too good to miss. Pamela knew
    she would never hear the end of it once they were alone together in
    London. For the moment, she had achieved her aim of getting away
    from Jonathan, and the embarrassing predicament she had allowed
    herself to get into.  

     

    She stuffed her clothes into her boxes haphazardly, then sat down
    with a sigh, and began again. She would need to master her emotions
    if she was to pull this off. No one could ever suspect that she had
    fallen in love with Jonathan Deveril. No one.  

     

    She could imagine them all laughing at her if the word ever got out.
    But she was not to be made a mockery of. She was beautiful Pamela
    Ashton, wealthy heiress, considered a good catch. Well, she would
    make a good catch herself. Jonathan Deveril would be just a childish
    flight of fancy and a distant memory by the time she was finished.  
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    A message came back from the Earl of Ferncliffe almost immediately.
    He would be only too pleased to take Pamela and her Aunt Susan up to
    London, and make all the arrangements necessary for their comfort on
    the journey. He would also be delighted to escort them around
    London. They would ride post up to Town, and be there inside three
    days barring any bad weather or difficulties along the way.  

     

    There remained then only to finish packing, and to say goodbye to
    everyone before leaving. In that too the Earl had been helpful, for
    he had stipulated dawn. Pamela and her aunt did not get a wink of
    sleep, but her aunt only remarked, "I daresay we can sleep in the
    coach. To London, with the Earl no less. I'm not sure how you
    managed it, or what you're up to exactly. So long as any child of
    yours is not born within seven months of the marriage, no one will
    talk."  

     

    "Aunt, really!" she hissed, looking up from her small writing desk
    reproachfully.  

     

    The older woman gave a knowing smirk that revolted Pamela. "I don't
    care what the thing is, only what it looks like. So mind your
    manners a little longer, and you shall have all you ever dreamt of,
    and more."  

     

    Pamela did not wish to argue with her aunt. But to think her
    guardian had turned out to be so unworldly, and so ungodly too. It
    seemed every person in the world was a hypocrite except the mans she
    loved, and his noble friends.  

     

    She clamped her mouth shut rather than argue with her aunt, and
    finished dashing off a note of farewell to Elizabeth. She had
    already written to the Duke and Duchess, Vanessa, and Sarah. Each
    simply thanked them for their kindness, and said she hoped to see
    them in London or back at Brimley.  

     

    Once the coach was loaded, and the women finally settled, Pamela
    nearly allowed herself to give way to hysterical tears. But that
    would never do. She had to put on a brave face in front of her aunt,
    in front of everyone in London, even though inside her heart was
    breaking.  

     

    Some hours later, Jonathan was beside himself when he discovered
    Pamela gone. He was even more furious when he found out who she had
    left with.  

     

    "Well, go after them, then!" the Duke urged.  

     

    He shook his head mournfully. "No, I can't. I must keep my word.
    It's all that's left to me, small consolation though it is."  

     

    "I release you! Really, Jonathan, this is too bad. If there were a
    hope of Jane-"  

     

    "No, don't say it! There's always hope!" Jonathan growled.  

     

    "But Jonathan, I know you! I love you like a brother. I know that as
    much as you ever loved my sister, you love Pamela Ashton far more!
    Yes, LOVE her. My guess is that your feelings for Jane are the
    product of a boyhood devotion. A habit. A fairy-tale fantasy of your
    youth.  

     

    "I was there too, my friend, when we were growing up. I watched it
    all. I remember how it was, Jonathan. You were always her hero. She
    was your darling little princess from the time she was born. What
    man wouldn't adore a girl who made him feel like a prince?  

     

    "But gradually you both grew up. You grew in separate directions.
    She stayed sheltered at Eltham Castle. You went out into the world
    and experienced all life had to offer. And you clung to the
    childhood ideal of a pure little angel as you realized just how cold
    and cruel the world could be.  

     

    "But answer one question honestly, old friend. Could you really
    have been happy with Jane for the rest of both your lives? Not just
    content, but happy? Passionately, blissfully happy?"  

     

    Jonathan shook his head. "I don't know. Fate has a part to play in
    everyone's lives, Providence too. But I damned well would have tried
    my best. For both our sakes."  

     

    "And possibly made both of you miserable in the process," Thomas
    argued. "Loving and being in love with someone are two entirely
    different things. I think you know that now, after meeting Pamela. I
    love my sister Jane. She was the best of women, but she had her
    failings like everyone else. So does Miss Ashton. But Pamela is your
    soul mate, I'm sure of it. She has spirit, brains when she uses
    them, and it's clear she loves you.  

     

    "There is no sin in loving honorably. What you feel for her is the
    real thing, love body and soul, raw passion in your gut and loins.
    I've seen the way you look at her! It's the way I'm sure I look at
    my wife. Are you just going to let that remarkable young woman fall
    into the hands of Ferncliffe, knowing him as we do? And with our
    suspicions as to how he came to inherit?" Thomas argued
    passionately.  

     

    "Damn it, Thomas, that's enough!" Jonathan roared. "You presume too
    much. I only have to account to myself for the state of my heart. As
    for Ferncliffe, just because we dislike the man does not make him a
    murderer, or a criminal. We have no proof."  

     

    Thomas stood up and stormed out. "I'll get proof. He cannot harm
    Pamela physically, not with her aunt and half of London keeping an
    eye on them. But he can lure her into compromising herself so that
    you'll lose your chance. I shall not allow that to happen. She
    deserves better than to be lied to and moved about like a pawn on a
    chessboard."  

     

    "I never-"  

     

    Thomas gazed at his friend coolly. "Did you not?" he demanded with
    an infuriating quirk of one fine dark brow. "All the time you spent
    with her, loving her as you did? Trying to improve her, educate her?
    You manipulated her, lied to her too. In some senses you're no
    better than Ferncliffe."  

     

    Jonathan balled up his fists, and had to struggle for several
    moments not to smash the smug look from his friend's face. Instead
    he shoved his hands in his pockets and paced up and down in front of
    the Duke's desk, seething. "You go too far, sir. I love her heart
    and soul. Long for her with every part of me. I would never-"  

     

    "Hah!" Thomas exclaimed in triumph. "I knew it! So bloody well go
    after her, man."  

     

    Jonathan slumped into a wing-backed chair, emotionally spent. "It's
    too late. I can't. After the way I behaved last night, the things I
    said to her, I'm sure she never wants to see me again as long as she
    lives."  

     

    "I'm equally certain that can't be true," Thomas said mildly. "She's
    hurt and embarrassed, confused that you always withdraw from her the
    moment you start getting close. But she loves you, I'm sure of it."
     

     

    "Then why did she go off with Ferncliffe?"  

     

    "Because she needed transport, he happened to be going to London,
    and she has no idea she that she is being manipulated constantly by
    a man who isn't what he appears to be at all."  

     

    Jonathan stood up at that reminder of how Ferncliffe conducted all
    of his affairs.  

     

    The Duke's hopes rose, only to be dashed down in an instant by his
    friend's next words.  

     

    "Thomas, I've always loved you as a brother too. But please, for
    both of our sakes, never speak to me of my foolishness regarding
    Miss Ashton again."  

     

    He stormed out of the room before Thomas could utter another word.
    His emerald eyes following him, pained beyond measure.  

     

    But Thomas was not the Duke of Ellesmere for nothing. He was a man
    used to getting his way if a principle were at stake. In this case
    it was the future happiness of one of his dearest friends, and an
    innocent girl even more unsuspecting than his own dear wife had
    been. He just had to help, even if Jonathan never forgave him from
    trying to interfere. The question was, what could he do?  

     

    Thomas consulted with Charlotte and the Stones a short time later.  

     

    "Well, if that's what Jonathan has decided, that they're not to be
    married even though he loves her, there's little we can do,
    dearest," his wife said soothingly.  

     

    "I think the important thing is that we try to at least remain
    friends with Pamela. Jonathan is even now getting Sarah ready to
    leave for Brimley, and has tried to resign his parish. I have of
    course refused to allow him to do so until an appropriate
    replacement can be found. As you know, I can drag that out
    indefinitely.  

     

    "In the meantime, I propose we go up to London. We will all act as
    if nothing odd has happened, and keep an eye on Pamela. We shall
    protect her from herself and that aunt of hers. And above all,
    protect her from Ferncliffe. Even if she and Jonathan can never be
    together, she doesn't deserve to be treated like a prize heifer at
    the County Fair," Thomas said with a grimace of disgust.  

     

    Charlotte concurred. "I couldn't agree more. I shudder to think what
    might have happened if you hadn't taken me in hand and protected me.
    Pamela has taken up where I left off socially. She is spoilt, and
    unsuspecting of the dangers of people who smile and smile, but act
    like villains behind the scenes."  

     

    Clifford protested, "But we don't have any proof-"  

     

    "I smell a rat," Thomas said with a grimace. "Something is afoot. I
    can't be sure what. All I know is that the last we had heard, one of
    the Davenports was heir to the earldom, not that odious viper. And
    now none of them can be found. The three brothers have vanished from
    the face of the earth.  

     

    "Everything that happened two years ago was a bad bloody business,
    and we've never been able to uncover all the culprits yet. I propose
    we do so now. We're still looking for your mysterious friend Jason.
    The trail hasn't gone cold yet. I'll find him, never fear. One way
    or the other, I'll find him, and get the answers we seek." The Duke
    toyed with a dangerous looking letter opener on his desk for a brief
    moment.  

     

    "In the meantime, I shall keep Jonathan busy with his parish duties.
    And it's high time I did something sensible about Jane. I think the
    best plan is for her to go to a special institution, where doctors
    and nurses can actively help her. I shall get Jonathan to deal with
    the matter, so that he can be settled in his own mind that he has
    done everything he can to help her and Sophie.  

     

    "Perhaps he'll see the hopelessness of the situation. Having Jane in
    a house with servants waiting on her night and day hasn't been bad,
    but I believe it's given him false hopes. That it's created an
    illusion of domesticity which can never be possible.  

     

    "And as much as Jane loves Sophie, it's not healthy for the child to
    be with her mother for much longer, not when Jane is in obvious
    decline. She can certainly visit on her good days, but I need to
    make better arrangements for her too."  

     

    Vanessa nodded, and moved over from her chair to pat him on the
    shoulder. "Clifford and I will do anything we can to help."  

     

    Thomas gave her a grateful smile. "I shall call upon you both if
    need be. But for the moment, let Jonathan do it. It will either take
    his mind off his problems, or force him to confront the contrast
    between what is, and what can be."  

     

    The following day, Jonathan left Bath, charged with the solemn tasks
    the Duke had given him, and more than ready to leave the place that
    had caused him so much joy and pain. Sarah went with him, but
    promised to see all of the others soon.  

     

    Clifford and Vanessa were returning for a short time to Stone Court,
    but would be at the Duke's townhouse for the start of the Season
    proper. "We'll be up the day before the Royal Academy exhibition. If
    Vanessa's feeling up to it, of course."  

     

    Thomas kissed her hand. "Many congratulations."  

     

    "And to you and Charlotte," Clifford said with a wink. He shook
    Thomas's hand, and they headed off back home.  

     

    Charlotte supervised the closing down of the townhouse, whilst
    Elizabeth saw to all the packing. Thomas wrote to the Horse Guards
    and the Admiralty, asking for information on the Earl of Ferncliffe,
    Herbert Paxton, Captain Breedon, and several other men of their
    acquaintance he had lost track of, including his cousin from
    Ireland, Stewart Fitzgerald.  

     

    Thomas had not seen the Duke of Clancar since before the Siege of
    Cuidad Rodrigo, when Thomas and Clifford had been so seriously
    injured. Killed, if Jonathan's account of the events on that day
    were to be believed.  

     

    But then, a great deal had not been cleared up about that day.
    Thomas had been quite badly injured and happy to go home, to put the
    war behind him. But Paxton's actions in January 1812 had caused
    nothing but chaos for his family. Two of Paxton's known associates
    now turning up at about the same time, in his own quiet corner of
    Somerset, should have given him pause. His happiness with Charlotte,
    and the death of Paxton, had lulled him into a false sense of
    security.  

     

    The fact was that Paxton had committed treason. Someone had lured
    him into it, and he had not acted alone. He had been too much of a
    coward. No, someone else had been involved. But who? Though he had
    lost Portugal and Spain, Napoleon was still winning yet more
    victories in the East, only increasing in power so far has he could
    tell.  

     

    Thomas certainly did not want to go back to the Army again,
    especially not without Clifford and Jonathan. But he would do his
    duty if called upon.  

     

    He was also determined to find some answers as to what had happened
    to the Davenports, for all of them had vanished without trace during
    the war, and one of them was the rightful Earl of Ferncliffe.  

     

    He also needed to discover the truth about the events upon that
    fateful day when he and the Rakehells had been betrayed. Thomas
    wasn't sure why, but he had the feeling that all of Jonathan's and
    Pamela's happiness might well depend upon it.  
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    The Duke of Ellesmere's carriage pulled up outside the small
    ivy-clad stone cottage.  

     

    Jonathan felt the same sick pang he always did every time he looked
    at the picturesque domicile which housed such horrors inside.  

     

    Sarah took his hand and squeezed it hard, as if the physical pain
    could block out his emotional anguish.  

     

    He gave her a wan half smile, and returned the pressure more gently.
     

     

    "It really is for the best."  

     

    "I wish to God I could believe that," he said bitterly.  

     

    "Medical science makes great inroads every day. Perhaps they might
    be able to--"  

     

    "You sound like Blake Sanderson, and every other doctor we've ever
    consulted. But you and I both know it's hopeless."  

     

    "Yet you still continue to hope?" Sarah said with an ironic little
    smile.  

     

    He shrugged. "It's all I have left to me."  

     

    "Jonathan, you know I've always loved Jane as a sister, but how can
    anyone reasonably expect you to keep faith after--"  

     

    "I'm a man of the cloth. If I can't keep faith, who can?" he said
    gruffly, and swung the carriage door open.  

     

    "Uncle Jon, Uncle Jon!" a tiny voice piped from the front door.  

     

    An adorable little moppet in a green dress with matching ribbons in
    her ebony hair threw herself at his knees.  

     

    "Hello, Sophie, love."  

     

    He swung her up into his arms and returned the resounding kiss she
    gave him.  

     

    She gazed at him with grave green eyes so like her mother's he
    wanted to weep every time he looked at them. This could have been
    their child together, if only....  

     

    But no, the eyes were not like her mother's any more.  

     

    He heard a terrible keening sound coming from the open door.  

     

    "'S'not a good day, today," the child whispered, before her thumb
    crept into her mouth.  

     

    Jonathan closed his eyes and swallowed hard. "Oh Lord, give me
    strength."  

     

    "Where is she? Where? Where?" the voice demanded in increasingly
    strident tones.  

     

    A large matronly woman with iron-gray hair clad in a floral
    patterned frock and apron came hurrying to the door to peer out.
    "She's safe with Mister Jonathan, Jane," she said.  

     

    She waved and blew a kiss at the little girl, who beamed back at her
    nurse lovingly.  

     

    "Where is she? Where?"  

     

    "Here, Jane. she's right here. She's safe with me," he called,
    hurrying inside, leaving a heartbroken Sarah to trail along behind
    sadly.  

     

    She heard a cackling laugh, and the sound of footsteps hurrying
    toward the door. "Here, my darling, look what I made for you."  

     

    Sarah caught a glimpse of a completely knotted and tangled piece of
    embroidery.  

     

    "T'ank 'oo, Mummy," the girl said shyly, though it was clear from
    her expression that she found the ragged piece of cloth just as
    pitiful as their visitors did.  

     

    "And you, sir, who are you? Why have you come?" came the shrill
    demand.  

     

    "It's me, Jane," he sighed. "Jonathan. Don't your remember?"  

     

    He passed one hand over his eyes to avoid looking at the lifeless
    flat emerald ones he had once sworn he would never grow tired of.
    Had even composed sonnets to in his youthful folly.  

     

    She looked daggers at him through the tangled fall of her ebony
    hair. "You pig. Leave my daughter alone. You men are all the same.
    Disgusting! Disgusting!"  

     

    Sarah saw him shiver and tremble. "Jonathan, really, we ought to go.
    You can see it's a bad day."  

     

    "But Sophie--"  

     

    "Get out. Get out! I hate you! I hate you!" Jane hissed. "You only
    want to keep me here as your mistress! I know what you want.
    The way you look at me. The things you want to do to me--"  

     

    Sarah tugged hard on her brother's arm, half dragging him to the
    door. She had to shout above the awful recitation which was becoming
    more abusive and graphic by the minute.  

     

    "Jonathan, we must go. This can do no one any good."  

     

    Jonathan resisted her importunate tugging. "Please wait outside, my
    dear. I would not wish you to hear any more vulgar--"  

     

    "I'm not leaving without you, Brother!"  

     

    "But--"  

     

    "Let's leave together now," Sarah urged, hauling on his arm. "Thomas
    needs you to go to London. We'll come back soon. When she's having a
    good day."  

     

    A vision of blond, beautiful, adoring Pamela in his arms last night,
    kissing him, telling him how much she loved him, was the last straw.
     

     

    He turned and fled.  

     

    "Goodbye Sophie, my dear. Take good care of Mummy. I'll see you
    soon!" he called over his shoulder.  

     

    He bolted from the dark room and out into the garden. He grabbed
    hold of the gate for support and vomited explosively, until he was
    sure he would turn inside out.  

     

    Then Sarah was beside him, holding his middle on either side, before
    fishing out his handkerchief from his pocket to clean up his face.  

     

    "It's all right. It'll be all right," she soothed.  

     

    Jonathan fought back the bile still bubbling in the back of his
    throat. "How? In Heaven's name, how?"  

     

    She hugged his head down onto her shoulder, and began to lead him
    back to the carriage. "I don't know, Brother. I wish to God I did.
    All we can do is pray for some sort of miracle, or the divine will
    of Providence."  

     

    Jonathan felt as though he would choke. Pray indeed. He'd done
    nothing but pray. God seemed to do nothing but mock him.  

     

    A vision of Pamela arose in his mind once again. Thomas was right.
    He loved Pamela as he had never loved Jane. He felt as though he was
    being ripped in two. Yet now both women were lost to him utterly...
     

     

    He was so wrapped in his welter of emotions he never even heard the
    commotion still going on inside the house.  

     

    "Lawd, no!" the matron shouted.  

     

    "He'll never touch me or my daughter again! The bastard!"  

     

    A loud explosion made Jonathan dive against his sister's legs.  

     

    He felt a searing pain in his head for a brief minute, and thought,
    "How strange, I came through the war, only to be shot by the woman
    who once loved me...."  

     

    Sarah gripped him by his shoulders. "Are you all right?"  

     

    "Aye."  

     

    "When you fell, I thought, well-"  

     

    "I'm fine."  

     

    "You're bleeding!" she gasped, touching his brow.  

     

    He shook his head and sat back on his heels now. "'Tis only a chunk
    of brick from the gate. It fell on me."  

     

    Sarah looked up. She could see a large piece missing out of the
    tawny-colored stone structure, missing at about the level of
    Jonathan's head...  

     

    "Come, Jonathan, now you can see, we can do no good here any longer.
    We must go," Sarah urged, horrified at how close she had come to
    losing him.  

     

    "Indeed we must," he said grimly.  

     

    He hauled her to her feet unceremoniously. Wasting no time to even
    check for injuries to her from the fall, he bundled her back into
    the carriage, and shouted to the driver to hurry on.  

     

    Then he sat back against the squabs, and thanked the Lord for
    preserving him.  Thy will be done. But could you please let me
      know a bit more clearly what it is? he begged with an inward
    sigh, before all composure finally left him, and he began to weep as
    though his heart would break.  

     

    Sarah held him around the shoulders and prayed as she never had
    before. Please let Jonathan see the light about this situation,
      before it's too late for us all...  
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      Pamela sat in the coach hour after hour, struggling to get
      comfortable with each weary mile to London, for three days. The
      weather was inclement, the roads sometimes nearly impassable. Even
      when she was not on the road, she felt plagued by a host of
      troubles. The food was bad, the beds lumpy, some of them even
      flea-ridden.  

       

      She did not think much of the Earl's arrangements. To be fair, he
      had not expected to be traveling with a pair of women, her aunt
      defended him.  

       

      But all the same, it was bad enough travelling at such a breakneck
      pace, without having some respite. It seemed she would only just
      put her head down on the pillow in the various taverns they had
      stayed in, before she was being roused by a servant to get washed
      and dressed.  

       

      Her aunt had been overwhelmed with the excitement of the trip to
      London, and so was in fine form and good company for the Earl
      despite all the discomfort and inconvenience.  

       

      Pamela hoped Aunt Susan's liveliness more than made up for her
      lack of energy. But she was too heartsick and ashamed of what she
      had done in Bath to be a scintillating companion. Plus, the more
      time she spent with the dull Earl, the more she missed Jonathan
      with a passion bordering on despair.  

       

      The fact that she knew they could never be together did not lessen
      the grief and longing she felt. Another attachment? Not free to do
      as he chose? She had no idea what he was hiding, why he had
      refused her. But she had to suspect that he was either already
      engaged, or worse still, already married.  

       

      Even knowing might not have been easy to bear. But at least she
      would perhaps not have to reproach herself that it was all her
      fault that he had rejected her. That if she had done better, she
      might have been able to win his love.  

       

      With all these heavy thoughts weighing upon her, she was
      remarkably silent, often just gazing out the window, or falling
      asleep as well as she could in the jouncing conveyance.  

       

      When Pamela did take note of what was going on around her, she was
      surprised at the change in the man she had once found too quiet
      and reserved. The Earl must have been studying the fine art of
      intelligent conversation, for he began to cite revered authors and
      make pithy comments.  

       

      When speaking of a person who had recently passed away whom
      everyone had gossiped about whilst he was alive, the Earl
      observed, "As William Hazlitt said, 'To be remembered after we are
      dead, is but poor recompense for being treated with contempt while
      we are living.'"  

       

      "How true."  

       

      Upon another occasion, when Jonathan's name had been mentioned, he
      remarked, "He is a good enough man in his way, but his manner
      leaves something to be desired. As David Hume wrote in Of the
      Standard of Taste, 'Religious principles are also a blemish in any
      polite composition, when they rise up to superstition, and intrude
      themselves into every sentiment, however remote from any
      connection with religion.'"  

       

      "Oh, he is not that bad," Aunt Susan defended him, much to
      Pamela's surprise. "He's very well educated and informed, and for
      the most part I'm so pleased to speak with him that I seldom
      remember he is a vicar."  

       

      The Earl said nothing, but looked at Pamela expectantly, as if
      waiting for her to defend him.  

       

      "No, I agree with the Earl, Aunt. He can be altogether too
      preachy, prim and parsonic so far as I am concerned."  

       

      "I'm sure he only meant it for your benefit," Aunt Susan said with
      a mild frown.  

       

      "Yes, dear, you know that that was the case," the Earl said
      mildly, though with a hard look in his dark eyes.  

       

      Pamela shrugged and changed the subject by pointing out a fine
      house through the trees.  

       

      Pamela had managed to avoid the mention of Jonathan's name, but
      was not so sure of how she was to behave the next time she saw
      him.  

       

      In the end, she decided the best thing would be to pretend that
      nothing had happened. She feared she would not be as adept at
      playing such a demanding role as Jonathan obviously seemed to be,
      but she would have to give it her best lest anyone ever suspect
      she had fallen in love with him.  

       

      Still, with any luck, he would not come up to Town for some time,
      if at all. His parish duties, the fact that he had overstayed in
      Bath, all made her hope she would not have to face him any time
      soon.  

       

      She had a duty to her family to make the most of her Season, and
      she would make of it what she could without Jonathan interfering
      and judging her.  

       

      The Earl set them down at the Easton townhouse, and supervised the
      men as they unloaded all of the luggage. Then he bowed. "I shall
      be delighted to take you riding at the end of the week. I would
      make it sooner, but you will need to get settled in here first,
      and recover from the arduous journey. Shall we say eight o'clock
      Saturday?"  

       

      "That would be most pleasant, thank you. I shall of course have to
      see if Miss Easton or her sister Marjorie will join us."  

       

      "Very good." He bowed and kissed her hand.  

       

      Pamela and her aunt said farewell and went in to be received by
      the Eastons.  

       

      Abigail had been an especially close friend, a fun-loving girl
      with a good fortune, though not a great beauty. Her parents were
      the most pleasant of people, solid and affable, with decidedly
      Tory opinions, but good-hearted. They also had a large circle of
      acquaintance, and a well-trained staff. If they were surprised at
      her arriving early, they were too well-bred to show it.  

       

      The house was commodious enough that Pamela and her aunt were
      given a room each to themselves. Pamela's was a delicate cream
      with pink-striped wallpaper and Aunt Susan's burgundy, white and
      gold. Both beds were soon piled with gowns, which had to either be
      washed, pressed, mended, or altered.  

       

      As her aunt had discovered, often a gown could be rendered into a
      completely new outfit by the addition of a different-colored trim,
      or a different overgown, or even just a change of fan, reticule,
      and other accessories. Aunt Susan would of course keep an eagle
      eye on what the other ladies of fashion were wearing in London,
      and adjust their wardrobes accordingly.  

       

      A hot bath and some food were soon brought. Pamela had never been
      so glad to have a good scrub in her life. After a long soak, she
      washed her hair, dried herself, and sat in her dressing gown by
      the roaring fire. She dried her hair with a towel and combed it
      out, then ran her hands through her tresses to extend them out in
      front of the heat. It was whilst she was sitting there numbly that
      Abigail tapped at the door, and came in to catch up on all of the
      latest news.  

       

      "My dear, so good to see you. And traveling with an Earl, no less.
      I'm not surprised that you wanted to come to Town as quickly as
      possible. He will be too good a chance to miss."  

       

      Pamela tried to deny the accusation. "No, you mistake me,
      Abigail."  

       

      Her friend simply smiled knowingly, and proceeded to rattle off a
      list of all the things they would do whilst she was in Town.  

       

      "My sister Marjorie can of course accompany us in some cases. She
      is not yet out, but that is not to say she will not be a useful
      chaperone. In fact, she quite turns heads wherever she goes. You
      blond women have all the best beaux." She made a face, patting her
      own mousy brown hair, and pressed on. "But of course, you cannot
      be seen anywhere until your wardrobes are in order. That will take
      days." She smoothed the lap of her own lime green watered silk
      gown.  

       

      "The Earl would like to take us all riding on Saturday morning, if
      you can fit me up with a mount."  

       

      She nodded. "Yes, of course, pick any you like from the stables in
      the mews. That will be delightful. I shall look forward to
      improving our acquaintance. An Earl. Just fancy. You lucky girl."
      She patted her own hair once more. "But I too shall have my turn,
      I'm sure. Anyway, eat your soup before it gets cold. I shall go
      see if your aunt needs anything."  

       

      "You are too kind."  

       

      "Not a bit of it. Goodness me, we shall have such fun." She
      grinned like a naughty schoolgirl.  

       

      That night at supper, Pamela was introduced to Marjorie, a pert
      little thing of sixteen with auburn tresses and a vulpine look
      that sent a shiver of apprehension down Pamela's spine. She was a
      girl who would bear close watching if her parents wished to avoid
      scandal.  

       

      Pamela was correct in her assessment, for it wasn't long before
      many of her best items had been 'borrowed,' and Marjorie was the
      center of male attention wherever she went.  

       

      Fortunately, she would not be able to attend many of the evening
      functions because she had not been brought out yet, nor presented
      at court. But she was certainly thrusting her way into the London
      social scene with all of the dash of a Napoleon bent on conquest.
       

       

      Pamela herself was to be presented next week, once she was certain
      that her gown was just the thing, and Mrs. Easton was over the
      touch of spring catarrh she was suffering from at the moment.  

       

      Other than the excitement of being presented and having her final
      fittings for the formal, old-fashioned gown and train which was de
      rigueur for the occasion, there was the thrill of seeing the
      sights in London and expanding her circle of acquaintance.  

       

      Pamela started her day with a ride in the Ladies' Walk.
      Occasionally they would ride in Rotten Row, but there was always
      quite a crush, and Pamela's borrowed mount was a bit skittish and
      not very tractable in crowds.  

       

      After the ride, there was her bath, breakfast and correspondence.
      After taking care of her letters, they paid calls upon the
      Eastons' particular friends. Most were very pleasant people,
      though she was always wary of running into the Duke and his
      entourage, or spending too much time with the Earl, and so
      confined her visits to the regulation fifteen minutes which the
      Ton dictated. They usually paid calls about three mornings per
      week, and were at home themselves the other two.  

       

      On the Thursday a week after they had arrived, Pamela was told
      that the Duchess of Ellesmere and her sister-in-law had come to
      call. She steeled herself for a confrontation, but Charlotte could
      not have been more charming.  

       

      "I wanted to see how you had settled in, and to remind you not to
      be a stranger now that you are here."  

       

      "I had not thought you would be pleased to see me after my abrupt
      departure from Bath," Pamela said in a low voice, while her aunt
      renewed her acquaintance with the charming young Elizabeth Eltham.
       

       

      "Don't be silly. Jonathan has told us something of the matter. We
      quite understand. I'm so sorry things have come to such a pass.
      But Thomas and I are very fond of you. If there's anything we can
      do, you have only to ask."  

       

      "That's very kind of you, and more than I deserve," Pamela said,
      feeling near tears.  

       

      "Nonsense." Charlotte patted her hand with true sisterly
      affection. "In any case, I understand you are to be presented at
      Court shortly. I wondered if you might allow me the honor of
      presenting you. Unless the Honorable Mrs. Easton would object?"  

       

      "No, I am sure she would be delighted for me. A Duchess is more
      than I could ever have hoped for."  

       

      "Not always a Duchess, as you well know. You recollect me when I
      was plain old Charlotte Castlemaine."  

       

      "Never plain, and certainly not old."  

       

      The dark-haired woman smiled. "Ah, but I'm to be a mother in the
      late autumn. That will put years on me, I'm sure." She patted her
      stomach with a look of pure joy which belied her words.  

       

      Pamela offered her congratulations. "I'm sure not. Vanessa Stone
      looks lively and happy enough as a mother."  

       

      "And is also expecting another little visitor in the summer."  

       

      Pamela clapped her hands. "Wonderful news! The best."  

       

      "Now if only Jonathan could be so happy."  

       

      Pamela was relieved to see her aunt approach to speak to
      Charlotte, and switched places with her to talk to Elizabeth.  

       

      "Are you to be presented after all?"  

       

      She shook her raven locks. "My brother will not let me enter the
      Marriage Mart until I am at least eighteen. I shall have a bit
      longer to wait."  

       

      "Still, it seems so unfair."  

       

      She shook her head. "Not at all. I'm content with my lot. I want
      to get to know the world a bit better before I rush into anything.
      My poor sister-"  

       

      She made a choking sound, and stood up. "Forgive me, I quite
      forgot myself."  

       

      Charlotte rose from her seat, and said, "Oh dear. Elizabeth is
      rather overcome with the rigors of London society. In any event,
      we shall pick you up tomorrow at nine. Unless of course you can
      join us for supper?"  

       

      "No, I shall be too excited to eat anything. Another time,
      though?" Pamela asked eagerly.  

       

      Charlotte patted her on the shoulder. "Of course, my dear. Any
      time you like. Au revoir for now."  

       

      She took Elizabeth's arm and led her out.  

       

      Pamela watched them go, and wondered why, in all the times they
      had spoken, no one in the Duke's household had ever mentioned
      another sister...  
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      Clifford and Jonathan carried the last of the valises out of the
      house, and took a final look around.  

       

      "That's everything?" the tall blond man asked.  

       

      "Aye, though it's little enough."  

       

      "Are you sure you're ready for this?"  

       

      Jonathan gave a short bark of laughter. "I should be asking you
      that."  

       

      "I agreed to help for Thomas's sake. I only wish you would spare
      yourself--"  

       

      "Thomas is her brother. I am--" He sighed. "I wish I could say I
      was nothing to her. But that isn't true either. It's bad enough
      when she doesn't remember me. But lately she's grown so much
      worse. Now most days she sounds as though I'm her worst enemy. As
      though she hates me."  

       

      "Now I'm sure that's not true--"  

       

      Jonathan gave an impatient wave. "It doesn't matter now. She
      doesn't actually know who I am any more most of the time. She
      hates just about all men. And better for her to loathe me than her
      own brother. I can't take it personally. I would go mad myself if
      I did."  

       

      Clifford's blue eyes rested on his friend's steel gray ones
      sympathetically. "I'm so sorry."  

       

      "Never mind. God works in mysterious ways--"  

       

      "I doubt there will be any wonders performed in this case,
      though," Clifford said with a sad shake of his head.  

       

      "Oh, I don't know," Jonathan sighed, then motioned for the third
      occupant of the carriage to join them. "Sophie is a little
      miracle, is she not? Beautiful, untainted, thank God."  

       

      "Amen to that. But still, the poor child--"  

       

      "Thomas and I will see she never wants for anything. But for now,
      she must go with her mother. If Jane is to have any chance of
      recovery, she needs to get settled properly."  

       

      "Yes, but to send the child to such a place as--"  

       

      Jonathan's jaw set. "She will be well looked after. Jane may be
      mad, but Sophie loves her mother. And I think Jane loves her."  

       

      He swallowed hard. "Damn it all, Jane should have waited for me.
      Sophie should have been--"  

       

      Dapper middle-aged Dr. Gold stepped up into the hall. "Are you
      sure about this?"  

       

      "No, damn it, I'm not," Jonathan snapped. "But Thomas has given
      the order, and I can't think of any other way."  

       

      "I meant, are you sure you want to be here," the doctor said
      gently. "You can wait around the corner--"  

       

      "No, John, I can't," he said, bestowing a bitter smile on the
      silver-haired doctor. "I need to see this through to the end."  

       

      "Very well. Let's get on." He opened his bag to remove a needle
      and bottle, and placed them in his brown jacket pocket. Then he
      handed a stiff white canvas garment to Jonathan.  

       

      Jonathan stared at it in horror, and swallowed hard. He just
      couldn't allow himself to be ill again. He had already vomited
      twice from nerves this afternoon. One more time and he would be
      unfit to assist at all.  

       

      A sudden howling from beyond the bolted door steeled his resolve.
      He straightened his back. "All right, let's go. It will be dark
      soon. We need to get on the road as soon as possible."  

       

      He turned the key in the lock. The portal swung open with an
      ominous creak. Clifford and the doctor sprang forward.  

       

      Jonathan thrust the straitjacket towards the wild woman's flailing
      arms.  

       

      "I hate you! I hate you! I won't let you have me! Or my daughter!
      I hate you!" She bolted for the door, which Jonathan had foolishly
      left open.  

       

      Like any other caged animal, she sought freedom, sunshine,
      escape...  

       

      Jonathan tumbled to the ground, flattened by the mad woman in her
      eagerness to flee.  

       

      "Damn it," Clifford exclaimed. "After her!"  

       

      Jonathan clutched his chest, gasping for breath, sure his heart
      had broken inside. The tears streaming down his cheeks unheeded,
      he got up and ran as though from the gates of Hell itself.  

       

      "Oh, God, Jane. Oh please, Pamela," he heard himself wheeze. "Oh
      God, please forgive me. Help me."  
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      The Duke and Duchess of Ellesmere arrived promptly at the Eastons'
      at nine the following evening to fetch Pamela, and were most
      cordially welcomed.  

       

      Pamela hoped that she would be able to glean some information
      about Jonathan as they made small talk over a glass of sherry, but
      not one word of news about the vicar passed their lips, though
      they spoke often of the Stones.  

       

      They admired her dress, a dazzling white with a gold stomacher
      which cinched in her already slender figure, making her look like
      a goddess.  

       

      Their kindness helped to subdue the roiling nervousness in the pit
      of her belly. She knew she looked well, for had not everyone told
      her in Bath that white and gold suited her? The gown put her in
      mind of the gold braided gown she had worn in Bath that fateful
      evening when she had kissed Jonathan. The recollection brought up
      all sorts of associations she could have done without.  

       

      But with an even more fine set of gold and pearls around her neck,
      and matching diadem and veil, she looked every inch a queen. She
      would recover from her dashed hopes. She simply had to.  

       

      The Royal Family, assembled on a dais at the top of the palace
      audience room, looked her over most carefully, and pronounced her
      a decided beauty and an absolute treasure. T  

       

      he Prince of Wales himself invited her to take a turn about the
      room, and Thomas and Charlotte stayed close, keeping an eye on the
      old rouÃ©, often referred to as Prinny.  

       

      After that triumph, everyone in the room wanted to know her, or
      pretended they did. Pamela grew heartily sick of gossip in the
      ensuing days, which seemed to pair her with every man in London no
      matter if she had ever met him or not.  

       

      Pamela thought of Jonathan's lesson from The School for Scandal,
      and yearned for the days when her life had been uncomplicated, and
      when she and Jonathan had been friends.  

       

      After her presentation, the invitations came in thick and fast.
      Pamela attended breakfasts, balls, parties, soirees, the opera and
      ballet, with a variety of company. Captain Breedon was present for
      many of the more mundane events.  

       

      For the more prestigious ones, the Earl of Ferncliffe insisted
      upon escorting her. His clothing had not improved greatly, and his
      conversation was more racy than ever, but he was a fine escort to
      have, and her aunt encouraged him, even when Pamela would have
      held back.  

       

      He also seemed to pay particular attention to Marjorie Easton
      whenever they were together, which she ought to have felt jealous
      over, but merely worried about. The child was really too bold and
      forward for a girl of her age.  

       

      Even she herself had been worldly, but not quite that bad. Pamela
      admitted to herself that she could have ended up much worse had
      Jonathan not taken her in hand.  

       

      But the Earl ought to have known better than to encourage her in
      her scandalous behavior, Pamela decided, and determined she would
      try to nip in the bud the forced intimacy which had sprung up
      between them.  

       

      Even more troubling than the Earl's flirtations with the young
      girl were the assumptions people seemed to make about her own
      relationship with the tall, dark-eyed nobleman. Once it was known
      that she had helped him to redecorate his Castle, it was simply
      assumed that there was an understanding between them.  

       

      She tried to correct the assumption, but they would simply smile
      at her knowingly, and change the subject. He had never behaved in
      a lover-like manner towards her, and it was not until the third
      week they were in London, on a fine day in early April, that he
      came right out and declared his intentions, in the most unexpected
      manner Pamela could ever have imagined.  

       

      He called early in the morning, just as she and Abigail and
      Marjorie were about to go out riding.  

       

      It was unusual for anyone to call at the house at such an hour,
      especially when it was one of the days they were not at home. Even
      more peculiar was the fact that he was not dressed for riding.  

       

      "I came as soon as I heard," he said without preamble. He took her
      hand and kissed it heatedly. "I am surprised to find you in your
      habit. Is your aunt supervising the packing, then?"  

       

      "Packing? Whatever for?"  

       

      "Your air of calm does you credit. Quite right. Silence any
      remarks with a facade of nonchalance. I do see your point, and
      admire you for your pluck."  

       

      She shook her head, wondering if there was something wrong with
      her hearing. "Packing? Calm? Pray be seated and tell me what it is
      that you have heard which would make you think that we would be
      leaving Town?"  

       

      He smiled at her almost coyly. "Please, Miss Ashton, I believe I
      have been a very good friend to you. I hope to be something more
      than that ere long. You do not have to maintain your pretense with
      me. I would not think any the less of you if you gave vent to your
      feelings, though only when we are in private, of course."  

       

      She stared at him. "I don't understand. What are you saying?"  

       

      The Earl had the grace to look embarrassed. "You really don't
      know, then?"  

       

      "Know what?" she said, beginning to grow exasperated.  

       

      He took her hand possessively in both his own. She tried not to
      yank it away as he looked at her. At length he said, "My dear, I
      was so sorry to hear the awful news. I wanted to be the first to
      offer my help and protection. It would appear your former friend
      the vicar was a fortune hunter after all. I congratulate you on
      your lucky escape. You obviously became alert to his character
      flaws and deception just in time, before your name became linked
      irrevocably with his."  

       

      "Fortune-hunter? Are you speaking of Mr. Deveril?" she asked in
      astonishment.  

       

      "Of course, your family has lost mightily, but I'm sure you will
      take steps to recover your dire situation at once. Your own
      portion is untouched, of course, and he'll have a hard time
      running an estate without any ready cash."  

       

      Pamela felt as though the floor under her feet had opened up and
      revealed Hell itself. "I don't understand. What would lead you to
      such an awful conclusion? Please, stop maundering on so, and tell
      me what has happened!"  

       

      "Surely your solicitors would have contacted you by now? Your dear
      Step-Mama must even now be packing up all your worldly goods to go
      the Lord only knows where."  

       

      Pamela pressed her fingers to her throbbing temple. "I cry your
      pardon, sir. I have no idea what matters you are speaking of.
      Please, explain to me what you've heard, and how you've come by
      this knowledge, when I have not?"  

       

      He had the grace to look embarrassed. "I have a friend in the Law
      Courts. The case came up, was heard, and decided. My friend had
      recollected me mentioning your name with the highest regard. He
      was naturally fearful as to what this turn of events would do to
      your prospects. I told him my feelings for you were in no way
      altered. That I would be only too pleased to marry you even after
      this unfortunate loss-"  

       

      "But what has happened?" she exclaimed impatiently. "You talk in
      riddles! Tell me what you've heard."  

       

      "That your father's will has been overturned. It appears that your
      Step-Mama's son from her previous marriage may well have been
      adopted by your father to be the heir to the Ashton estate, but is
      not recognized as such by the terms of previous wills, which
      stipulate an heir of the body, and a male only.  

       

      "I'm sorry that you yourself will not be able to inherit the land
      and house as a result of that requirement. Tracing back the line
      far enough, several generations, it seems, your cousin pressed his
      own claim. His lawyers have been most assiduous in asserting his
      rights to the property. It has thus been awarded to him. Bertie is
      dispossessed, and your cousin is now the heir to Ashton Manor."  

       

      "My cousin? My father was an only child, as was his father before
      him. I know of no existing kin. Pray, of whom do you speak?"  

       

      "Why, Jonathan Deveril of course."  

       

      A volcano erupting right in the sitting room could not have
      astonished or affected her more.  

       

      "It can't be true," she whispered, sure the whole house was
      quaking and about to tumble down around her ears.  

       

      "It is, I assure you. I thought that was why you were so much
      together. Because he was a respectable vicar, and a kinsman of
      yours. It just shows how wrong one can be in a person."  

       

      She shook her head and rose from the sofa to head toward the
      nearest drawingroom. "No, no! I could not have been so deceived in
      him. He does not care for wealth and position. He would never-"  

       

      The Earl followed along behind. "His friendship with the Duke of
      Ellesmere has made him ambitious, I dare say. But even that would
      not be so bad were it not for his moral failings as well. How
      anyone could be such a consummate hypocrite is beyond me." He
      shook his head in disgust.  

       

      Pamela laughed almost hysterically. "The next thing you know,
      you'll be telling me Mr. Deveril is really a rake of the first
      order."  

       

      Ferncliffe's face closed up, leaving behind a mask of remote
      politeness. "I can see I have distressed you, Miss Ashton. I shall
      take my leave." He began to back away out the door.  

       

      Her legs gave way, and she sat on a small gold sofa. "You cannot
      be in earnest! What are you trying to tell me?"  

       

      His dark face closed up. "I refuse to say any more. It's not my
      place. If your aunt chooses to tell you, it shall be her decision.
      I refuse to corrupt innocent minds with tales of such appalling
      behavior." He began to withdraw once more.  

       

      Pamela nearly fell over the gilt and blue silk footstool in her
      haste to pursue him.  

       

      "Well, now that you've used the word appalling, I can only assume
      the absolute worst. So you might as well tell me what he's done,
      and thus remove the killing suspense," Pamela demanded, trying to
      hold back the tears.  

       

      The Earl shook his head. "I understand Jonathan Deveril is a
      cousin of yours. But really, what has happened is nothing to
      either of us. You shall marry me. Anything he does to you or your
      Step-Mama will not touch us then.  

       

      "I do not care about your inferior relations or lack of wealth, I
      only care about you. You are indeed fortunate to have found a
      fiancÃ© who loves you well enough to overlook such
      scandal, and will stand by you when the storm finally breaks."  

       

      "Storm?" She sat down in a chair by the door.  

       

      "Pray compose yourself. I am going to go speak with your aunt now.
      When I'm finished, and you have composed yourself, you may speak
      with her. You'll be much more settled in your mind once you have
      heard the whole truth.  

       

      "But I fear I have shocked you terribly. I will call in your
      friends to attend you. I shall take my leave of you for the
      present, my dear."  

       

      He took her cold, limp hand and kissed it. He was gone before she
      could even absorb what he had said about being her
      fiancÃ©.  

       

      

 

      [bookmark: 30]Chapter Thirty  

       

      After her shocking conversation with the Earl of Ferncliffe,
      Pamela felt so weak that she could barely ring the bell to summon
      a servant. She sat numbly, and only the arrival of her friends
      prevented her from throwing herself upon the carpet and howling
      with misery.  

       

      Abigail and Marjorie fussed over her until she thought she would
      scream. They didn't for a minute accept the explanation that the
      Earl had come for the express purpose of riding with them and that
      she had suddenly been taken ill, but they held their peace.  

       

      The Earl had either broken off the engagement, or had told her
      that he wanted to marry her immediately. Might she have done
      something she oughtn't? Whatever was going on, it was too
      delicious. They simply had to bide their time to learn all.  

       

      The Earl was in the study with her aunt for at least thirty
      minutes. Every time Pamela rose to go in the room and demand that
      they tell her what was going on, she was pressed back into her
      seat by either of the two sisters, and forced to drink more
      chocolate.  

       

      Finally, she heard the Earl taking his leave of her aunt, along
      with the older woman's twitterings of delight.  

       

      Pamela was confused. How could her aunt sound so happy after what
      the Earl had told her about Bertie not being her father's heir
      after all?  

       

      Her aunt came bursting into the room, still wearing her wrapper
      and her curling rags under her flouncy cap. She was so delighted
      with the news, she could not restrain herself.  

       

      "My dear, I always knew you would do well for yourself. The Earl
      has offered for your hand. Go upstairs right now and choose your
      best gown for this evening. The Gossards are his special friends.
      He will be making the announcement of your engagement at their
      ball this very evening at the stroke of midnight."  

       

      Abigail and Marjorie squealed with delight and hugged and kissed
      Pamela. She, however, sat there numbly.  

       

      "But he never even asked me. How can he-"  

       

      "Asked YOU? Lawks, he asked my permission. That is enough."  

       

      They all began to titter again about the gowns, the jewels, the
      honor, her luck.  

       

      Pamela found her voice at last. "No, Aunt Susan, that is not
      enough. What do we really know about the Earl? About what I can
      expect as his wife? Has no one been listening to me these past few
      weeks? Just because we helped him redecorate does not mean I love
      him and wish to marry him."  

       

      "To be sure, girl, what else did you think his intentions were?"
      her aunt said, staring at her in horror. "Did you think you could
      dance the first and second dances with him at the Upper Rooms in
      Bath, and flirt with him so outrageously, and not get your name
      linked with his? How can you be such a simpleton? Or are you
      really much more clever than you're letting on?"  

       

      Her aunt practically winked at her. She could see her two friends
      looking at her with feline expressions, and rose from her seat
      stiffly.  

       

      "You are correct, of course, Aunt. I set out to catch myself a
      husband, and got exactly what I deserved," she said with a brave
      lift of her chin, cursing herself for her foolishness once more.
      "Now, if you don't mind, I shall take your advice, and go upstairs
      to pick my gown. Will you please come with me, Aunt? I should like
      your opinion."  

       

      Abigail and Marjorie both said, "We would be only to happy to
      help, Pamela."  

       

      "No, really. That is too kind. You can help me dress this evening.
      I would not like to deprive you of your ride. It is a fine
      morning. I am sure there will be many interesting people abroad."
       

       

      The sisters' eyes gleamed again.  

       

      Abigail said, "Well, if you're sure."  

       

      "I am. Off you go. And pray make my excuses when you pay your
      calls this afternoon. I shall rest for my grand evening tonight."
       

       

      The girls scurried off delightedly. Pamela had no doubt that the
      news of her so-called engagement would be all over the Ton by
      noon.  

       

      But that was the least of her worries. She didn't give a fig what
      any of these people thought of her, not any more. Far more
      important was to find out what the Earl had been talking about
      when he had told her that Jonathan had been a fortune hunter who
      had disinherited her stepbrother and was throwing all of them out
      into the road.  

       

      Surely her behavior at Bath could not have provoked such appalling
      conduct, now could it? Jonathan had been angry. But vindictive?
      Greedy? Her head swam just thinking what a lucky escape she had
      made if he really had been after her money all along.  

       

      He had first turned up when her father was dying. Swooping like a
      vulture? The swine...  

       

      Her head swum with the enormity of it all. Jonathan must have
      discovered the legal loophole which would award him the estate,
      and had pursued her, pretending to care, when what he really
      wanted was her fortune to maintain the establishment.  

       

      He had offered to help her with her business concerns. Had been
      livid when she had offered a post to Gareth Cavendish to act as
      steward. When she had proven too much of an irritation to him, he
      had decided to forgo the pleasure of having to saddle himself with
      an inconvenient and unloved wife. He had just moved to take the
      estate for himself.  

       

      Her stomach rebelled. She thought she was going to ruin the hall
      carpet, her thoughts made her so ill. But she struggled valiantly
      to retain her composure until she got to the safety of her
      bedroom, then relieved herself of the contents of her stomach in
      the chamber pot.  

       

      Pamela retched until she thought she would lose her stomach as
      well. Eventually the heaves subsided. She rinsed her mouth, forced
      herself to drink some water, then splashed her scalding face. If
      pride went before a fall, well, she should have known her triumph
      at Court would have to be paid for with an almighty tumble into
      the mire.  

       

      She waited eagerly for her aunt to join her, pacing back and forth
      like a mad woman. At length the older woman entered, now clad in
      an elegant dark blue day dress and with every hair in place.  

       

      "Aunt Susan, please, I must speak with you. I want to know if the
      Earl has told you anything about Father's will being overturned,
      and Bertie removed as the heir because he is not one of the body,
      only one by adoption."  

       

      She nodded. "It's true. He told me the very same. I have of course
      written to your dear Step-Mama. We will do everything we can. It
      may not go well for us, but the Earl has friends, connections-"  

       

      "So do we, without having to be beholden to a man who is little
      more than a passing acquaintance. We will write to Step-Mama, and
      find out precisely what has happened. And we should start packing
      to return to Somerset."  

       

      The older woman looked appalled. "Nonsense. That would be the
      worst thing we could do. It makes no sense to turn tail and run
      now that the word has got out about you losing the family home and
      fortune. You're just about to embark on the Season proper. After
      your wonderful reception at court, with the Prince of Wales being
      so gracious as to notice you, it would be the height of folly to
      leave now.  

       

      "Moreover, you're not paying attention to what is truly important.
      The fact that you and the Earl are to be married. That in itself
      ensures that no scandal will befall us."  

       

      "But Aunt-"  

       

      "It is too kind of him to stand by us in our hour of need. Anyone
      who could possibly doubt his devotion needs only see how promptly
      he came to our aid. He offered for your hand to ensure that the
      slings and arrows of outrageous fortune should not harm you in any
      way."  

       

      "Please, Aunt Susan, you're getting carried away. I can see how
      thrilled you are with the engagement, but I cannot think of
      marrying at this juncture, when my half-sisters are about to be
      cast out of their home. And of course Step-Mama and Bertie. They
      are not blood relations, but they are friends at the very least. I
      am Bertie's guardian. I have to protect his interests even if no
      one else seems to be making the effort to do so. He must be
      entitled to something, or my father's widow. I still don't
      understand. How on earth could such a thing have happened?"  

       

      Her aunt shrugged. "Wills are overturned all the time."  

       

      "But by Jonathan Deveril of all people?" Pamela paced up and down
      in front of the window, then turned to looked at her aunt once
      more. "It makes no sense to me. Has he ever struck you as greedy?
      Willing to do anything to get his hands on an estate? That he
      would cast out my own family for his own personal gain? And that
      his sister and friends would approve of him behaving in such a
      manner?"  

       

      Aunt Susan shrugged. "For a time there I believed he might be
      thinking about offering for you. But it was soon apparent that you
      had other fish to fry with the Earl.  

       

      "Besides, I didn't raise you to be a fool. A mere clergyman.
      Humph. The very idea. In any case, you've made a lucky escape. I
      might have considered the match if he had come to us and explained
      about his entitlement to your poor dear Papa's estate. Then he
      would not have been so objectionable, and I am sure he would have
      given up the parish and acted as a country gentleman ought.  

       

      "But no. He crept about behind our backs like a thief in the
      night. Never once even attempted to make it right by offering for
      you. And that is just as well, knowing all that I know now."  

       

      The more Aunt Susan railed against Jonathan, the less convinced
      Pamela became that the Earl was innocent in all of this. The image
      of a spider in a web hit her with full force.  

       

      "Aunt Susan, please don't let the Earl's title dazzle you. All is
      not what it seems here."  

       

      Her aunt paused in her diatribe. "How so?"  

       

      "I'm not sure. I need time to think." She pinched the bridge of
      her nose hard. What was she to believe?  

       

      If she did not trust the Earl, nor did she know what to make of
      Jonathan when she had so few facts. But she had known the vicar a
      great deal longer than Ferncliffe. Surely not everything she and
      Jonathan had shared had been a lie?  

       

      She played over in her mind all of his little kindnesses to her
      and her father, how they had grown so close, his touches, his
      kisses.  

       

      She gazed out the window at the cold gray morning, but no answers
      were to be hand there.  

       

      At length Pamela sat down across from her aunt sitting on the low
      bench at the foot of the bed. "Please, Aunt, you must tell me the
      whole truth. The Earl hinted at something scandalous about Mr.
      Deveril, but refused to tell me what it was. He said it was so
      appalling that he did not wish to shock and dismay me by repeating
      it. What has Jonathan done that is so shameful the Earl could not
      bring himself to speak of it before me?"  

       

      Her aunt looked at her for a moment in silence.  

       

      "Please tell me!" Pamela begged.  

       

      "Why, he was seen, with a woman, my dear. About six weeks ago, in
      Bath, apparently. Not just any woman, but a trull, her clothing in
      disarray, her hair streaming down her back, shouting and making a
      spectacle of herself as he tried to get her into a carriage. And a
      little by-blow clinging to her skirts completed the picture."  

       

      She tittered and rolled her eyes. "They do not call them the
      Rakehells for nothing, for all their seeming virtuousness."  

       

      Pamela's expression froze into a mask of rigidity.  

       

      Seeing her arctic expression, her aunt began to apologize. "I'm so
      sorry. I know you and Mr. Deveril were friends, though what you
      could have ever found in common, I have no idea. He was so beneath
      us. But perhaps I shouldn't have told you something so scandalous.
      You are after all very young. You have no idea what dreadful
      beasts men can be."  

       

      The clock struck ten. Pamela started, gasping, trembling with
      nerves and fear. What was she to do?  

       

      Suddenly she became acutely aware of the passage of time. It was
      running out for her.  

       

      Pamela stared at her aunt and straightened her spine. "No, but I'm
      starting to realize just how, cunning, vindictive and evil-minded
      some people can be. There can be any number of explanations for
      all of this. I'm going to discover the truth if I have to turn
      half of London upside down to do it."  

       

      She rose from her chair, and marched to the wardrobe to fetch her
      cloak.  

       

      "B-b-but where are you going?" her aunt stammered. "The ball this
      evening..."  

       

      "Hang the ball. I have to go see the Duke of Ellesmere," she said,
      with an ever-increasing sense of urgency, though she could not
      have said why.  

       

      "The Duke? Whatever for?"  

       

      Pamela snatched up her reticule and called for a maid to accompany
      her in the carriage.  

       

      "You can't just not turn up this evening! We're invited to supper
      beforehand. The Earl is planning to make the announcement!"  

       

      Pamela grasped her aunt by the shoulders. "Then stop him. Please,
      I'm begging you, Aunt Susan. If I'm wrong, then I shall come to
      the ball as if nothing ever happened. If I'm right..." She took a
      deep, steadying breath.  

       

      "Well, if I'm right, then we shall see. If I'm not there, the Earl
      must wait. I have not given my full consent. Matters must still be
      placed in the hands of the solicitors. If we cannot come to an
      amicable marriage settlement, it could all be off anyway. And you
      don't want to leave us to a breach of promise suit on top of
      everything else."  

       

      "No, indeed, but-"  

       

      "Please, Aunt, I know you think it's a good match, but the truth
      is, I don't love the Earl. Don't make me accept a man I do not
      esteem. He is perfectly pleasant on the surface, but..."  

       

      "What are you saying?" her aunt demanded in horror.  

       

      She shrugged. She had little time to argue. "Oh, I don't know, I
      seem to be suspicious of everyone these days. Please don't pay any
      attention to me. Now I must go."  

       

      She ran down the steps to the waiting carriage, and hauled the
      maid in almost roughly. She gave the address of the Duke's
      townhouse, and forced herself to breathe deeply and evenly,
      pressing her back and shoulders against the cushions, and praying
      she was not wrong.  

       

      Jonathan could not be as bad as everyone was saying. He had told
      her he was guarding a secret not his own. If it was not something
      to do with Clifford and Vanessa, then it had to be something to do
      with Thomas.  

       

      The Duke seemed a man of the utmost dignity and propriety. But as
      she had discovered, appearances could be deceiving. The Earl's
      suddenly suave demeanor was just a bit too polished for her
      liking. There had to be something he was hiding. Why else would he
      be so eager to marry her so quickly? The Duke and Duchess had also
      said that if there was anything she needed...  

       

      She needed time to think. But the Earl's insistence that she marry
      him, and her own worries about what was occurring with her family
      back in Somerset, were enough to drive her to distraction.
      Jonathan a cousin? How was it possible?  

       

      Her aunt had said that wills were overturned all the time. Where
      there was one claim to the estate, there could easily be two.  

       

      Why not more?  

       

      The sudden thought which came unbidden made her wonder. How had
      the Earl become so familiar with Jonathan's family affairs, and
      her own? Why had he taken the trouble to blacken Jonathan in her
      eyes with the story of him with a trollop?  

       

      She knew the two men disliked each other. Was it possible that
      Ferncliffe was related to Jonathan in some way... Or her family?
      And wanted to claim Ashton Manor for himself?  

       

      It was possible. And if it were true, he might just get everything
      he wanted in one fell swoop. The Earl might have decided that the
      chance was there for the taking, and he had the better claim. He
      was trying to restore the Castle, but it would take a long time.
      Far better to help himself to a more prosperous estate, like
      Ashton Manor?  

       

      To run an estate also needed ready money. Hers?  

       

      That was just one theory. There could be several other
      explanations for the Earl's actions. But for Pamela, none of them
      boded well.  

       

      The carriage could not arrive too soon at the Duke of Ellesmere's
      home. In her haste, Pamela tumbled out of the vehicle, and landed
      hard on her knees upon the filthy ground. But she paid no more
      heed to her torn riding habit than she would a flea as she made
      her way up the stairs.  

       

      If the butler was astonished to see a disheveled young woman on
      the doorstep in her torn spilt riding skirt, he gave no
      indication. He showed her into a small side parlor decorated in
      delicate buttercup and peach. She paced up and down, and nearly
      broke the handle of her riding crop by wringing it between her
      jittering hands.  

       

      At length the Duke appeared. For a moment he was speechless with
      astonishment. "Miss Ashton! Are you well? Pray sit down and take
      some refreshment."  

       

      "No, thank you, I couldn't touch a drop."  

       

      "Please sit, at least, and tell me why you have come," he
      insisted, alarmed by her pallor.  

       

      She did as she was requested and perched herself gingerly on the
      edge of the sofa. "I'm sorry to come her like this. I've heard the
      most dreadful things being bandied about with regard to Jonathan.
      You're his friend, Your Grace. I know you can do something about
      this, allay people's suspicions."  

       

      The Duke's emerald eyes glittered perceptively. "You mean, allay
      your suspicions."  

       

      She nodded and blushed. "Very well, yes, mine too. But I assure
      you, I want only his happiness. You see, I don't believe he can be
      as bad as everyone is saying. I flatter myself that I've got to
      know him well in the time he has been in our parish, and at Bath.
      I cannot reconcile the man I know with the things that the Earl of
      Ferncliffe and my aunt have told me."  

       

      "Ah, Ferncliffe."  

       

      The tone in which he said it indicated he had little regard for
      the man or his opinions.  

       

      "But if it's not true, any of it, then why would he go to so much
      trouble to damage Jonathan?"  

       

      The Duke sat back in his seat and steepled his fingers together.
      "Why do you come to me with this? How is it you think I can help?"
       

       

      She blushed again. "Please forgive the presumption. I thought that
      since I don't believe any particle of it is true, you could warn
      him. Or if at least some of it is true, I cannot help but feel
      that it's connected with you in some way. That he's tried to help
      a friend, and things have been misconstrued or deliberately
      misunderstood?"  

       

      "I see. Well, why don't you tell me what Jonathan has been accused
      of? If I can help, I will."  

       

      She hesitated a moment, for the crimes seemed too great to even
      repeat aloud. And there was one other thing required before she
      could ask for candor from him. Pamela had to be truthful herself.
       

       

      "Please, before we begin, I have to confess something too. No word
      of what we say in this room will ever be repeated, I trust?"  

       

      "That goes without saying. So long as you know that I won't break
      a confidence of Jonathan's if I can help it."  

       

      "I know he only thinks me a silly, flighty young girl, but I love
      him. I tried to flirt with him in Bath, and made fool of myself.
      He told me he could never be mine, that he was bound to another.  

       

      "I've tried to tell myself the match would be unsuitable for both
      of us for many reasons. I ran away from your house after I treated
      him shamefully. I'm heartily sorry if I offended you and your
      lovely wife."  

       

      The Duke inclined his head politely. "No offence taken, I assure
      you. We suspected something, but it is not our intention to
      interfere, merely love and support you both no matter what."  

       

      Pamela felt her heart warm at his words. "Thank you, Your Grace.
      So, having disgraced myself, I determined after Bath that I would
      do my utmost to stay away from him, not see him ever again if I
      could help it.  

       

      "But that fact is I still love Jonathan. I love him now, more than
      ever. Even hearing what he has supposedly done, I still love him.
       

       

      "I know he told me there's no chance for us to ever be together
      because of some impediment, but I would like to help if I can. I
      just thought you ought to know why I came to Town with the Earl
      even though I shouldn't have. I hope you can forgive me."  

       

      He leaned forward to pat her clasped hands. "There's nothing to
      forgive, my dear."  

       

      "I've been such a blind, vain, selfish twit. The one good man I
      ever met, I looked down upon. Toyed with in a silly bid for yet
      another conquest. It was unworthy of me. Jonathan deserved better
      for all the friendship he has shown me. If I can do anything to
      help him now, I will. You have only to say, and I'll do it
      whatever is required without regard for the consequences."  

       

      The Duke nodded. "Thank you for your candor. I hope it shall not
      come to that. And if I may say so, a great deal can change in only
      a few weeks. You, for example. You made a mistake in Bath, and
      have tried to correct it, have you not? You have admitted your own
      failings, and tried to improve."  

       

      "Yes, I have. I want to. I want to be worthy of Jonathan."  

       

      He grinned. "Jonathan has had failings too. Hard to believe, but
      he does." He sobered. "More importantly, though, his circumstances
      and feelings may have altered since he last spoke with you about
      such personal matters. But I will not say any more at present, for
      I still don't know what has you so worried that you came tearing
      over here without even a proper escort."  

       

      He sat forward and poured some tea into a cup for her. He pressed
      it into her agitated hands. She stilled, took a sip, then began
      her tale.  

       

      "There are two main points. The first is that I have been informed
      that my stepmother will have to leave Ashton Manor because
      Jonathan is the rightful heir, not her son Bertie. Jonathan is
      said to be a distant cousin. I've been told that he has
      deliberately had the will overturned."  

       

      "Overturned you say? Jonathan's your cousin?" the Duke said in
      obvious surprise.  

       

      She nodded. "If he needs the income or home, fine. I can
      understand that he has to make his way in the world. But to think
      he was toying with me just to get hold of my money to run the
      Manor? That's not possible."  

       

      Thomas raised his eyebrows heavenward. "It would appear that way
      to most people. Why then do you doubt it?"  

       

      Pamela shook her head. "Because he could have proposed to me in
      Bath, married me, and then been sure of both house and fortune. I
      know it's rumored that he quarreled with his father, reconciled
      with him just for the sake of money, and then gambled his
      inheritance away and was forced to sell all his holdings. But that
      doesn't sound like him either.  

       

      "Maybe love is blind, Your Grace, but I know Jonathan better than
      that. He's not a fortune hunter. And I'm sure he loves me. And I
      don't give a fig if he's penniless."  

       

      Thomas smiled, and sat back in his seat to sip his tea. "You're
      right. He is none of those things. His father disowned him for
      going to war, and being ordained. He settled matters with Jonathan
      before he died, but the damage had already been done.  

       

      "Between that and Jonathan's attitude about the unfairness of
      inherited wealth, he sold everything, lock, stock and barrel, and
      divided it into five parts, four for he and his sisters, the rest
      for other family members, old retainers, and so on. He has a very
      good fortune, actually, despite the division. He would have been
      one of the wealthiest men in England had he kept it all for
      himself, but he's never been interested in money or material
      possessions, only helping people."  

       

      She let out a sigh of relief. "So then why was the will
      overturned?"  

       

      The Duke shrugged. "I'm only guessing, but I think the Earl must
      be a distant cousin of yours as well. He was certainly no earl
      when we knew him in the Army. He was a prize wart of the first
      order called Edward Murphy. Never liked the chap. Untrustworthy,
      loose of morals, and a liar.  

       

      "He has inherited, from what I can tell, little more than an
      impoverished title and a mountain of troubles. He must have
      pretended to be Jonathan, and won the case to make him look bad in
      your eyes.  

       

      "As for the other rumors, which I'm sure originated from Murphy,
      he probably has no idea that Jonathan was reinstated by his father
      before he died.  

       

      "Also, he might well have a better claim, and can simply have the
      case re-tried in light of new evidence. He would know with
      absolute certainty that Jonathan would give up his claim rather
      than see your family thrown out into the road.  

       

      "Finally, Murphy wants to marry you quickly before you find out
      what he has been up to, and because he needs the cash."  

       

      At her look of surprise he nodded. "Yes, I have heard the rumors.
      He is spreading them all over town that the two of you are to be
      wed."  

       

      She nodded miserably. "Yes, he is supposed to announce it at the
      Gossards' ball this evening, at midnight. And no doubt he will
      want to take me back to Somerset to see my family, which will pull
      me in even more deeply. Either way, he will have ruined me,
      whether I marry him or no, unless I go ahead with his plans."  

       

      The Duke shook his head. "I'm afraid so, my dear girl. But you
      have friends in us, you know that. We will do whatever we can to
      help."  

       

      "But why now? Other strands of the spider web must have been woven
      long before," she said, recalling her terrible dreams.  

       

      "Yes, a long time ago indeed, about two years ago in fact," the
      Duke said grimly, suddenly seeing patterns where none had existed
      before.  

       

      "As to the timing, he's getting desperate, I expect. He needs
      money like everyone else. Especially if he wants to cut a dash as
      the supposed earl."  

       

      "And he is blackening Jonathan's name even further to cut off my
      retreat from his marriage proposal," Pamela guessed. "He doesn't
      imagine I could possibly ever face the disgrace of choosing a
      vicar over him. Let alone a vicar said to be as debauched as
      Jonathan, thanks in part to all the vile rumors and innuendo he's
      been spreading like butter to all who will listen."  

       

      Thomas nodded. "What exactly did the odious little squit say that
      has you so riled?"  

       

      "That Jonathan was seen with a prostitute and their bastard six
      weeks ago in Bath, making a scene on the street. But that's not
      why Jonathan said he was already engaged, was it? There's more to
      the story, I'm sure of it."  

       

      The Duke clinked down his cup and saucer angrily, his normally
      unruffled faÃ§ade slipping for a brief moment, causing
      Pamela to stare in shock. What on earth could it all mean?  

       

      "There is a lot more to the story, I'm afraid, and you've been
      kept in the dark a great deal longer than you ever should have
      been. I'm sorry, my dear. I blame myself at least in part. I tried
      to reason with him the night you left Bath, but to no avail."  

       

      He shook his head and sighed. He rose now and moved over to the
      sideboard to pour himself a measure of brandy, though it was so
      early in the day.  

       

      Pamela stared as he downed the tot in one gulp, then leaned on the
      fine oak piece with both hands.  

       

      "I need to confide in you the whole story. I apologise in advance
      if anything I tell you shocks your fine sensibilities. It still
      shocks me to this day. But you need to know the truth."  

       

      She nodded, eager to learn everything about Jonathan at last, no
      matter how painful it might be. "I understand. I'm listening."  

       

      "The woman in question, the so-called prostitute, is actually my
      sister Jane."  

       

      "Your sister? I didn't know..."  

       

      He nodded. "They were close from the time they were very young,
      and when she came of age a couple of years ago, he offered for
      her. It was a case of puppy love, I believe, but Jonathan was
      always a man of his word.  

       

      "Jane was very young when we went off to war in August 1808, and
      it was probably difficult for her to grasp being engaged to
      someone away at the Front all the time. She promised to wait for
      him, but she was growing up. A false report came back to England
      via a man called Herbert Paxton that I was dead, early in 1812. He
      stole my personal effects, pretended to be a grieving friend
      coming back to do his duty to the family. She inherited
      immediately upon my supposed death, with Elizabeth to gain a large
      portion set aside for when she also eventually reached eighteen.  

       

      "Paxton was a fortune-hunter. He got Jane to trust him, tried to
      woo her. She toyed with the idea of eloping, but began to wonder
      why he was acting in such a hole in the corner manner. He was
      already married, you see."  

       

      Pamela nodded, hanging on his every word.  

       

      "When Paxton discovered that his secret was out, he abducted her,
      and treated her most dreadfully. He, well, he er, subjected her to
      the most awful treatment at the hands of himself and other men,
      saying if she refused to give him her money willingly, that was
      the way she would be forced to earn her keep."  

       

      "Good God. How monstrous."  

       

      He nodded. "My father was afraid that his girls would be tender
      lambs to the slaughter if they ever inherited due to my death, so
      the will was most precise. They were not permitted any money apart
      from a small stipend each month without application to the
      solicitors, and that Jane refused to do once she saw Paxton's true
      colors.  

       

      "In any event, Paxton prostituted her all over London for money
      and in fact the solicitors cut her off without a penny due to her
      unsuitable conduct once they learned of what had befallen her.  

       

      "How unkind! That only made her situation so much worse!"  

       

      The Duke nodded grimly. "Aye, that it did. She became ill, and
      with child. Elizabeth was left in sole possession of the fortune
      once she came of age, and forbidden to have anything to do with
      her disgraced sister."  

       

      "The poor girls!" Pamela shook her head and sighed.  

       

      "Indeed. It was all just too much for Jane. She's mad, though it
      nearly kills me to say it about my own sister. There's no hope of
      recovery. She has quite lost her senses, raving much of the time.
      When she's calm she attempts to look after her daughter, and
      embroider. She always loved to do needlework." He gave a sad smile
      of reminiscence.  

       

      "But the raving spells are becoming increasingly frequent as the
      disease takes over. So you see, despite Jonathan giving his word
      and trying to live up to it, he and Jane could never be allowed to
      marry, no matter what."  

       

      "No, indeed," Pamela said, horrified at the very thought.  

       

      The Duke moved back to his seat, and drained his teacup, then
      poured more for them both.  

       

      "Yet Jonathan will not abandon Jane, even though I have told him
      that it's over. That I release him from all promises and
      obligations. That I don't expect him to give up his whole life for
      her. He blames himself for not being here. He says that it's all
      part of his bargain with God."  

       

      Her brows knit. "Bargain? I don't understand."  

       

      Thomas gave a tight smile. "It's part of the reason he became a
      vicar as well. You know we were all in the war together?"  

       

      She nodded, leaning forward on the edge of her seat, eager to get
      to the bottom of Jonathan's true character and inner workings of
      his mind at last.  

       

      "He had a terrifying experience. He thought Clifford and I were
      dead. Killed in action. He begged God to bring us back, and vowed
      he would give up anything if only we could live. Well, we pulled
      through. So he's kept his end of the bargain, so far as he sees
      it."  

       

      Pamela stared at him. "And were you? Were you dead?" she asked,
      her voice a mere whisper.  

       

      The Duke sighed. "I have only ever discussed this with two other
      people, my wife and Clifford. The honest answer is, I don't know.
      I think I was. I could feel myself slipping away. Then there was a
      hand reaching out to me. It was Jonathan, praying over me."  

       

      "So he thinks these things are all connected in some way?" she
      said, wonder filling her tone.  

       

      "Not least because the man who seduced my sister was our acting
      commanding officer who sent us into the breach to be killed."  

       

      She clapped her hand to her chest. "Paxton sent you all to die?"  

       

      "Well, as many of us as tried to storm the city. We were to
      support the Forlorn Hope, the first men to try to go in and pave
      the way for the others. Paxton told us the way had been prepared,
      that the breach was wide open and we would meet no resistance. He
      had been promoted in the field when our original commanding
      officer had to be replaced--"  

       

      "I don't understand." She rubbed her aching temples, trying to
      make sense of it all. "The three of you were inseparable. Why
      would anyone want to kill a good man like Clifford, or Jonathan?"
       

       

      "We were sold out to the French."  

       

      She looked at him pityingly. "I see."  

       

      They sat in silence for a time. "And your sister Jane? Is there
      any hope at all?"  

       

      Thomas sighed. "None. The disease cannot be cured, only mitigated.
      She does well when she's not agitated. When there are no men
      around. Or no breaks in her routine.  

       

      "When Jonathan moved her recently, to a different place, a
      sanitarium that would let her keep Sophie with her, she was
      distraught, as Ferncliffe saw. She seems to be calmer now. But no.
      As much as it pains me to say it, she is only getting worse. And
      she has no idea who Jonathan is. Or even me any more at times."  

       

      She was about to ask where the sanitarium was when Thomas
      demanded, "Wait, hang on a moment. Where did Ferncliffe say he had
      seen Jonathan and my sister again?"  

       

      "Bath, about six weeks ago."  

       

      He stared at her. "But she wasn't at Bath. And we moved her just
      after you left for Town, not six weeks ago."  

       

      Pamela stared at him in confusion. "What are you saying?"  

       

      Thomas leapt to his feet. "That he knows where she is, drat it!
      She's in danger!"  

       

      "From Ferncliffe?" she asked in shock. "But why?"  

       

      The Duke was already half-way out the door. "Because he knew
      Herbert Paxton, and Paxton didn't speak French. Ferncliffe must
      have been party to the plot, and knew my sister afterwards. Damn
      it all, he was one of the nest of traitors!"  

       

      He shouted for the carriage, and grabbed his cloak from the
      bustling footman.  

       

      Pamela flew out of her seat, eager to help but unsure how. She
      hurried after the Duke as he made his way through the foyer toward
      the front door.  

       

      "Pray forgive me, Miss Ashton, I must go."  

       

      "I'm coming with you," Pamela insisted, hurrying after him. "I
      feel as if this is all my fault. Your sister wouldn't be in danger
      if it wasn't for me interfering with Jonathan's life."  

       

      "Don't say that. You may have saved her, bringing me this news of
      the Earl and all he has been up to behind our backs."  

       

      "But what can Ferncliffe hope to gain?" Pamela asked breathlessly
      as she followed him.  

       

      "He can kidnap Jane, make me pay to keep her safe. Blackmail me so
      that the whole story will not come out. Or worse still, take the
      child. I don't know!" He paced up and down in the vestibule as he
      waited for the carriage to be brought around.  

       

      Pamela stared as the normally suave and urbane duke began wringing
      his hands in agitation. He was clearly terrified. It spoke
      volumes, more than any defense he could have raised on Jonathan's
      part as to who was guilty in all of this, and who innocent.  

       

      At last the vehicle came around the corner from the stables. He
      asked three of his large burly footmen to come along for
      assistance. They all piled into the coach and sped off.  

       

      "Where is she?"  

       

      "Near Green Park. It isn't too far, but we must hurry!" he added,
      shouting loudly enough for the driver to hear.  

       

      Every minute that ticked past was an agony of suspense for Pamela
      as the carriage trundled along as rapidly as the team could
      gallop.  

       

      She had no idea what she thought she would find, what she could do
      to help. All she knew was she adored Jonathan and would do
      anything to assist her beloved and his friends. Even if he could
      never ever love her because he had always been bound to Jane,
      Pamela had to help the Duke and his sister and her poor child now,
      before it was too late.  
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      When the Duke and Pamela arrived at the sanitarium at Green Park
      ten minutes later, they could hear a commotion inside and a
      woman's unearthly keening.  

       

      The Duke whitened. "That's Jane's voice. Good God!" He leapt out
      of the carriage, and ran for the entrance, leaving Pamela to
      scramble out behind.  

       

      The door was locked firmly. No amount of ringing or pounding
      gained them access.  

       

      Thomas wasted no more time. He ordered his three men to break down
      the door.  

       

      The door was worthy of a fortress, huge, reinforced with steel. It
      was going to take time, which was one thing they didn't have,
      Pamela could see.  

       

      The weeping and wailing was enough to spur her into action
      herself. While the men set to work,  

       

      While they set to work, Pamela looked around for another way to
      enter the sanitarium. There was a pretty garden at the side of the
      house, with huge black wrought iron gates separating it from the
      street.  

       

      Quickly she flung off her split skirt and jacket. Clad in her
      riding breeches and shirt, she stood up on the carriage step.
      Climbing up onto the driver's box, earning herself a stunned look
      from the servant.  

       

      "I'm climbing in."  

       

      "Good Lord, you'll kill yourself, Miss," the portly man protested.
       

       

      "The Duke's sister is in danger. I have to help."  

       

      She grasped the top of the tall bars of the garden fence before
      her stunned companion could protest further, and swung herself
      over and down onto the other side of the railings. It was a long
      drop, but she managed to slide down part of the way, and then
      break her fall with some mosses and shrubs.  

       

      Once back on her feet, Pamela immediately looked for a way in. She
      picked up a small ornamental stone from a flowerbed and smashed
      one large pane of the glass-paneled door.  

       

      She reached in and turned the knob, then slipped down the long
      corridor cautiously to the front of the house. If she could get
      the door open for the Duke and his men...  

       

      Inside the house pandemonium reigned. A tall thin dark-haired
      woman was wailing on the stairs. Ferncliffe, standing astride two
      of the steps, was waving a pistol at anyone who tried to take the
      child from him.  

       

      "You can't have her! You can't!" Jane screamed.  

       

      "Oh, but I can," he said coolly. "She's my daughter. Your brother
      will pay dearly for her. If you ever want to see her again, you'll
      come with me. Your brother will pay for you as well, and so will
      your darling Jonathan."  

       

      "I'll never go back with you!" Jane hissed. "I hate you. I would
      rather die than let you touch me or my child ever again."  

       

      He grabbed her arm. She began to flail at him wildly, screaming
      anew.  

       

      Pamela could see a glitter of silver flash downwards. Ferncliffe
      shrieked, and clutched his left eye, grabbing at the small pair of
      embroidery scissors she had thrust into his face like a dagger.  

       

      In agonized rage, he backhanded Jane Eltham, sending her flying
      down the stairs.  

       

      She landed with a heavy thud against the wainscoting and lay
      still.  

       

      Half-blinded, Ferncliffe groped his way down the stairs. Pamela,
      still clinging to the shadows, saw her chance. She snatched the
      child from his arms, and ran.  

       

      His pistol went off, but she kept on running, right the way to the
      bolted front door, the iron bar of which she heaved open with one
      hand, her terror for the helpless child giving her almost
      superhuman strength.  

       

      The door was flung open and the Duke's footmen came pounding in.
      Pamela flattened herself against the wall as they stormed past,
      clinging to the little girl and shielding her with her body as
      best she could.  

       

      Thomas was about to run by as well when she held out her hand.
      "It's all right, she's here. She's safe."  

       

      Thomas reached for the girl, a small, dark-haired toddler with
      enormous green eyes, and held her to his heart. He touched her
      gently, looking for injuries. He frowned as his hand came away red
      from the front of the little girl's pinafore. He examined the
      child frantically, but found no wounds.  

       

      His eyes met Pamela's for a moment. "My God! Oh no," he gasped.  

       

      "Just tell Jonathan I loved him," she whispered.  

       

      She felt herself sliding down the wall, the blood pounding in her
      ears. "And please, no more, no more bargains with God."  
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      A blazing light filled Pamela's head, causing her to groan. She
      flung one arm over her eyes to try to block out the piercing
      brightness.  

       

      "Good morning, my love."  

       

      She blinked. It had to be a dream. She could have sworn that
      Jonathan was sitting by her side, looking at her with complete
      adoration.  

       

      Another intense pain shot through her shoulder and head, and then
      she remembered...  

       

      That was it. She was dead, and this was Heaven. At least all of
      Jonathan's teachings had not been for naught.  

       

      "Would you like some tea?"  

       

      That sounded heavenly, as did his voice. But she was fairly sure
      they did not have breakfast in the afterlife. She risked opening
      her eyes again. "Jonathan? Is it really you?"  

       

      He bent over and kissed her on the brow, then the cheek. "Is that
      real enough for you, or would you like me to take more liberties?"
       

       

      "Oh, more, please," she said with a small laugh, then winced.  

       

      "Gladly, my love, once you're feeling better."  

       

      "Where am I?" she asked numbly, looking around at the pristine
      white-tiled room, and down at the plain cotton night rail she was
      clad in.  

       

      Her shoulder ached, and her arms was stiff, but she was alive. She
      pinched her arm just to be sure. It was a miracle. She offered up
      a prayer of thanks, and tried not to throw herself into Jonathan's
      arms. But just him being there convinced her that all her dreams
      might be about to come true at last.  

       

      "You're in a room at the sanitarium. One of the doctors helped
      you. The bullet passed right through the shoulder. You were so
      lucky. I nearly died when I arrived here looking for you and
      Thomas told me what had happened. What you did for us all."  

       

      "The child! Is she all right?" she asked in a panic.  

       

      He placed a soothing hand on her brow. "Sophie is fine, thanks to
      you. I don't know what we would have done if you hadn't thought so
      quickly as to creep in through the back way to save her."  

       

      "And Jane?"  

       

      Jonathan shook his head. His expression turned grim. "She's gone,
      I'm afraid. The fall down the stairs killed her."  

       

      Pity, jealousy, and relief warred within her for a brief moment.
      Then she said sincerely, "Oh, Jonathan, I'm so sorry."  

       

      "I'm not," he admitted with a sad smile. "She suffered so much. I
      can only think that God finally decided she had had enough, and
      gathered her to him."  

       

      Pamela stroked his cheek. "It's all right. You're allowed to mourn
      her, you know. The two of you shared a lot of years together."  

       

      He nodded. "That we did. I loved her, worshipped her. But I lost
      her a long time ago. I've been mourning her for years now.
      Truthfully, I can only rejoice that she's been set free from her
      suffering at last." He sighed.  

       

      "I know you've been puzzled by much of what's passed between us.
      And I wouldn't blame you a bit for feeling jealous, or second best
      to my first love. But the truth is, Pamela, it was a childhood
      love affair, and perhaps a habit. Always being there because Jane
      counted on me to be.  

       

      "She was my first love, the puppy love of a naÃ¯ve
      young man who thought there was nothing but joy and light in the
      world. The war changed me, sad to say, but though I have lost that
      childhood innocence, I have not necessarily changed for the
      worse." He took her hand and kissed it.  

       

      "Oh, Jonathan-"  

       

      "So I need to tell you the truth now, my dear. I have a lot more
      years ahead of me, Pamela, and I'm older and wiser. I'm not saying
      I didn't love her, but you have no call to be jealous. To worry
      that you can never replace her. I lost her a long time ago. All I
      had left was a shell.  

       

      "It was agony loving two women, one out of Christian duty and
      pity, the other as a man longs to love his wife. Yes, wife," he
      repeated, when he caught her surprised look.  

       

      "I know what I feel for you is genuine. One look at you and my
      heart sings. I don't know how many years I have left, my love, but
      I've wasted too much time already. I want to spend the rest of my
      life with you, and any children we will be blessed with."  

       

      "You don't have to say that..."  

       

      "Yes I do. I wanted to say it before, only-"  

       

      She squeezed his hand firmly. "I understand. Really. I don't think
      any less of a man for wanting to keep his word."  

       

      "Not even when I loved you so much? Hurt you so badly?"  

       

      She gripped his hand hard. "Not even then, darling. You kept your
      word. Your rejection in Bath wounded me terribly, but neither of
      us planned to fall in love."  

       

      He shook his head. "I did. I mean, I knew how much I loved you. I
      tried to stay away, told myself it was wrong, selfish. But it was
      like being drawn against my will to something so beautiful, so
      tempting. I burned for you, Pamela. I think I always shall. I
      thought I would lose my mind if I didn't see you. I never imagined
      you would ever return my feelings. You had every man you met at
      your feet. I was just a humble country parson."  

       

      She smiled up at him in stunned surprise. He had cared for her all
      that time?  

       

      "Even worse, I was made to look like a fortune hunter and
      degenerate. I knew what the man who called himself Ferncliffe had
      done, was saying, but thought it didn't matter. I assumed I had
      lost you anyway, so what difference did his lies make?  

       

      "Thomas has told me everything. I had no idea that we were distant
      relations, and that Ferncliffe was trying to claim Ashton Manor
      for himself. I had no idea he even knew Jane."  

       

      She nodded. "He said he was the baby's father. Jane knew him. She
      said she would rather die than be touched by him again. Taken by
      him was what she said." She blushed.  

       

      Jonathan shuddered, and squeezed her hand. "We'll probably never
      know the whole truth now. In a sense it doesn't really matter.
      Nothing can ever be proven one way or the other. Besides, I doubt
      it's true. Ferncliffe would say anything to get more money out of
      Thomas. He was an earl without a penny.  

       

      "In fact, I'm sure we'll find that he has quite a few debts run up
      on the strength of his marriage to you. He was desperate, and came
      up with any number of plans to get funds, including disinheriting
      Bertie, blackmailing Thomas, and marrying you for money. All of
      them came apart thanks to you. You believed in me, when few other
      people ever would have." His eyes glowed with love and pride,
      tinged with surprise at the depth of her faith in him.  

       

      She put her fingers on his lips to silence him. "I never promised
      him, you know, not by word or deed, or in my heart. I thought I
      had lost you, that you didn't love me. I said nothing against him
      to keep my aunt quiet, but I never would have married anyone but
      y--"  

       

      "You never lost me, darling," he soothed, brushing back the fair
      hair from her brow tenderly. "I can see I'm going to have to spend
      a lot more time giving you instruction and correction on the error
      of your ways."  

       

      "Yes, please," she whispered, lifting her lips to his.  

       

      He kissed her until she was breathless, his mouth warm and oh so
      alluring.  

       

      When he eventually lifted her head, she asked, "So what shall we
      do now, do you think?"  

       

      "Well, Ferncliffe will be tried for a whole list of charges, and
      will most likely get a capital sentence for the death of Jane.
      There are still a lot of unanswered questions about how he
      inherited, what he was up to, and who was helping him with his
      plot. He couldn't have done it alone, after all. He was with you
      on the road to London, for one thing, when I would have been
      spotted in the little country village moving Jane and Sophie from
      the place where we had hidden them.  

       

      "And he had to have had help to get the family tree researched,
      and your father's will overturned. We need to find the real
      Ferncliffe heirs as well. The last I knew of them was during the
      war, but there were three brothers, one of them a good friend.
      He's only the youngest, but I can't think all three of them could
      have perished during the war. Not unless they met with foul play."
       

       

      "Oh, Jonathan, do you think the man I knew as the Earl was really
      as bad as that?"  

       

      Jonathan nodded. "Aye. I hope I'm wrong, but yes. We need to find
      our missing Rakehell friends and get to the bottom of the false
      earl's crimes. It won't be easy but we'll do our best to find the
      truth."  

       

      "I hope so. I'm not so sure any of us will be safe until we do,"
      she said with a shudder.  

       

      Jonathan kissed her on the brow and put one arm around her waist
      protectively. "It will be fine. We have each other now. Thomas and
      his wife Charlotte will tend to Sophie. Your family will continue
      to remain at Ashton Manor as long as I have any say in the matter.
       

       

      "And you, my dear, will marry me, as soon as you can. And I'm sure
      you can guess who's going to insist on being best man."  

       

      She looked into his steel-gray eyes, and wondered how she had ever
      found them cold and forbidding. She said teasingly as she stroked
      his face, "That wasn't the most romantic proposal a girl could
      ever have. But all I can say is, I think you shall have to have
      two best men. Clifford has been a good friend to both of us as
      well. And I'll have to have two matrons of honor, and two
      bridesmaids, if Elizabeth and Sarah will agree. I know it will be
      unusual, but it's what I want."  

       

      He took her hand in both of his own. "There's nothing wrong with
      an unusual wedding, for you're no ordinary woman, Pamela Ashton,
      soon to be Deveril. You never gave up on me, even when I hurt you
      terribly. You believed in me when any other sensible woman would
      have turned her back and fled. You risked your life to save a
      child you didn't even know. There's nothing I can possibly ever do
      to make it up to you, but as your husband I'm going to spend every
      day for the rest of my life trying."  

       

      She smiled. "You don't even have to try to make me happy. I love
      you, Jonathan. It's enough."  

       

      He kissed her again until she tingled from head to toe.  

       

      "Gadzookers, I've lost my peruke."  

       

      Pamela burst out laughing. "Your favorite play, The Rehearsal. But
      I'm glad you don't wear a stuffy old wig. So you have nothing to
      lose except your heart."  

       

      "I already have. To you."  

       

      She stroked his cheek lovingly. "And I lost mine a long time ago,
      though I was too silly to realize it for ages."  

       

      "So long as you're sure now."  

       

      She nodded. "I am."  

       

      He smiled with such joy, she was sure she had never seen him look
      more handsome. "I'm glad. Oh, and there is one other wonderful
      thing that the Duke of Buckingham said."  

       

      "What's that, Jonathan?"  

       

      "'For all true love is grounded on esteem.'"  

       

      Pamela grinned back at him, she stroked his sensual lower lip
      tenderly with one forefinger. "Then I truly esteem you."  

       

      "As do I you."  

       

      He kissed her again. "This is just the beginning, my dearest
      Pamela. There will be a lifetime more. And for me, it will never
      be enough."  

       

      She sighed, and tugged hard on his lapels, overbalancing Jonathan
      and yanking him into the bed beside her. "Nor for me. I want you
      now. This Society Miss has most certainly met her match, my
      darling. I don't want to be without you a moment longer."  

       

      "Then you shan't be, now or in the future. I'm all yours, my
      dearest love," he vowed, glad he had had the foresight to lock the
      door behind him as she began to strip his clothes off with
      trembling hands.  

       

      Her cheeks flamed, but she did not hesitate.  

       

      "There's only one problem. Who on earth is going to marry us? You
      can't preside at your own wedding."  

       

      "I know no one can ever do so fabulous a job as my good self," he
      said with a wink, "but I dare say Mr. Grayson from over Barton way
      won't mind.  

       

      "I have the special license all ready right here," he revealed,
      patting the pocket of his jacket happily before stripping the
      garment off and tossing it onto the floor.  

       

      Her eyes widened. "You really love me? Want to marry me in spite
      of everything?"  

       

      "Of course. What did I just tell you, foolish love? I tried to
      hold back, but I just couldn't help myself. I knew I couldn't live
      without you a moment longer. You were a terrible temptation almost
      from the first. I wanted to keep my faith with Jane. But she never
      kept it with me. And you were also such a treasure in my life, a
      gift from God."  

       

      "Oh, darling."  

       

      He kissed her hard on the lips for a fleeting moment. "Not seeing
      you after Bath, well, it was like cutting off my right arm. I held
      back for as long as I could, but it was no use. I came up to
      London expressly to tell you my true feelings. To see if you could
      forgive me.  

       

      "I didn't even stop at a hotel or Thomas's townhouse, I was so
      wild to see you," he admitted. "I went to the Eastons' to propose
      to you, but of course you weren't there. Aunt Susan laid into me
      in no uncertain terms. Wolf in sheep's clothing, knave, varlet,
      you can imagine the sort of thing."  

       

      "Oh, no," she said, mortified.  

       

      "It's all right," Jonathan reassured her, continuing to help her
      divest him of his clothes with alacrity. "I don't blame her for
      being suspicious, not after all the lies that had been told about
      me. I followed you on to Thomas's and from there to the sanitarium
      here."  

       

      "You really love me," she whispered, unable to believe her ears.  

       

      He paused at the waistband of his trousers, not wishing to shock
      her unduly. "I can't believe how close I came to losing you. I
      don't want to wait another minute to make you mine. So we can
      marry here in London, and have a proper ceremony back home in
      Somerset for all our friends and family at the end of the month. I
      shall have to find a diligent curate in the meantime. I plan on
      having a very long honeymoon, my love. That is if you'll say yes."
       

       

      She beamed up at him, all her love shining in her eyes. "Yes. Of
      course. Thank you, my love. I feel so honored. I can't believe my
      good fortune."  

       

      "I'm the lucky one. You're a dream come true, my dearest love."  

       

      Pamela reached out to stroke his now bare chest until he drew her
      closer. His hands traced the curves of her breasts, but when he
      looped his arm around her she cringed.  

       

      He frowned. "I'm sorry. I'm going too fast for you," Jonathan said
      regretfully when he saw her pained response.  

       

      "No, my shoulder twinged, that's all. I'm fine, really. But before
      we go any further I need to perform my morning toilette, and you
      need to get out of the rest of those clothes."  

       

      Jonathan looked rather sheepish as she stared at the fork of his
      trouser, but nodded. "I just put some hot water behind the screen.
      Take your time. There's no hurry. And let me know if, well, you
      need help. With your shoulder and everything."  

       

      "Why Jonathan Deveril, I do believe you're blushing." She gave him
      a long, sensual kiss on the mouth and rose from the bed to head
      for the corner.  

       

      "I just want to make sure you aren't doing this because you think
      I expect it. And I'm worried that I might have upset you."  

       

      "Not at all," Pamela sought to reassure him when she heard the
      disappointment in his voice. "It was just so surprising. So
      exciting. Let me just perform a few necessary ablutions and I'll
      be right back. I want our first time to be perfect."  

       

      

 

      [bookmark: 33]Chapter Thirty-three  

       

      "But with your shoulder-- Maybe we should wait," Jonathan
      protested.  

       

      She laughed ruefully and shook her head. "I've waited long enough.
      You have too."  

       

      She tended to her most urgent needs behind the screen, then poured
      out some hot water into the basin. She added some cold and hiked
      the nightrail straight over her head with her good right arm.  

       

      "No wonder so many people say sexual pleasure is a sin. I've
      longed for you so much, Jonathan, more than I ever imagined
      possible. I admit now I've felt at times as though I would be
      willing to trade my soul for just one night in your arms," she
      admitted as she performed her brief toilette.  

       

      "I know how you feel," he confessed. "I'm no saint, love. It's
      been torture. I wasn't a rake, but nor was I a virgin. I should
      have kept to good Christian principles in that regard, but I
      failed."  

       

      "What, since you were ordained?" she asked with a frown as she
      lathered herself all over with the lilac soap.  

       

      "No, not that," he said with a shake of his head, casting his
      breeches onto the floor. "No, I took that vow and I meant it.  

       

      "No, I was referring to the fact that I wasn't as pure as I should
      have been before, at college, and during the war. Not pure enough
      to wait for Jane to grow up anyway, though of course there was no
      question of us being engaged at that point."  

       

      "I can understand that now," she said, rinsing herself off quickly
      with the washcloth. "I was never sure what the powerful surgings
      were all about until you touched me, sat with your leg pressed to
      mine. I burned for you, my love. I can see how passion could make
      even the most respectable of women behave so impetuously.  

       

      "But even more powerful than the desire of my body was that of my
      mind. I hungered for your company night and day. Hungered for the
      sound of your voice, the sight of your face, every moment we were
      apart. But now I'm going to have you by my side always."  

       

      She gave a happy giggle, and began to dry herself all over with
      quick swipes of a large thick towel.  

       

      She wrapped it around herself, and took a deep steadying breath
      before stepping out from behind the screen.  

       

      "It is powerful, sexual desire, but I love you, heart and soul,
      not just body. I swear to you, Pamela, I shall never give you any
      reason to doubt my love and fidelity." He opened his arms to her
      then, aching for her to come to him of her own free will.  

       

      She came over to the bed where he lay bare under the thin sheet
      and kissed the back of one broad hand. "I never will. If what you
      felt as a younger man is anything like I feel now when I look at
      you, I can understand it. Except that mine is all for you, one man
      alone. Never Breedon or Ferncliffe or anyone else, I swear."  

       

      He caressed her cheekbone with the backs of his curled fingers. "I
      know, love. You're all mine. I can't believe my luck. Loving Jane,
      and her family, has been a great blessing, despite all the pain.
      But loving you is the greatest joy I could have ever asked for."  

       

      She climbed into the bed beside him and looked at him earnestly.
      "Even when you were going to do the brave thing and renounce me?"
       

       

      Jonathan sighed, and bent his head to kiss her throat lingeringly,
      trying to go slowly, the bandage on her shoulder a reminder of her
      delicate state.  

       

      "I tell you honestly, darling girl, some days I wasn't sure I
      could go on without you. Only my faith kept me from doing
      something rash. My faith and conviction that the Lord was testing
      me. That if I clung to my faith, His plan would be revealed."  

       

      "And what plan was that, do you think?" she asked softly,
      venturing to touch one bare shoulder.  

       

      He looked up at her then, his eyes blazing fiercely. "To never
      ever take love for granted. To grab onto it with both hands and
      hold it hard, come what may. And never miss the chance to tell the
      people you care about how much you love them. I love you, Mrs.
      Deveril."  

       

      "And I you, Mr. Deveril. Or should I say the Earl of Ferncliffe?"
       

       

      He shook his head. "Nay, I don't want it. Even if the worst has
      happened, and my friend and both his brothers are really dead, I
      don't want the earldom. I've never wished for a title. And never
      will. Perhaps for our son one day, though?"  

       

      "I can't think of anything finer than being just a Deveril."  

       

      "Superb. The more the merrier."  

       

      His mouth swooped down over hers as he kissed her deeply, until
      her lips parted and their tongues mingled. Pamela clung to his
      shoulders for support as the butterfly sensations in the pit of
      her stomach began to make her whole body flutter.  

       

      His lips slanted across hers, giving him fuller access to her
      mouth, while his hands undid the wrapped towel and slid down over
      the silkiness of her skin until he cupped her buttocks with both
      hands and pressed her hard against his maleness underneath the
      sheet.  

       

      Pamela's eyes flew wide, but she could feel herself burning with
      an inner fire which brooked no denial.  

       

      "Jonathan!" Pamela gasped against his questing mouth.  

       

      He pulled away to showered her face and throat with tender kisses.
      "I'm sorry, Pamela, if I shocked you. I can't help it, and I won't
      lie to you. I yearn for you so badly, I feel like I'm going to
      explode," Jonathan confessed, as his fingers ran through her blond
      locks lovingly, his cheek nuzzling hers.  

       

      "Then love me, now, Jonathan, please?" Pamela asked, despite her
      naturally virginal fears.  

       

      Jonathan paused for a moment, and then looked down into her blue
      eyes to see if she were completely sincere. The last thing he
      wanted was Pamela to offer herself up to him without being
      absolutely sure.  

       

      But the light that shone within her blue orbs mirrored his desire
      and longing too. Jonathan sighed in relief. But he wanted to hear
      her tell him of her need with her own lips, so that there would be
      no regrets on the morrow.  

       

      "You can still change your mind, Pamela, my love. I'll understand.
      We don't have to plunge straight in now, despite our dishabille.
      If you're really desirous we can lightly explore each other
      without taking the final step. We can wait for that until our
      proper wedding night," Jonathan whispered, running his thumb along
      the curve of her lower lip, now swollen with his kisses.  

       

      "We're married already in our hearts. I don't need the ceremony,
      and I'm sure God will understand the tiny lapse. I can't wait,"
      Pamela panted, as she caressed his face. "I need to know what I've
      been missing all these months we've denied ourselves, when all the
      while my desire for you has sung in my veins."  

       

      Overjoyed, Jonathan moved the sheet to one side to hold her even
      more intimately. She pressed against him ardently, matching her
      flesh to his.  

       

      "Pamela, I would be gentle and patient with you," Jonathan groaned
      as she kissed him back with a passionate abandon he had only dared
      suspect might lurk under her calm surface, "but you're making it
      difficult for me to hold back."  

       

      "I promise all of myself to you, without fear or restraint,"
      Pamela whispered, planting kisses up and down his bare neck and
      chest with trembling fingers.  

       

      He nearly fainted as her hand moved to cover his velvety steel.
      For the first time she pulled away and blushed. Eventually she
      glanced downwards shyly.  

       

      "It's impossible," she breathed, wide-eyed.  

       

      "It will be impossible for me to control myself if you do that
      again. But no, it's fully possible, with patience, and some
      preparation. Do you trust me?"  

       

      Pamela nodded and answered with complete honesty, "I do trust you.
      You'd never willingly hurt me, Jonathan. I know you'll be gentle."
       

       

      "You're not afraid?' Jonathan murmured against her rosebud lips.  

       

      "Nay, though I'm convinced I'm on fire." She smiled pertly.  

       

      Jonathan's heart turned over. "I love you, Pamela, always."  

       

      "And I you, Jonathan. God help me, but I've never stopped loving
      you, even when I tried to tell myself I had lost you forever. That
      you despised me, that it was wrong to want you so," Pamela
      confessed.  

       

      He smiled tightly. "I've hated myself for all the nights I've made
      us sleep alone, both of us, convulsed in an agony of unsatisfied
      desire. But all you have to do is smile at me, and I fall in love
      with you all over again. Now I know the suffering was only a
      prelude to the pleasure," Jonathan said, his longing shimmering in
      his stormy eyes.  

       

      "Oh, darling, I'm so sorry," Pamela whispered tearfully. "I had no
      idea you suffered so."  

       

      "It doesn't matter, my love. The past is over. This is the first
      moment of our new life together."  

       

      Jonathan cupped her chin in his hand, and teased her mouth open
      until his tongue entwined with hers. His other hand moved between
      her thighs. Soon her legs parted fully, as she gave herself up
      completely to the incredible sensations his feathery touches could
      bring.  

       

      Moments later Pamela was writhing on the bed panting in a frenzy
      of ecstasy, his fingers working deeply within to coax all of the
      sensual secrets from her body, while he feasted on the creamy
      peaks of her breasts as she arched against him and breathed his
      name.  

       

      "Jonathan, please," she begged, her nails biting into his
      shoulders.  

       

      "Not yet, my love," Jonathan rasped, reveling in her need for him.
       

       

      He smiled as he looked down at her parted lips and flushed
      features, and felt a triumphant surge of joy.  

       

      Never could he have believed how much she wanted him, or how much
      he could satisfy her. Boldly, he moved his kisses down to her soft
      honey-blond curls, and renewed the exploration his fingers had
      begun.  

       

      Pamela made a shy token resistance at the incredible intimate
      kiss, but lay back on the pillows as his other hand swept upwards
      over her body and fastened on one rosy nipple.  

       

      Pamela's shimmering hair spread out over the pillow in a lustrous
      cascade as she rolled her head from side to side in utter abandon,
      her passion undulating in waves from the center of her body
      outwards.  

       

      Soon Jonathan knew he could not hold out any longer. He waited
      until her ragged breathing grew calmer, and moved upwards again to
      take her mouth in a stirring kiss.  

       

      "Now please, Jonathan," Pamela beseeched urgently.  

       

      He rolled her onto her side to protect her bandaged shoulder. He
      slicked himself with his dewed fingers and with one sure thrust
      pressed inside Pamela's silken sheath.  

       

      His iron control slipped as he glided deeper into her tightness,
      breaking through her body's natural barrier. He continued to rub
      the delicate whorl at the apex of her thighs to push the pain into
      pleasure.  

       

      Pamela let out a small gasp of stunned surprise at the sharp jolt
      and the stretching sensation which made her feel so full she tried
      to spread her legs even wider to ease the pressure. She arched her
      hips to meet his with an instinct which caused him to lunge even
      deeper.  

       

      "God, Pamela!" he shouted, as he cupped her buttocks and ground
      into her, his climax ripping through him.  

       

      She felt her whole body clench, and her cries echoed his own
      around the white tiled room.  

       

      Jonathan trembled from head to toe, and began to grow almost
      frightened as his pangs seemed to go on forever. He felt her
      tighten around him, his pleasure only increasing as she cried out
      his name and her fingernails dug into his buttocks.  

       

      Finally they quietened. Jonathan felt so drained he lay curled
      against her so tightly they both could barely breathe.  

       

      "Lord, I'm sorry, I must be crushing you," he murmured, trying to
      slide to one side.  

       

      Pamela pleaded, "No, it's nothing, my love. Stay."  

       

      "Did I hurt you badly for your first time?" he whispered, as he
      brushed her tumbled tresses back from her face, and saw the moist
      diamonds glittering on her lashes.  

       

      "No, my love, never."  

       

      "Your shoulder?"  

       

      "It's fine,"' she reassured him.  

       

      "But you're crying," Jonathan said, kissing the tears away gently.
       

       

      She stroked his sandy hair back from his brow. "Oh, my dearest, it
      was so wonderful. It was like coming home after a long journey. Or
      being surrounded with everything I adore most in the world.  

       

      "And it saddens me to think how much we both would have lost if
      Ferncliffe had killed me. I've longed for you so, Jonathan. I'm
      sorry Jane lost so much, never knowing such bliss, only cruelty."
       

       

      He gathered her close, their bodies mingling in a sensual caress.
      "Sush, darling. Don't feel guilty for being happy. She made her
      choice. It was a terrible one, but the truth is she did sin. She
      didn't love me enough to wait for me. Didn't think what we shared
      was special enough to hold on to.  

       

      "But I know you do. You nearly died for a child who wasn't even
      your own. Jane was a good, sweet woman, but I don't think she ever
      would have fought for me or for justice the way you've, my
      precious love."  

       

      Pamela chewed her lower lip. "I just hope I can make all your
      dreams come true. We're all sinners, after all. As we've just
      proven. And I was ever such a spoilt little miss when we first
      met. I need to be worthy of you, darling. Now that I've known such
      joy in your arms, how can I ever face the prospect of losing you?"
       

       

      He shook his head, and stroked the back of her neck tenderly. "I
      can't believe this between us is a sin. That God would damn us for
      loving each other so. After all, don't all blessings come from
      Him? And you are worthy, the only woman I could ever want by my
      side on my journey through life. I'll never leave you in this
      lifetime, or even the next, you must know that," Jonathan declared
      fiercely, hugging her hard. "This is forever, I swear it by
      everything I hold most sacred."  

       

      "Amen to that," she breathed, bestowing upon him what she thought
      was a sweet kiss of peace, which raged through his body like
      wildfire.  

       

      "At the risk of blaspheming, I heartily concur. Amen to that. And
      I shall look forward to worshipping you with my body, as it says
      in the marriage vows, for as long as the Lord sees fit to spare
      us."  

       

      "Another hundred years," she suggested, stretching against his
      long lean body like a contented cat.  

       

      "Two hundred won't be enough," Jonathan rasped, feeling anything
      but contented as he began to move against her, and then inside her
      again.  

       

      "But I'll take whatever I can so long as my little Miss makes all
      my dreams come true and becomes my dearest wife as soon as
      possible."  

       

      She grinned up at her beloved. "Now that's a much better proposal.
      Not at all in your usual arrogant style."  

       

      He leaned down to kiss the space between her breasts. "That's
      because it's straight from the heart. I'm humbled that you love
      me, my dearest Pamela. I ask only that I be allowed to love you
      forever in return."  

       

      "Much better, darling. For that lovely proposal you get a kiss and
      a reply. The answer is yes, Jonathan, my love. Forever."  

       

      She held him to her hammering heart as they moved together in one
      towards bliss, every beat an affirmation as they exploded into the
      light. Love, bliss, heaven. Passion, rapture, forever.  

       

       

       

      

 

      [bookmark: after]Afterword  

       

      This third book in the series came out as a result of the many
      questions raised by Book Two. Jonathan, the third founding
      Rakehell member, deserved a bride of his own, and there were some
      loose ends to be tied up regarding the fate of poor Jane Eltham.  

       

      We also wanted to move our two noble ladies forward, Sarah Deveril
      and Elizabeth Eltham, into their own stories, as well as meet some
      other Rakehells who will be joining us later when the dreadful war
      in the Peninsula is finally over.  

       

      The letter from Michael Avenel is strictly factual; only his
      character is fictional. We will be meeting him and his brother
      Randall later in the series, and the busy Dr. Blake Sanderson as
      well quite soon.  

       

      And what of their friends Samuel, Gareth, Martin, Ellen and
      Georgiana? Not to mention the mysterious missing Davenports? Only
      time will tell....  

       

      In the fourth book in this series, we will be seeing Sarah Deveril
      again as more of the Rakehells' friends will be coming home from
      abroad after the dreadful wars which have rocked Europe almost
      continuously for over two decades.  

       

      For all of the great Rakehell titles in this series, please visit
      HerStory Books, http://www.herstorybooks.com  
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