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    Off the shelf, into the fire!   

     

    Bath, England, 1814  

     

    Spinster Sarah Deveril is content to live quietly with her brother
    and his wife in the rolling English countryside, tending house at
    the vicarage, and working for the benefit of the poor. Though
    wealthy and beautiful, she has never met any man who stirred her
    heart, until a mysterious visitor with the same name as her brother
    appears on her doorstep.  

     

    The man she re-christens 'Alexander' is blind and wounded as a
    result of the Peninsular War, with no recollection of who he really
    is. Taking pity on the desperate, and exceptionally handsome
    gentleman, Sarah nurses him back to health, and sets him on the path
    to discover his past, and how he came to be so terribly injured.  

     

    The more Alexander discovers about his true identity, the more he
    simply wants to linger with the rare woman who has come to mean more
    to him than life itself. But ignorance is a luxury he and Sarah
    cannot afford, as the enemies from his past make various attempts
    upon his life.  

     

    Only Sarah stands between Alexander and certain death as the men who
    betrayed their country for the sake of Napoleon scheme to kill
    Alexander before he can expose their treason. Can she save her one
    true love, or will their love become just another casualty of the
    long, terrible war?  

     

     

    An excerpt from the novel:  

     

    "Yes, can I help you?" Sarah Deveril said, raising her voice above
    the whistling wind.  

     

    "Is this the home of Jonathan Deveril?" the tall, shabbily-dressed
    man asked.  

     

    Sarah struggled to keep the door from being torn out of her grasp
    and nodded and smiled. "Yes, that's right."  

     

    He stepped up into the small porch. "Major Jonathan Deveril?"  

     

    "Yes, he did hold that rank not so long ago."  

     

    The dark-haired stranger, who looked to be in his late twenties,
    fumbled with his hat and stared at her.  

     

    "He isn't at home. Is there something I can assist you with?"  

     

    "It's just that, well- Do you not recognize me?" He held out his
    hand in mute appeal.  

     

    She realized with a start that he was blind.  

     

    Sarah stared at the handsome face, with a high brow, elegant nose,
    and the most piercing pair of pale golden eyes she had ever seen. An
    aquiline nose, generous lips, and a finely hewn chin with a cleft
    completed his god-like appearance.  

     

    The only mar to his absolute perfection was a scar which ran from
    the corner of his left eye back into his hairline, giving him a
    Devil-may-care look which was both stirring and disturbing.  

     

    "No. I've never seen you before. Should I know you?" she asked in
    confusion.  

     

    "Yes, of course, if I have the right house. My name is Jonathan
    Deveril."  
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    Late April 1814  

     

    As her horse trotted briskly along the road toward the Brimley
    vicarage, Sarah Deveril sat back in her carriage seat with the reins
    firmly in her hands and went over her mental list of important
    chores.  

     

    Her schedule had been severely disrupted and wildly hectic this past
    month. Now that her brother Jonathan was safely married to his
    lovely blond wife Pamela, things would finally get back to normal.  

     

    Or as normal as they ever could be in a large, busy parish. She only
    hoped that none of the several local women due to give birth any day
    had come looking for her whilst she had been over at Eltham Castle
    enjoying the wedding festivities and then helping with the
    newlyweds' send-off.  

     

    She hurried home in their small gig, her spirits bubbling. She was
    delighted the ceremony and reception had gone so well. The happy
    couple were even now heading north for their honeymoon.  

     

    Their closest friends the Elthams and Stones had also just departed,
    going to Ireland for the summer, so she would have few social
    distractions for the next few weeks and could catch up on her many
    chores. She could perhaps even have a bit of a holiday of her own
    once she did.  

     

    This happy thought was interrupted by a low growl reminiscent of an
    animal in pain. She glanced up at the sky quickly. The odd rumbles
    of thunder she had heard as she had set off for home from Eltham
    Castle continued even though the sun was shining, except they
    sounded much closer now.  

     

    Sarah whipped up the horse smartly, and pulled into the drive next
    to the gray stone vicarage a few moments later. She called to her
    manservant Caleb to put the gelding and gig in the stable, and
    hurried into the house through the covered front portico.  

     

    A small elderly woman with silver hair greeted her in the long
    narrow hall. "Glad you got home before the storm, Miss Sarah."  

     

    She flicked a few stray drops from her shoulders and long fall of
    midnight-black hair. "Yes, indeed, Jenny. How is everything?"  

     

    "Just fine. Beautiful wedding, so it was."  

     

    Sarah smiled and nodded enthusiastically. "It was indeed." Sarah
    shed her pale blue cloak and bonnet and hung them on the hook in the
    hall, flicked the last of the raindrops off herself, and placed her
    reticule on the small shelf below the clothes pegs. 

     

    "Did the Elthams get away all right?"  

     

    She slid off her shoes and scuffed into a comfortable pair of black
    slippers which she kept underneath the clothes hooks. "Yes, thanks,
    and the Stones. Plus the Ashtons' house is all closed up now too."  

     

    "You're a wonder, Miss. Don't know what everyone would do without
    you to keep them straight."  

     

    Sarah smiled. "Thank you, Jenny. I don't know what my brother and I
    would do without you keeping both of us sorted. No emergencies?"  

     

    The older woman shook her head. "Not a peep."  

     

    "Remarkable. Well, it certainly will be quiet around here with all
    of the Rakehells away."  

     

    "It will indeed, Miss. But I daresay you'll find something to keep
    you busy. Not a waif nor stray comes past this house that you don't
    help."  

     

    She shook her head. "I do little enough. You make me sound like a
    saint."  

     

    The older woman smiled at her fondly. "You do a great deal more than
    most. It was a wonderful day when the Duke gave your brother this
    parish."  

     

    Sarah smoothed down the skirts of her dark blue day gown and
    inspected her ebony hair in the small pier glass. "Thank you. We
    both love it here and count ourselves very fortunate indeed."  

     

    "I've emptied your overnight case and hung up your wedding finery.
    You looked a treat as a bridesmaid. Mark my words, some lucky man
    will soon come along and--"  

     

    She shook her head. "Now, now, none of that. There's far too much
    work around here to start thinking along those lines. How would
    Jonathan ever manage without me?"  

    "He has a wife now, or hadn't you noticed. I know she wasn't much to
    write home about in her younger day, but Miss Ashton as was has
    certainly come up to scratch now. And you know what folk do say. No
    matter how well you get along with her, there aren't many married
    women who tolerate another woman interfering in her home. Certainly
    not a spinster sister."  

     

    The maid's well-meaning words drew Sarah up short. She had been so
    delighted for her brother and Pamela that she had never even stopped
    to think what the marriage might mean to her once they returned
    home. The vicarage was roomy enough for a bachelor and his sister,
    but add a wife and children to the equation and it could start
    getting far too oppressive for all parties concerned....  

     

    But now was not the time to worry about that. Only time would tell,
    and in the meanwhile, time was getting on.  

     

    She shook of Jenny's words as she strode into the chamber she used
    as a small study. "Well, there might not have been many callers, but
    I'm sure there's a mountain of correspondence to sort though."  

     

    "Aye, right enough, a fair few letters."  

     

    "Can you please fetch me a pot of tea?"  

     

    The older woman beamed. "Gladly, Miss. Supper at the usual time?"  

     

    Sarah had already begun flicking through the letters on the tray,
    sorting them into hers and Jonathan's. "Oh, yes, thank you."  

     

    Another rumble of thunder shook the house.  

     

    Jenny looked up in mild alarm. "My, that sounds close."  

     

    "Never fear. Let's just be grateful none of us is out on such a wild
    evening, though one does have to feel sorry for the poor beasts in
    the fields." She peered out the window and saw nothing but the rain
    cascading down the glass outside. 

     

    "Aye, but I am glad you hurried back smartish. Caleb says he heard
    tell that the Almanac gives wild storms indeed. Anyway, I'll just
    fetch that tea."  

     

    As Sarah worked, she could hear the wind howling all around the
    house, circling like a wild animal stalking its prey. A sudden
    thought set her to put the letters back on her desk for a moment
    while she hurried through the lower rooms to make sure all of the
    windows in the house were shut tightly against the against the
    furious gusts.  

     

    The last room she entered was the front sitting room, where she
    found the ferocious gale tearing at the lace curtains. She was
    shaken in the wind's icy jaws as she struggled against the spring
    storms's might and power while she tried to slam the last casement
    closed.  

     

    Her task finally completed, Sarah chafed her upper arms to warm them
    and then pushed her heavy fall of dark hair out of her eyes. She
    crammed her hairpins in more tightly to try to tidy her wind-swept
    hair. She only hoped everything outside was more secure than her
    coiffure.  

     

    "Caleb, are the horses and milkers all safe in the outbuildings, and
    everything battened down?" she called down the hall towards the back
    of the house.  

     

    "I'll go back out just to check one more time, Miss," Jenny's
    husband said.  

     

    "Thank you, Caleb. Do be careful."  

     

    "Aye, Miss. No need to worry about an old reprobate like me." He
    waved and stepped out of the kitchen door.  

     

    Sarah was just about to settle herself by the roaring fire in her
    small study to rely to all her letters when she heard a rap at the
    front portal.  

     

    She hurried out into the hall and reached to open the latch herself
    without standing on ceremony and waiting for Jenny to answer it.  

     

    A huge flash of lightning lit up the sky behind the towering figure,
    throwing him into shadow. For a moment she thought the ground was
    shaking under her feet. Then she realized the strength of the wind
    was actually tugging at the woven mat she was standing upon,
    snatching at the hem of her skirts.  

     

    "Yes, can I help you?" Sarah Deveril said, raising her voice above
    the whistling wind.  

     

    "Is this the home of Jonathan Deveril?" the tall, shabbily-dressed
    man asked.  

     

    Sarah struggled to keep the door from being torn out of her grasp
    and nodded and smiled. "Yes, that's right."  

     

    He stepped up into the small porch. "Major Jonathan Deveril?"  

     

    "Yes, he did hold that rank not so long ago."  

     

    The dark-haired stranger, who looked to be in his late twenties,
    fumbled with his drenched hat and stared at her.  

     

    "He isn't at home. Is there something I can assist you with?"  

     

    "It's just that, well- Do you not recognize me?" He held out his
    hand in mute appeal.  

     

    She realized with a start that he was blind.  

     

    Sarah stared at the handsome face, with a high brow, elegant nose,
    and the most piercing pair of pale golden eyes she had ever seen. An
    aquiline nose, generous lips, and a finely hewn chin with a cleft
    completed his god-like appearance.  

     

    The only mar to his absolute perfection was a scar which ran from
    the corner of his left eye back into his hairline, giving him a
    Devil-may-care look which was both stirring and disturbing.  

     

    "No. I've never seen you before. Should I know you?" she asked in
    confusion.  

     

    "Yes, of course, if I have the right house. My name is Jonathan
    Deveril."  

     

    Sarah stared at him. This had to be some sort of prank.  

     

    Yet he didn't look like a rogue or rattle. The man had a most
    dignified bearing, tall and straight, aristocratic even despite his
    badly-mended, poor-quality brown homespun garments.  

     

    She guessed he had to be one of the other Rakehells, her brother
    Jonathan's group of Radical friends who had gone to school and then
    served in the Army together. He must have been delayed in his
    journey and thus missed the wedding.  

     

    Normally it would be another round of back slapping and
    tattoo-showing all around, except that they were all away on their
    various travels.  

     

    Still, he had obviously come a long way, the weather was growing
    more and more inclement, and the poor man was soaked, weary-looking
    and blind.  

     

    Sarah took one last glimpse at the furious storm outside. What she
    saw decided her in an instant. She would order Jenny to prepare a
    guest room.  

     

    Sarah firmly ignored the voice of propriety reminding her that it
    was completely unsuitable to invite the man to stay now that she was
    living alone in the vicarage for the summer.  

     

    "Please come in, sir. My name is Sarah. I wasn't expecting anyone to
    stay. But if you're willing to take us as you find us here, you're
    more than welcome, Mr. er-"  

     

    "Deveril. I've told you. Jonathan Deveril."  

     

    She was not going to argue with him when lightning was already
    streaking the almost black sky, and the smell of sulphur choked the
    air.  

     

    She clutched his saturated sleeve and led him over the threshold
    carefully. "Please, sir, do hurry. The storm is bringing such cold
    air with it, I fear you will take a chill."  

     

    She sensed his embarrassment, but also relief. "Thank you so much. I
    don't wish to be a bother but--" "It's no bother. We have people to
    stay often. It's a busy parish," she told him as she started to lead
    him slowly towards the front parlor. "This way. Mind that small
    step." "Thank you. It's so difficult not being able to see. Often
    people try to take advantage, cheat you. I've found that out the
    hard way."  

     

    "I'm so sorry to hear that," she said sincerely. "A man like
    yourself, who's obviously fought for his country, shouldn't be
    treated with such rudeness and contempt."  

     

    She led him into the fine Wedgwood sitting room and over to a simple
    wooden settle by the fire which Jenny often used when she was
    sitting with her shelling peas or peeling potatoes.  

     

    "You'll forgive the lack of comfort, but you're rather mired from
    your travels. I'll ask the servants to prepare a bath, if I may."  

     

    "A bath! In a tub?"  

     

    "Well, yes, a full bathtub. You're not one of those people who think
    it's a dangerous thing, are you?" she asked with a small frown.  

     

    The man smiled for the first time, and his handsome face became even
    more breathtaking. "Not at all. I was just thinking I can't recall
    the last time I had a bath in a proper tub, only sponge baths as and
    when I could make do. What luxury. It's been well, weeks, months, I
    suppose."  

     

    "You've had a long journey, but you're welcome here," she reassured
    him, trying not to stare at his incredible face and physique.
    "Anything the servants and I can do for your comfort, you have only
    to ask."  

     

    "A bath would be remarkable, but I would not wish to put anyone to
    such trouble-"  

     

    "Nay, no trouble at all," she hastened to reassure him. "The bathing
    chamber is here on the first floor, so no one has to run up and
    down, and in fact, we have hot and cold running water thanks to a
    fresh stream on the property, and a large copper boiler."  

     

    "Do you indeed." She could seeing him digesting this information,
    assessing anew his situation. "How very modern." 

     

    "Er, yes. We have a most generous patron, who fitted out the
    vicarage for my brother when he took his orders a few years ago.
    It's a old building, but sound. It just needed a bit of
    re-decorating and new fittings."  

     

    "I see." Obviously what he concluded about her and her hospitality
    was favorable, for he visibly relaxed and stretched out his hands
    and feet to soak up the warmth of the fire.  

     

    "Take off your coat and jacket and hang them on the back of this
    wooden settle. I'll just go tell the servants to fill the boiler. I
    shall bring you a basin to wash your hands, and a light repast to
    tide you over until supper. If I'm not mistaken, judging from our
    call at the butcher's and the smell, it will be roast beef and
    Yorkshire pudding this evening."  

     

    "It sounds wonderful," he said with a sigh. "I will place myself in
    your hands. Thank you so much."  

     

    She smiled back at him, then recollected that he could not see her.
    She ventured to touch his shoulder. "You're very welcome."  

     

    She studied his remarkable face once more, hoping for a clue as to
    his identity, but was sure they had never met.  

     

    She went into the kitchen at the back of the house, where Jenny was
    just starting to prepare the Yorkshire pudding batter.  

     

    "Sorry I didn't come into you sooner. I was letting the tea steep."
     

     

    "Oh, thank you. But that's not why I'm here. How long until the meal
    is ready, Jenny?"  

     

    "You said regular time, so about another hour, Miss."  

     

    She took two cups from the Welsh dresser and poured out a drop of
    the tea, sipped, and put the other cup on the table. She added milk
    and sugar to the second one. "You and Caleb can have the rest of the
    pot."  

     

    "Why, thank you, Miss," she said with a smile. "You're far too
    generous and good-hearted. Folk do say tea be worth its weight in
    gold."  

     

    "In some parts of the world, yes, I suppose it is. It's expensive
    enough here, but there is nothing quite like a cup to lift the
    spirits, and Caleb will be freezing when he comes back in. So when
    he does get back, can you tell him that there will be another person
    for dinner, one of Mr. Jonathan's friends. He looks like he's had a
    very hard time in the war."  

     

    The older woman sighed heavily. "Oh, dear. Not another one with an
    arm or leg off, is he? Dratted waste."  

     

    Sarah shook her head. "No, but he's blind, and appears quite poor.
    People appear to have taken advantage of his disability."  

     

    "What a dashed shame," she declared, looking most indignant on the
    stranger's behalf. "What is the world coming to, taking advantage of
    a blind former soldier."  

     

    "What, indeed. But he is safe here with us now, so let's keep him
    that way, shall we?"  

     

    "What can I do to help?" Jenny asked without a moment's hesitation.
     

     

    "He's soaked through from the storm and it is far too dreadful a
    night to try to find him accommodation at any inn. He'll need to
    spend the night. If you could make up a guest room for him that
    would most kind. The blue one will be fine."  

     

    "Very good, Miss. Glad to."  

     

    If Jenny were surprised or worried at this turn of events, she did
    not show it. So far as she and her husband were concerned, a less
    flighty woman than Sarah Deveril had never breathed.  

     

    "And he'll need a hot bath, and to borrow some of my brother's
    things."  

     

    The older woman nodded. "I'll put the fire under the boiler now.
    I'll have Caleb keep an eye on supper while I go up to get the
    chamber ready."  

     

    "Thank you, Jenny. You're an angel."  

     

    "Hardly that," the older woman said gruffly, but she looked pleased
    all the same. "Is there anything else, Miss?"  

     

    "An ewer of warm water and a basin, a towel and soap, and some bread
    and cheese to tide him over until the meal is ready," she requested.
     

     

    The elderly housekeeper poured the hot water from a kettle always
    kept boiling on the back of the stove, and added some cold, while
    Sarah fetched a drying cloth, a stiff nail-brush, and some
    finely-milled lavender soap.  

     

    "I'll be back for the bread and cheese in a minute."  

     

    "It will be ready, Miss. The poor man." The sharp-featured woman
    sniffed and beat the batter harder to vent her feelings.  

     

    Sarah certainly knew how she felt. The war had been nothing but
    waste. If she ever had the chance to give one in the eye to
    Bonaparte, she would take it gladly.  

     

    Then she laughed at the fanciful notion. She was only a woman. She
    had been enough of a hoyden trailing around after her adored older
    brother, hunting, fishing, even fencing and shooting until her
    mother had found out. She would have made as good a soldier as her
    brother, she was sure. But while she was the wrong gender to be
    allowed to go to war, she satisfied herself with the notion that
    every person she helped was building a better world than the one
    Napoleon craved for himself. And here was her chance to help a
    soldier in need.  

     

     

    She re-entered the sitting room, and handed the stranger the tea cup
    and saucer. "Here you are. That will warm you up."  

     

    He put his hands around it cautiously and sniffed. "Ah, tea.
    Splendid. I can't recall the last time I had a cup."  

     

    Sarah returned a moment later with a basin of warm water, which she
    placed on the table. She slipped in the soap and brush, and hung the
    drying cloth on the back of the chair.  

     

    "I've brought the hot water and so on. Can you manage?"  

     

    "If you speak to me, and there are no obstacles in the way."  

     

    "Oh, wait. Footstool." She cleared a path, took his sleeve gently
    and led him to the table. She placed his hand in the water, but soon
    realized that she should have made him take his jacket off first.  

     

    "Here, let me roll up your cuffs," she offered, wondering why her
    normal levelheaded common sense seemed to have deserted her, and she
    felt as though she were all thumbs.  

    "You should have taken off the jacket. It's soaked through as well
    as your coat."  

     

    "I didn't want to offend, to be too informal." "No offence would be
    taken. The last thing we need is for you to fall ill with a cold
    because you are standing on ceremony. There, all done."  

     

    "Thank you."  

     

    She was startled at how intimate is seemed to assist him, undoing
    his buttons and rolling back the cheap cotton fabric to reveal
    strong brown wrists covered with a smattering of silky dark hair.  

     

    "Here's the soap," she said, placing it in his huge hands.  

     

    He accepted it with thanks, and proceeded to do the best he could
    washing, considering he was so very dirty and couldn't see. After a
    time he held out his hands for her inspection.  

     

    "What do you think?"  

     

    "You need more of the nail brush on the right one."  

     

    He applied it vigorously. "Better?" he asked after a time.  

     

    "Good, but still dirty. Do you mind if I touch you?"  

     

    "Not at all," he said almost primly.  

     

    She took his hand and scrubbed the offending soil away, then looked
    carefully at the other.  

     

    He held still, retaining the deep breath he had taken into his lungs
    when she had first touched him. He couldn't remember the last time a
    woman had done anything so intimate. The warmth and slipperiness of
    the soap and water and her ministrations were a sensual caress which
    sent shivers up his spine and made his skin sizzle.  

     

    But of course, he reminded himself, he couldn't remember anything at
    all, which was why he was here with a complete stranger taking pity
    on him and helping him do something as childishly simple as wash his
    hands.  

     

    He tried not to let that thought anger him, but he detested feeling
    so helpless, especially in front of this obviously genteel woman. He
    had felt the fine linen of her gown, smelt her delicate perfume,
    like roses and honey, noted her fine accent. It was too shaming to
    be thus in front of anyone, let alone a lady of her quality.  

     

    But at least she seemed kind, and not terrified of him or his
    appearance, despite the fact that it must have been exceedingly
    disreputable.  

     

    And at least he was under a safe roof, out of the storm, and assured
    of a decent bed and a good meal for one night. It was a miracle
    after all he had suffered since he had been declared fit enough to
    travel and had left Spain.  

     

    As Sarah worked, she noticed that his hands were calloused and
    scarred, clear evidence of hard labor in recent years, though they
    did not have the often misshapen form that she saw with men who had
    toiled manually all their lives.  

     

    The contact with his wet soapy fingers was more thrilling that she
    ever could have imagined. She was glad he could not see her blushing
    to the roots of her hair, and only hoped he didn't notice her
    fingers trembling.  

     

    "There, all done," she said in a falsely hearty tone. She handed him
    a cloth to dry himself off.  

     

    "You might as well take off that jacket now, and give your hands
    another rinse."  

     

    "Are you sure you don't mind?"  

     

    "We don't stand upon ceremony in this house. The sight of shirt
    sleeves will not send me running in horror, I assure you."  

     

    He grinned at that and finally did as she had suggested.  

     

    She helped him off with the garment and then helped him find his way
    back to the basin, their fingers touching once more. She was
    astonished at her lack of shyness around this complete stranger. She
    was undressing him as though he were, well, a close relative. A
    husband, even.  

     

    She had nursed ill people in the past, even if never a blind person
    before. The physical contact was simply unsettling because he was so
    handsome, she admitted to herself.  

     

    But she couldn't allow herself to appear skittish. It was important
    to make the stranger welcome without suffocating him, and to get him
    comfortable and settled as soon as she could. He had evidently
    traveled a long way, and had to be exhausted.  

     

    As soon as he was washed, he could eat. As soon as he had eaten, he
    could have a bath and some clean clothes and a proper shave. He had
    evidently tried to do it himself, judging from various nicks on his
    face, and was lucky he had not done himself a permanent injury.  

     

    She seated him on the settle once more, and went back to the kitchen
    for the cheese and bread. She noted that Jenny had also put some
    beer and wine on the tray.  

     

    She decided it would not do any harm to permit him some. It would
    also tell her a lot about the character of the man who had come to
    see her brother. Soldiers were reputed to be hard drinkers, and very
    prone to wenching.  

     

    If he were to stay, she would need to know precisely what sort of
    chap he was. People could fib in response to overt questioning, but
    habits and mannerisms never lied.  

     

    "Here you are. Bread and cheese. Beer, or wine?"  

     

    "I adore wine, from my time on the Continent. But some good homemade
    English beer would be most welcome."  

     

    She handed him a glass, and he took a thirsty but by no means eager
    sip, and then set the beaker back down.  

     

    "Forgive me for asking, but I was wondering at the fact that you
    don't have any luggage."  

     

    He shook his head. "I had some when I left Spain, but by the time I
    got to London, I had been pretty much cleaned out."  

     

    "Cleaned out?" she repeated blankly.  

     

    "Thieves stole most of my things. Not that they were very valuable
    or anything. I mean, I had enough sense to keep my most important
    possessions about my person. I have some money, which I sewed into
    the lining of this jacket, and my papers in my breeches, and so on,
    but the rest of it went."  

     

    Sarah sighed and rested her hand on his shoulder again. "I'm so
    sorry to hear that."  

     

    He shrugged one shoulder in its ill-fitting frayed coarse shirt. "I
    don't mind if the things go to poor people who really need them. I'm
    not so sure that was always the case. Still, I'm well enough off. I
    have more than many people. And is it not a sin to provoke envy in
    others?"  

     

    She replied gently, "I'm sure you didn't do it on purpose. And envy
    is usually the fault of the covetous one, not the one whose
    possessions are coveted. Moreover, if you don't mind me saying so,
    it's evident you've suffered a great deal. I'm not sure how you
    think it is that people would envy a blind man."  

     

    He laughed shortly, a mirthless sound. "If you'd met some of the men
    I have, you would know. At least I have all of my arms and legs. And
    I'm still alive. It's more than I can say for a lot of other poor
    buggers. Excuse my language, but-"  

     

    Sarah patted his shoulder. "No, it's quite all right, I understand.
    My brother and most of his close friends served in the war. I know
    exactly what you mean."  

     

    She suppressed a shudder as she recalled the events which had set
    her brother on his current path, now serving as a vicar in his
    friend's parish.  

     

    "If you don't mind," her companion said when he had finished
    swallowing a mouthful of cheese, "for one night I should like not to
    have to talk about the war, or my blindness, or anything
    unpleasant."  

     

    "I'll do my best." She looked around the room for inspiration, and
    then asked, "Do you like music?"  

     

    His face lit up. "I love it."  

     

    "Then I'll play the pianoforte for you whilst you eat, so you won't
    be obliged to have any conversation at all for the moment."  

     

    He named readily enough the Beethoven piece she chose, Fur Elise,
    and sat back and closed his eyes, letting the glorious music wash
    over him. She knew she did not play very well technically, the way
    her sister-in-law Pamela did, for example. She did play with passion
    and verve. At the end of her performance, he applauded.  

     

    "That was wonderful."  

     

    "Thank you. You're too kind. And now, I think our meal will be just
    about ready to serve."  

     

    "It smells delicious," he said, his mouth watering at the prospect
    of a hot meal, let alone one with meat. Beef, no less.  

     

    "Jenny is an excellent cook. She and Caleb are very kind people too.
    Anything you need, please don't be shy about asking. My home is your
    home," she reassured him.  

     

    She felt an unexpected tingle of warmth and blush of delight at the
    words. Only a few short hours ago, she had been facing the prospect
    of being all alone and lonely while her friends were all away. Now
    she had the most remarkable man staying with her, sharing her home
    with her like...  

     

    Like a husband. 

     

    She tried to quash the thought again. Like a friend. Her brother's
    friend, she told herself firmly.  

     

    "Come this way, Sir."  

     

    He held out his arm. "You'll need to guide me."  

     

    She took his hand in her own once more, and white hot sparks flew up
    and down her arm.  

     

    Another shocked look at his handsome face was enough to give her the
    elusive clue she had been missing all along whenever she thought of
    her poor friend Jane Eltham, who had once been engaged to her
    brother Jonathan, but had eloped with a most unsuitable man instead.
    She thought she could understand her actions now. For surely this
    had to be romantic attraction. Desire. She touched his
    hand, and all her limbs trembled, while molten pools of heat flooded
    her belly.  

     

    Desire. Strong enough to make a woman throw all caution to
    the winds for the pleasures it could confer, the dreams dangling
    just out of reach, but near enough if she chose to reach out to
    grasp them.  

     

    His fingers interlaced with hers, notching up her heartbeat,
    catching her breath. Good Lord, it was worse than a hunger for food!
     

     

    She snapped out of her sensual spell with a jolt. "This way. You
    must be famished."  

     

    "Just glad to be with you safe and sound," he replied.  

     

    He was perfectly polite, not the least bit flirtatious, but Sarah
    shivered at his nearness all the same. If she wasn't mistaken, the
    tight grip on her fingers hinted that he too might be starving for a
    completely different banquet of delights as well.  
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    Sarah led her mysterious companion to the dining room by the arm.
    She said a devout prayer over the food, then put his hands on the
    table so he could find his cutlery and glass.  

     

    "More beer, or wine?" she offered the handsome stranger.  

     

    "Wine, please, and some water as well. I find I'm very thirsty."  

     

    "I'm sure. With all that dust on the road, you must be parched."  

     

    "Not much dust now, more like mud," he remarked, listening to the
    steady thrumming of the rain upon the roof.  

     

    "Yes, I can't think what would have happened to you out in that
    storm." She poured out the two beverages and took the hand closest
    to her to show him where they were.  

     

    He drank the water eagerly and asked if she would fill his glass
    again. He only took a sip of the wine.  

     

    Not a toper then, she commented inwardly, relieved.  

     

    Caleb brought in the heaped plates of food, set them down, and
    withdrew. She helped the blind stranger to bread and vegetables, and
    took his hand once more. She pressed the fork into his hand to use
    as a pointer as she worked her way around the plate.  

     

    "Roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, roast potatoes, boiled ones,
    cabbage, peas."  

     

    "Thank you, you're too kind." He stroked the back of her hand
    lightly with his thumb, wondering at his nerve as he did so. He
    wondered even more when she did not recoil from the intimate
    contact.  

     

    How old was she? Maiden or wife, or mistress? Why was she not more
    shy and reserved? Or at least reluctant to have a complete stranger
    in her home?  

     

    But he was too tired to try to probe, and too hungry. For once, he
    didn't want to have to think, plan, worry about what on earth he was
    going to do next. He was safe for the moment, and was going to enjoy
    the peace for as long as it lasted.  

     

    After the first mouthful, he sighed. "I'm in heaven. This is
    delicious."  

     

    "Eat and enjoy it. You don't have to talk to me. You must be so
    weary."  

     

    "Thank you. It's very understanding of you. I'm sure there's much
    you'd like to ask me, but I'm in no fit state to discuss serious
    matters. I've been on the road for days, and am just about all in."
     

     

    She nodded, then patted his elbow. "I can well believe it judging
    from the state of your clothes. Do please enjoy your food. Here's
    more water, and bread."  

     

    "Thank you. You're too kind, Miss."  

     

    Sarah let him eat in peace for the most part, making only an
    occasional comment about the teeming storm, or inquiring as to
    whether he wanted more of anything.  

     

    She watched the stranger carefully, intervening if he was about to
    knock something over or dump gravy on his lap instead of the meal.  

     

    Sarah smiled to herself. She was behaving like a broody mother hen
    watching over a particularly large and unfortunate chick. She only
    hoped he did not prove to be a cuckoo in the nest.  

     

    She observed that he had a deft economy of movement and a surprising
    grace for someone who was adjusting to blindness, rather than having
    had to cope with it from birth. And for such a huge man, she
    commented to herself, taking in his broad shoulders, massive chest
    and enormous hands the size of dinner plates, yet still elegant and
    refined, with long, tapering fingers.  

     

    She did not want to seem too bossy, nor patronizing. She knew that
    as much as she wanted to help, he was going to have to adjust to his
    condition. Mollycoddling him would not be doing him any favors in
    the long run. On the other hand, there was no need to allow him to
    feel embarrassed, or fling everything around the table.  

     

    They ate in relative silence, she continuing to ply him with more of
    everything, though his appetite was nowhere near as enormous as her
    brother's despite the fact that the stranger was a slightly larger
    man.  

     

    Finally he put his knife and fork down and shook his head. "I'm
    sorry I can't do this meal the justice it deserves. I'm not
    accustomed to such fine food, and my stomach has shrunk quite a
    bit."  

     

    "I do see you're very thin. Don't apologize. It's not your fault you
    were ill. Or wounded," she added, looking at his scar, which oddly
    enhanced rather than detracted from his otherwise perfect visage.  

     

    "Yes, both."  

     

    "I see. More wine?"  

     

    He shook his head. "No, that's fine, thank you. One glass is more
    than enough. Just more water, thank you."  

     

    She poured for him, and he drank thirstily once more.  

     

    "Would you like dessert? It's apple crumble."  

     

    "I would, and a bit more of that superb cheese, if you don't mind."
     

     

    "Certainly."  

     

    Caleb came to clear the plates away, and returned shortly with the
    items the stranger had requested.  

     

    He chewed slowly, and at length he sat back with a sigh. "That was
    wonderful. Please compliment Cook for me, and tell her it was the
    best meal I can ever remember. And made even better by the company."
     

     

    Sarah laughed. "There's no need to try so hard to flatter us. You're
    very welcome. And my helpers are Jenny and Caleb."  

     

    "'Tis not flattery. It was wonderful. You've been very good to a man
    you don't even know."  

     

    "Yes, about that-"  

     

    He pressed his hand to his head, and stifled a groan. She put her
    hand on his forearm whilst he suffered the paroxysm, unsure what to
    do, but willing to show that she was there if he needed her.  

     

    At length he calmed, slumping against the back of his chair. He
    sighed heavily and shook his head. "I'm sorry. I get blinding
    headaches from time to time."  

     

    He rubbed his forehead hard, until she feared that he would hurt
    himself and tugged his wrist away.  

     

    "I'll fetch you something for it if you like."  

     

    "It's all right. It's easing now," he said through tautened white
    lips.  

     

    "Are you fit to have your bath? It might calm the pain."  

     

    He smiled at her wanly. "I think it might help."  

     

    "Very well, Caleb will assist you."  

     

    "No, really. There's no need. I wouldn't want to put him and the
    other servants out, not at this time of evening."  

     

    "It's no trouble at all, actually. Besides, you'll need to learn how
    to work the plumbing system. It's a wonderful convenience, but I
    wouldn't wish you to burn yourself."  

     

    "How very modern to have indoor plumbing and running water."  

     

    "It was the first thing the Duke of Ellesmere insisted upon when we
    moved into this vicarage."  

     

    "You've been very lucky in your patron." Lover?  

     

    "Yes, he and my brother are great friends, and the Duke s wife
    Charlotte is very kind too."  

     

    He tried not to grin in relief at the news that the Duke was
    married. "So you live here alone with your brother."  

     

    "That's right. He's the vicar of Brimley and Eltham and he's just
    been married to one of the local women of good family, Pamela. They
    are on their honeymoon at the present time, but everyone in the
    parish will be lending a hand to keep things running smoothly," she
    added quickly so that the stranger did not think she was on her own
    an unattended in her brother's absence.  

     

    He did not seem to take the news of her being relatively unprotected
    in the house with any degree of note, and merely said, "I'm all
    ready. Please lead the way."  

     

    Sarah took him by the elbow and escorted him to the bathing chamber.
    She gave him a tour with his hands, making him start by walking into
    the room and staying close to the left-hand wall.  

     

    "Commode, sink, tub. Spigot. It pivots, do you see?"  

     

    "I understand. It can reach over to fill all three."  

     

    "Yes. Heater. The rubber bung is attached by a cord, and is just
    below this wall. And under the sink are drying cloths and soap, and
    various other items for your toilette which you should feel free to
    help yourself to. I'll show you in a minute. First let's get this
    tub filled."  

     

    She closed the plug hole, opened the spigot, and filled the tub
    about half full with warm but not scalding water.  

     

    As the water bubbled up she got out a toothbrush, toothpowder, soap,
    a flannel, and a shaving brush and soap in its small porcelain
    container. She stropped the razor and tested it.  

     

    She indicated to him each of the items she had laid out on the
    little shelf over the sink by placing his hand on each.  

     

    "But you have to promise me you won't try to shave yourself again.
    You look like you've been attacked by a gang of inefficient
    cutthroats."  

     

    He laughed mildly at that. "I can't abide a beard. So itchy."  

     

    "I understand. And why would you want to disguise perfection." She
    blushed as the words came tumbling out of her mouth before she even
    realized she had thought them.  

     

    He looked stunned but pleased. "Why, thank you, Miss. No one's ever
    said that to me before, though I know you're only being kind."  

     

    "I wasn't flattering you. You really do look most splendid, for all
    your careworn expression and dusty, ragged garments."  

     

    "Ragged indeed. Dusty and odiferous as well. I'll be dashed lucky if
    I haven't got vermin into the bargain. You will please ask your
    manservant to check? I hate to have to burden him like this, but I
    would never forgive myself if I repaid your kindness with fleas and
    lice."  

     

    "I should think you wouldn't be the only one," she said with a wry
    laugh. "But I'm sure we have some flea powder and lice solution here
    for when I go visiting in the local villages."  

     

    She searched at the back and fished the items out of the cabinet as
    well.  

     

    "Thank you. You really are a most extraordinary woman," he said
    gratefully. "Very kind and, well, reassuring. Do you mind if I ask
    how old you are?"  

     

    She cleared her throat. "Twenty-two."  

     

    He trembled a bit. It sounded so young to him, though he had no idea
    of his own age. "You seem far older, so capable. You must be a real
    blessing to your family and the villagers you're kind enough to
    help."  

     

    "I try to be. I'm only sorry my family and friends aren't all here
    to see you. I'm afraid you must find me rather dull company."  

     

    "Not at all. As I said, I wanted to eat dinner quietly. I'm so
    tired."  

     

    Her face fell. "Oh dear, and here I am standing here wittering on,
    when all you want is to get clean and lie down in a nice soft bed."
    She moved toward the door.  

     

    "No, wait," he said, reached out for her, and brushing her
    petal-soft cheek by accident. He let his hand drop to her shoulder.
    "The bath would be pleasant. But I like your company as well. It's
    been anything but dull. I'm afraid I've not got much to say for
    myself these days. I'll do my best to be entertaining in return for
    your hospitality."  

     

    "Don't worry about that. How's your headache?"  

     

    "Easing a bit."  

     

    "Good. Let me know if you want some medicine."  

     

    "I shall, I promise."  

     

    When the water in the tub looked a reasonable level, she added some
    cold, and helped her companion unfasten his stock and the front of
    his shirt.  

     

    He didn't exactly fumble over the chores, but she thought being
    sighted was a distinct advantage when it came to the various buttons
    and fastenings.  

     

    Again, Sarah was shocked at how bold she was being with a stranger.
    It was almost as though something were compelling her to touch him,
    help him, be near him.  

     

    In all fairness to the man, he was certainly not doing anything
    which could be construed as taking advantage even in such confined
    quarters as the bathing chamber. It would be all to easy to do in
    such a tight space, but he seemed simply to accept her help as he
    would any other nurse's, male or female.  

     

    "Can you manage the rest yourself?"  

     

    "Oh, yes. Thank you. I shouldn't trouble you in such a manner. I do
    hope no one here is inconvenienced by me more than they have to be,"
    he said tightly, the contact stirring parts of him which he had
    thought incapable of revival.  

     

    "Oh, not at all. Caleb will be happy to help you with the rest," she
    said quickly. "And we shall give these to Jenny to try to clean. But
    they really are fairly shabby. It's nothing to be ashamed of,
    though, so you needn't blush so furiously. Please, take whatever you
    need from my brother's wardrobe. He's almost your size."  

     

    "You're too kind, and have helped me enough," he said in crisp
    tones.  

     

    She realized she had shamed him inadvertently, and stepped away.
    "It's the least I can do. I'll leave you to your bath before I
    embarrass you further."  

     

    She tried to get a peep at the bare flesh of his chest to see if he
    had a telltale tattoo such as the other Rakehells had worn. But
    short of tugging his shirt right open to look, she would just have
    to content herself with asking Caleb.  

     

    Caleb was standing outside waiting, a look of mild concern on his
    face.  

     

    "Just giving him a tour of the bathroom. It helps if you put his
    hands on things to show him where they are."  

     

    The old man's brows lifted, but he said nothing, though Sarah
    acknowledged with a blush that her words could be interpreted in a
    rather risque manner.  

     

    "It will be good to help him try to become more self-sufficient and
    not suffocate him with attention if he doesn't wish for it."  

     

    "Blind, is he?"  

     

    She nodded. "Yes."  

     

    "I'm sure the hospitals he's been in have left him very much on his
    own," Caleb said with a shake of his head. "So many injured young
    men. Dreadful, so it is."  

     

    "I know, Caleb. But we have a chance to help one of them now, eh?"  

     

    "Aye, Miss. That we do."  

     

    He didn't sound too pleased about it, however, and she wondered if
    she was perhaps letting her kind heart completely overrule her
    common sense. After all, what did she really know about the man?  

     

    She had allowed a stranger into her home, and partially undressed
    him within scarcely an hour of meeting him. And they were
    unchaperoned apart from the servants, who would be going home as
    soon as they completed their chores. She was about to be left alone
    to spend the night with a person who had appeared on her doorstep
    with nothing more than the clothes on his back and a silly joke upon
    his lips about being Jonathan Deveril.  

     

    She stared at the shut door pensively, reasoning out her predicament
    as logically as she could. He was injured, blind. She had a lock on
    her bedroom door, and they would be sleeping at opposite ends of the
    corridor. He was gentlemanly, with good manners and a refined
    accent, sober, intelligent.  

     

    He had had ample opportunity in the confined space of the bathing
    chamber to touch her, especially when she had been helping him
    disrobe. Many men would have taken advantage of her touches. They
    would have held her hand, attempted a kiss, cupped her rump, or
    bosom. He had kept his hands to himself.  

     

    Many men would also have taken advantage of her holding his hand as
    a prelude to something more. Taken liberties, made suggestive
    remarks at the very least. He had done none of these things.  

     

    She wasn't sure whether to be relieved, or disappointed. She gave a
    small smile at the latter thought. She was pretty enough, quite
    beautiful when she took the trouble, or so she had been told. That
    didn't signify with a blind man. She should be relieved that he was
    so well-mannered if he was going to be staying the night, yet an odd
    ache in her heart made her wonder why no man seemed to find her
    attractive the same way they had always swarmed around Charlotte or
    Pamela before they were wed, or Elizabeth Eltham now that she had
    come out.  

     

    Then she reminded herself that she and her brother were new to the
    district and had kept their personal affairs to themselves. No one
    had any reason to suspect they were well-to-do in their own right,
    rather than a penniless parson and his sister. That was surely a
    good thing, since it helped ensure no man tried to marry her for her
    money. Nor was she a duke's daughter, as Elizabeth was. Most women
    would envy Elizabeth, but Sarah knew what troubles her friend had
    endured and how she despaired of ever meeting a man that could lover
    her for herself and not her fortune and connections.  

     

    She wondered what her friends would say if they met him, if they
    would form the same opinion despite the shabbiness of his dress. She
    was sure he was the handsomest man she had ever laid eyes on. The
    only way his looks could be improved was for him to regain some
    expression in his incredible tawny eyes. But they were flat and
    lifeless, shadowed with pain and visions of horror.  

     

    She stiffened at that thought and shook her head. He wasn't a beau,
    he was a poor suffering soul who needed her help. She couldn't let
    her girlish fancy for an attractive face cause her to ignore the
    reality of his needing her to be strong and sensible.  

     

    She hovered in the hallway, listening to the low murmur of voices
    and splashes, reassured that he was well enough and enjoying his
    bath.  

     

    Caleb came out of the chamber with the stranger's clothes a short
    time later, and a grim expression on his face.  

     

    Sarah wondered at it, and his refusal to meet her gaze. He fetched
    some of his wife's excellent liniment for burns and other injuries,
    and returned to the bathroom.  

     

    "He's going to have a good long soak. No need to worry, Miss, he's
    just fine with me," he said quietly as he saw her pacing outside the
    door.  

     

    She blushed. "Thank you, Caleb. I'll be in the front room when he's
    done."  

     

    The elderly man nodded curtly, went back inside, and locked the door
    with a decisive click.  

     

    Sarah returned to the large parlor and opened her sewing box. She
    busied herself with some mending, trying not to feel so anxious
    about her blind houseguest. He was with Caleb. He would be fine. It
    was only a bath, after all. What could possibly be wrong. Mayhap he
    really did have fleas or lice and that was why Caleb was looking so
    grim?  

     

    Just Jenny came with a pile of clothes of Jonathan's, wanting her
    approval for her choices. Sarah looked the items over quickly. She
    had chosen a pair of dark navy breeches, stockings, waistcoat, and
    jacket. He would look as somber as a parson, but somehow she guessed
    he was not given to flamboyant dressing. She thanked Jenny, and
    asked her to serve coffee as soon as the stranger was out of the
    bathroom.  

     

    Then Sarah began to contemplate what she knew of the stranger thus
    far. He was obviously a gentleman. His whole demeanor had informed
    her of that. His manner of speaking was interesting too, very
    musical, though the tones were crisply British. He might have been
    raised in one of the colonies abroad, or been one of the better
    class of merchants who had plied their trade upon the Continent? So
    many people had been dispossessed by the war, not least the English
    in Paris, Madrid, and Lisbon who had traded there for hundreds of
    years, but had had to flee in the face of French aggression.  

     

    He was certainly a mystery. She realized with a jolt that she had
    spent hours with him and still had not learned his actual name. But
    then, the poor man had been so tired, his skin stretched tautly over
    his high cheekbones betokening his near-exhaustion. His journey had
    been fraught with difficulties and dangers. But why had he come
    here?  

     

    Well, why not? Jonathan was certainly a kind man and good friend,
    and had been long before he had ever become a man of the cloth. All
    of the Rakehells were kind. No one in trouble or needing assistance
    had ever been turned away, no matter what they had done, so long as
    they genuinely repented. She was glad he had felt free to trust his
    old comrade enough to come to him for assistance. She only hoped
    that he had other friends, family, who could help him cope with his
    desperate plight.  

     

    Jenny came into the room with his boots, which were newly polished
    but still badly battered. "He's the same size as Master Jonathan, if
    you want to give him a better pair."  

     

    "Yes, of course. But I think just some house slippers for now, don't
    you?"  

     

    The old woman nodded and disappeared. Sarah could hear her digging
    into the hall closet, and went out into the hall once more, hoping
    she didn't look like she was hovering too anxiously outside the
    bathing chamber.  

     

    "Here you are, Miss. "  

     

    "Very good. Slippers, boots, and a pair of shoes?"  

     

    "I'll see what I can find."  

     

    The bathroom door opened and closed once more. Caleb came out again
    to fetch the clothes. He would not meet her eye.  

     

    Sarah frowned. She guessed that he had to be very angry for being
    asked to help the stranger. She sighed and rubbed her hands
    together. She did not relish having to lecture him about Christian
    duty. Perhaps the gentleman would be able to cope better after a few
    days of getting used to the vicarage. For now he needed their help.
     

     

    She did not reflect too closely on her hope that he would be staying
    that long. He would simply have to remain until he was well rested,
    and she was certain he had somewhere else safe and congenial to go
    to. For all she knew he was heading west or north to rejoin all of
    his loved ones. But for now, he was her guest, and she would do her
    best to build him up.  

     

    She returned to the room she had recently vacated, and looked over
    the parlor from a whole new perspective. She closed her eyes, took a
    couple of steps forward, and scoured her shins upon a small
    footstool.  

     

    She could see within a few moments that all the fussy bits and
    pieces of furniture the Duke had given them would make it hard for
    him to negotiate without injury. And they really were too fine for a
    simple country vicarage anyway. He had only been trying to be kind,
    of course, but impractical like many men when it came to running an
    efficient household.  

     

    She didn't dare rearrange the room. That would be up to Pamela when
    she entered her new home. But there were other options for helping
    the stranger take his ease.  

     

    She stepped across the hall into her own snug sitting room. It was
    only half the size of the parlor, but her favorite room in the
    house. In it she read and studied, did her correspondence and
    household accounts. She also basked in the sunshine which poured in
    through the mullioned windows and down onto the snug window seat she
    had made some comfortable cushions for and rested on the sofa with a
    book between chores. It was a small room, but had a good fireplace,
    and was relatively uncluttered by all the finery the Duke had
    insisted upon them having.  

     

    She went upstairs and looked at the blue room with a similarly
    critical gaze. It was comfortable, but did perhaps have too many
    footstools and chairs. She took them all out save one good armchair,
    carrying them upstairs to the storage room in the attic. 

     

    Then she went back to the guest room, turned down the covers and lit
    a candle. Not that it was much use for a blind man, she reminded
    herself, and wondered at the safety of giving him one.  

     

    But she couldn't negotiate the house in the dark, and burning
    candles were a fact of life in the evenings. Normally the twilight
    would last until seven or even eight o'clock in the spring as the
    days got longer, but the storm raging outside had rendered it as
    black as night.  

     

    She blew out the candle and went back to the door. She closed her
    eyes against the blackness of the room and tried to grasp what it
    would be like to lose her sight. She knew the room well, but even
    so, she stubbed her slippered toe on the end of the four-poster bed.
     

     

    Deciding the passage between the bed and desk and chair were too
    narrow, she moved the smaller pieces further over to the left. They
    were still under the window, but with much more space to pass from
    one end of the room to the other. Not that the light from the window
    would make much difference to him, she thought with a sigh.  

     

    A clatter downstairs brought her back to reality. She struck her
    tinderbox and re-lit the candle, and left it in a bracket high up on
    the wall. She completed her tour of the room, ensuring he had
    towels, soap and water in his alcove behind the screen, and plenty
    of hot water bottles in the bed. She checked the fire to make sure
    it was banked up well, and drew the hearth rug back just in case of
    stray sparks. There was a fire screen also, but she would put that
    in front of the hearth for him when she built up the fire one last
    time before he went to bed.  

     

    Sarah headed downstairs and told Caleb to put the gentleman in the
    parlor, close to the fire so he could dry his hair before he went up
    to bed.  

     

    She stared at her handsome guest again as he entered, and for once
    was glad he couldn't see. She was sure her mouth was hanging open,
    he looked so stunning. He was now well scrubbed and newly shaven and
    dressed in clean, dark clothes which complemented his raven-haired
    good looks perfectly. His long jet hair fell in rippling waves well
    past his shoulders.  

     

    He had no cravat, and Caleb had left off any stock. He had not
    fussed too much with his neck cloth, thus leaving his strong,
    lightly tanned throat bare. With that and the scar along his eye and
    into his hairline, his appearance was almost piratical. She felt her
    heart turn over at the sight of his handsome vulnerability.  

     

    "Please, sir, do come sit by the fire. You need to get that hair
    dried before you head up, or else your neck will be ragingly stiff
    in the morning. And we certainly wouldn't want you to catch a
    chill."  

     

    "Oh, thank you, Miss," he said, almost eagerly seizing her hand,
    grateful for the warm contact.  

     

    He found to his surprise that he had almost missed her in the tub,
    her touch, her soft, soothing voice. "I fear I shan't be good
    company, however, for that hot bath has nearly exhausted me."  

     

    She seated him in the chair and spread his long thick locks over his
    shoulders. She draped a dry towel which Caleb offered her over his
    jacket, and squeezed his thick rope of hair. Then she fluffed it out
    again, relishing its silkiness.  

     

    "There, it will be dry in no time. And until it is, shall I play for
    you again?"  

     

    "That would be lovely. You're too kind."  

     

    "Not at all. I'm glad of the company. My home was always full of
    music until my brother went away to war. He's only just now becoming
    accustomed to it once more, and can finally listen to it and perform
    without pain and regret."  

     

    "Regret?" the stranger asked curiously.  

     

    Sarah knew she was babbling in an effort to cover her nervousness
    over being with such a handsome man.  

     

    "Yes, he and his childhood sweetheart Jane used to perform duets all
    the time, both on the pianoforte, and singing. They were exceedingly
    well matched in that respect, though not in all, I have to admit.
    She, er, became ill whilst he was away in the Army. Lost her wits.
    He tried to stand by her, but she, um, finally died this spring. He
    does not play very often, and has never sung since.  

     

    "But I think now, with his new love Pamela, he might be persuaded.
    It will take time, I think, but he's a good man, with a nobility of
    spirit which cannot be oppressed forever. But then, you probably
    know some of this, if you're Jonathan's friend."  

     

    "Friend?" he echoed, frowning. "Jonathan."  

     

    "Yes, of course. You came to the door asking for him, don't you
    remember?"  

     

    He rubbed his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose between thumb
    and forefinger. "To tell you the truth, there are some days when I
    remember very little. Others when I recall far too much."  

     

    She combed his hair with her fingers first, reveling in the
    silkiness, then realized how sensually forward she was being, and
    used the implement designed for that purpose which Caleb had brought
    in with him.  

     

    "I have to say, Jonathan is unforgettable. I mean, I'm sure that
    circumstances must have been very bad during the war, but he's
    always been most congenial company. Forgive me for boasting about
    him, but he's the very best of men. I'm sure any close friends of
    his are equally decent."  

     

    He raised one hand to test his hair and riffled it in front of the
    heat. "I'm sorry, Miss," he said with a dejected sigh, "but I really
    have so few recollections of the past couple of years. And my head
    is throbbing."  

     

    She began to rise from the bench. "Can I get you--"  

     

    He stayed her with one hand. "No, please, just sit and play."  

     

    "What would you like to hear?"  

     

    "I have no idea."  

     

    "You enjoyed the Beethoven before."  

     

    "Did I?" he asked with a frown.  

     

    "Why, yes. You named the piece for me, Fur Elise."  

     

    "I did?" He looked as blank as his tawny eyes now.  

     

    She tinkled the keys for a moment, wondering at the change in him.
    "Do you recall what we had for dinner?" she asked after a time.  

     

    He had to think for a moment. "Roast beef, potatoes. Apple crumble.
    Cheese."  

     

    He was accurate, but she could see the effort it had cost him. He
    had also stiffened and tensed up, bristling with defensiveness. "I'm
    not mad, not like your brother's friend."  

     

    "No, of course not. I never said--"  

     

    "If you don't mind, I really am exhausted," he said curtly. "May I
    go up to my room?"  

     

    "Yes, of course," Sarah said, rushing to his side to take his hand.
    She narrowly averted disaster as she steered him safely past the
    small table next to the settle. "Please, sir, I'm sorry if you're
    offended. If you thought that I was--"  

     

    "It's all right. It's just damned hard not remembering things.
    Feeling at a loss all the time, with everything so blank, so
    confusing," he said through lips now as white as bone. "I'm more
    grateful than I can say for all you've done for me this evening. But
    I really need to lie down before I fall down. And I apologize for
    being such a terrible and difficult house guest."  

     

    "Nonsense. Caleb, come here please?" she called quickly.  

     

    "Yes, Miss?"  

     

    "Can you assist the gentleman up to the blue room? He's become
    overtired."  

     

    "Of course, Miss. Glad to help." He put his wrinkled but still
    strong hand on the young man's shoulder. "This way, Sir, please."  

     

    The tall stranger dwarfed her servant, but Caleb got his shoulder in
    under his arm and began to help him from the room.  

     

    "Good night, Sir," she said quietly.  

     

    He paused. "Sarah, may I ask one more favor?"  

     

    "Certainly."  

     

    "Can you please play for about ten minutes, to lull me to sleep?"  

     

    "Yes, I'd be delighted."  

     

    "Thank you for everything. You've been a wonderful friend. I shall
    never forget your kindness. And I'm sorry--"  

     

    "No more apologies. Off you go. I shall see you in the morning."  

     

    She took the hand he offered and patted it. She followed them into
    the hall and watched as Caleb led him up the stairs as patiently as
    a shepherd leading a newborn lamb.  

     

    She listened while the old servant showed her guest to his room.
    Then she heard the stranger disrobe and get into the bed with a
    creak and sigh of relief.  

     

    "Good night, Sir."  

     

    "Good night, Caleb."  

     

    She waited until her servant came down the stairs, and motioned
    silently for him to come into the sitting room, where she seated
    herself at the pianoforte and began to play a Bach air.  

     

    "Well?"  

     

    "Well what, Miss?"  

     

    "Is he all settled?" she found herself saying, though that was not
    the question uppermost in her mind.  

     

    "Yes, he seems to be."  

     

    "What do you think of him?" she ventured to ask.  

     

    The reply was not one she ever expected to hear. "He will make me
    thank God every day that I haven't suffered the way he has."  

     

    Sarah stared at him in wonder. "What would make you say that?"  

     

    Caleb shook his head.  

     

    "Why, what did he tell you?"  

     

    "He never said a word. He just enjoyed the bath, and groaned from
    time to time."  

     

    Sarah thumped her temple with the heel of her right hand. "His
    headache. It slipped my mind. How thoughtless of me. Caleb, I need
    some vinegar and brown paper."  

     

    "I'll fetch it, Miss." He turned to go, but she called him back.  

     

    "Caleb, er, does he have tattoos like Mr. Jonathan's?"  

     

    He nodded. "They're not exactly like his, but yes. On his arms and
    legs, and a small George and Dragon over his heart."  

     

    Sarah sighed. Caleb could not read, though she had tried to get him
    to learn. There was no point in asking what the man's name was and
    where he came from. All of the Rakehells had tattooed their names
    and home villages on their arms and legs in case the worst had
    happened and they had been killed in the war.  

     

    She tried to recall any special friend the other men had made during
    the war that Jonathan might have mentioned. The original set of
    Rakehells had been Clifford, Jonathan and Thomas, all schoolfellows
    together at Eton and then Oxford, before enlisting to fight
    Bonaparte. In both places they had added to their set of Radicals,
    with brave and decent men like Dr. Blake Sanderson, Michael Avenel,
    whose title was Viscount Glyne, and his brother Randall, Randall's
    best friend Matthew Dane, and the famous barrister Alistair Grant.  

     

    She knew the Rakehells had served with many good men, and there was
    of course talk of Thomas's Irish cousin Stewart Fitzgerald, the Duke
    of Clancar, finally coming home after years abroad. The Elthams were
    going to meet up with him on the south coast of Ireland during their
    grand tour of all their estates. This could not be him, could it?
    But no, he had been described as a career soldier, while this man
    had more of a.... More of a business-like and yet scholarly manner,
    she decided.  

     

    Sarah also recollected with a shudder that the Rakehells had also
    met some dreadful scoundrels. But this man seemed to be more than
    decent, just confused and ill.  

     

    Who could he be? Now that the war was over, all the soldiers were
    coming home from the Peninsula as fast as arrangements could be
    made. But between able-bodied men and the wounded, and the forces
    being kept in France, Spain and Portugal to wrap things up, it would
    be a long time before they were all home again.  

     

    She was eagerly awaiting news from Dr. Sanderson about when he was
    going to return to take up the reins of her clinic for fallen women.
    Viscount Glyne was a faithful correspondent, but sadly they still
    hadn't heard from Michael as to when he would be re-patriated.  

     

    There had of course been two big battles at Toulouse and Bayonne in
    mid-April, but the details of them had been eclipsed by the even
    more momentous news about the battle for Paris and Napoleon being
    forced to abdicate as Emperor by his own marshals.  

     

    Sarah was sure she had overheard Jonathan and Thomas talking about
    some friends who had disappeared, whom they were worried about, not
    all that long ago. Perhaps this was one of the friends? He had
    obviously been badly injured. Perhaps it had been in one of those
    battles?  

     

    She shook her head, breaking off her reverie at last. She resumed
    her playing once more. All this speculation was getting her nowhere.
    She would just have to wait until the poor man was feeling better to
    get the answers to some if not every question teeming in her brain.
    Like who was his family, was he married....  

     

    She started when she sensed a presence in the room, and glanced up
    to find Caleb standing patiently, but not looking at her.  

     

    "What is it, Caleb? What's upset you so much? You look as though
    you've seen a ghost."  

     

    The older man shook his head. "I think I have. I know he's a soldier
    and everything. But I can't understand how anyone could have
    survived what he has. His back. He must be in pain all the time."  

     

    She frowned. "What about his back?"  

     

    "I looked all over while I was washing him. He has a couple of nicks
    and cuts on his arms and legs, but nothing serious. No, all of his
    injuries are on his back. It is almost like he's been flogged and
    then stripped of his flesh or something."  

     

    Sarah's mouth went dry. "Stripped?" she repeated, horror-stricken.  

     

    Caleb nodded. "Sorry to distress you, Miss. But you need to know the
    truth. Regular soldiers are flogged in the army all the time, but
    not gents like him."  

     

    "Who on earth would do such a thing?"  

     

    He shrugged. "Dunno, Miss, and I hope to Christ I never meet up with
    them. One thing's for sure, though. Whoever tried to kill him beat
    and tortured him first, and attacked him from behind."  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 3]Chapter Three  

     

    Sarah could maintain no pretense of concentrating on the pianoforte
    after the information Caleb had just imparted. The handsome stranger
    who had come to call had been tortured and attacked from behind. She
    supposed many dreadful injuries happened in war, but most of the
    time it would be a single wound, or a cannon ball or piece of
    searing shrapnel. She forced herself to remember her brother
    Jonathan's description of what had befallen his friends at the siege
    of Cuidad Rodrigo in January 1812.  

     

    "Clifford and Thomas were dead," her sandy-haired brother had said.
    "As sure as I'm sitting here, they were dead. We had been ordered to
    go into the breach, even knowing how dangerous it was. The three of
    us were handpicked to go in first, though many others had
    volunteered. But 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 two small cannon firing down on us, and set fire to a
    powder bag as well. As Thomas stepped into the breach and leapt down
    into the ditch, the bag went off, peppering him with shrapnel. His
    legs were both mangled messes. 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 legs. His pulse grew fainter, and I could feel him slipping
    away.  

     

    "Clifford was no better. I could see, well, all of his innards. He
    was gritting his teeth in agony as he clasped my hand and gave me
    messages for his loved ones. I felt the pulse at his wrist getting
    weaker.  

     

    "I put my hands 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,
    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.  

     

    "It was 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 two jagged scars. He was in fierce
    pain, but his body was whole.  

     

    "Thomas's recovery was even more miraculous. His breeches were
    completely shredded, but when he finally came to at the field
    hospital, they said he would be fine. They washed his legs. They
    were peppered with little piercing wounds, which have left small
    scars. He could hardly bend his legs at first, and was in severe
    pain, but they improved over time. But he was dead, I tell you. He
    had bled to death right before my eyes.  

     

    "It was a miracle, I'm sure of it. After that, I did the only thing
    I could do. I served for a time longer, until I could sell my
    commission and be discharged honorably, which I did after I was
    slightly wounded at the siege at Badajoz in April. We all got sent
    home together after that. I kept my promise to God, and became a
    minister. Clifford and Thomas were both invalided out of the war,
    and have dedicated themselves to all the causes they've espoused
    ever since."  

     

    She shivered again. To think what a dreadful waste the war had been.
    It was almost too awful to bear. What would have happened to them
    all if they really had been killed? Sarah felt her stomach churn.
    Vanessa Stone would have been gambled away to a highwayman and
    murderer, and would surely have been killed herself.  

     

    Jane Eltham would have suffered a living hell, as would her child
    Sophie, at the hands of the evil traitor Herbert Paxton. At least
    the little girl was living safely with a good family in a village
    not too far from Eltham Castle now. Thomas's wife Charlotte would
    probably have fallen victim to Paxton as well, who had used Jane so
    shamelessly.  

     

    And what would have happened to Jonathan? He would have been
    destroyed by the loss of his friends, and never have recovered. He
    would probably have been killed himself. Her father would have died
    a bitter old man, regretful of the way he had alienated his son,
    insisting he never wanted to see him again when Jonathan had decided
    to enlist. She and her mother and sisters would have been buffeted
    by the winds of change, four women alone and bereft without the men
    in their lives to guide them.  

     

    And Jonathan's wife Pamela Ashton, well, she probably would have
    fallen prey to the debauched man Ferncliffe who had been in league
    with the foul Paxton.  

     

    She shook her head. God did work in mysterious ways, and they could
    only wonder at His intentions. Sarah had to believe, as her brother
    did, that they were all part of some great if incomprehensible
    design. They had all saved each other, and been saved in return.  

     

    It therefore followed that the blind stranger sleeping in the spare
    room was part of the Lord's mysterious plan. Why exactly had the
    gentleman upstairs come to visit them?  

     

    She understood that the man's arrival had provoked all these gloomy
    thoughts. She tried to push them to one side as she poured herself
    some coffee. She drank the scalding brew and felt it soothe her
    troubled spirit. There was no sense in being morbid. All of her
    friends and family were well, and happy. Vanessa and Clifford had a
    beautiful son, with a second child on the way soon. Thomas and
    Charlotte were to have a baby by the end of the year as well.
    Jonathan and Pamela had just married. The war was now over at last,
    Europe at peace for the first time in decades.  

     

    It would all be just fine, she insisted to herself. Yet she rubbed
    her arms to ward off a sudden chill.  

     

    She poured a second cup, wrapping her hands around it to heat her
    trembling fingers. She downed the hot beverage in a couple of gulps,
    then poured some into a second clean cup, to which she added milk
    and sugar. Taking it and the vinegar and brown paper, and the basin
    Caleb had brought, she went upstairs to check on her guest. She knew
    she was never going to rest if she didn't speak to him at least once
    more that night and reassure herself that all was well.  

     

    His door had been left ajar. She peered in and heard him let out a
    soft groan.  

     

    "Are you awake, sir?"  

     

    He was lying prone on the bed, one arm thrown over his eyes. "I am.
    My head is pounding again."  

     

    "I've brought some coffee, and something to help soothe your pain."
     

     

    He raised his wrist from his forehead and sniffed appreciatively.
    "Coffee? My goodness. What luxury."  

     

    She waited until he had eased himself up against the headboard, and
    handed him the cup. She set down her burdens on the small bedside
    table, and poured some vinegar into the basin. She soaked the paper
    and squeezed it out, then placed it on his brow. She ignored the
    impressive expanse of bare chest as she pressed another piece on the
    back of his neck. She could see the small tattoo on his chest,
    shadowy in the dim light filtering in from the hall.  

     

    She looked at his arm as he lifted it to drink the coffee, but could
    see nothing clearly. Whatever his name was, it had not been tattooed
    in such large letters as her brother's and the other men's had been.
     

     

    "Mmm, this is wonderful," he sighed.  

     

    "I guessed at the milk and sugar."  

     

    "It's perfect. Really," he said, patting the hand which rested on
    his brow.  

     

    She shivered with desire, and forced herself to remain still. When
    it did not look too obvious, she withdrew her hand from his grasp,
    barely managing not to yank it away. She felt herself go hot and
    cold all over as he touched her, and her whole body loosened from
    the waist down. It was remarkable what one simple touch of his hand
    could do...  

     

    She stood by the bedside in silence, soaking more paper and wringing
    it out, before removing the old papers, and applying the new
    compresses. At length she asked, "Any better?"  

     

    "I think it's easing somewhat."  

     

    "Good."  

     

    "Really, I'm sure you have better things to do than stand here
    helping me. Send Caleb up to assist me."  

     

    She wrung out the paper and then reapplied it. "Caleb and Jenny
    don't live here. They've just gone home. They have a small cottage
    about half a mile down the road."  

     

    "I see," he said quietly.  

     

    "I don't mind, honestly. To tell the truth, this is easier than
    attending a birth."  

     

    "So you help the local women here?" he asked with interest.  

     

    "Anyone, really. As the sister of a vicar, it's sort of expected of
    me. Not that I mind. I enjoy it. I also teach them how to read,
    write, and do sums."  

     

    "Your husband must be a very understanding man."  

     

    "I'm not married."  

     

    His brows flew upwards. "I thought--"  

     

    "No, I live here with my brother. There's no other male in the
    household."  

     

    "Then perhaps he should be here helping me," he suggested in clipped
    tones.  

     

    Sarah laughed lightly at his prim tone, worthy of a respectable
    maiden aunt. "I'm sure he would, if he were here. But he's just
    married," she reminded him. "He's headed up north with his bride for
    his wedding trip, and to see our family. I'm sure he'll be sorry to
    have missed you. If you'd care to come back at the end of the
    summer-"  

     

    "The end of the summer!" He sat up abruptly, then groaned and
    settled back.  

     

    "Yes, I'm sorry," she apologized, pressing the vinegared paper to
    his head once more. "He's going to visit our sisters afterwards. I
    don't expect him back for some time."  

     

    He drained the cup and sighed. "So you tell me you've never seen me
    before?"  

     

    She considered him carefully once more, racking her brain. "No,
    never. I'm sorry if we've met and I don't remember you. My brother
    has always had a wide circle of acquaintance. It grew even larger as
    a result of the war. What did you say your name was again?"  

     

    "Jonathan Deveril."  

     

    Sarah shot him a sharp look, took the nearly empty cup from his hand
    and clinked it down on the table abruptly.  

     

    "Please, no more jests. I'm accustomed to many of my brother
    Jonathan's friends being wags, but this really has gone too far.
    I've been more than hospitable, I feel. The least you can do is let
    me know who it is I have the honor of addressing."  

     

    He said in an agitated tone, "That's just it. I have no memory of
    what happened to me, who I am. So far as I know anything about
    myself, my name is Jonathan Deveril."  
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    The vehemence of the stranger's tone was enough to make Sarah relent
    in her anger.  

     

    She soothed him with one hand pressed to his brow as she sat on the
    edge of the bed in the shadowy chamber. "Pray calm yourself, sir.
    You'll only make your head throb more. I'm not angry, really. I'm
    sorry to have probed. This is all very confusing for you, and you
    must be exhausted. Please, just rest yourself."  

     

    "Don't try to humor me like a child. I'm Jonathan Deveril," he
    insisted.  

     

    "But it's not really possible--"  

     

    "Why are you acting like I'm lying? I tell you, that's my name."  

     

    "I never said--"  

     

    "I'm not mad," he rasped.  

     

    "No, of course not!" she gasped, gripping him by the shoulders when
    he looked as though he would rise from the bed.  

     

    "I swear to you, Sarah, I'm not here to hurt you or cause any
    trouble," he promised. "But I need to find the truth. Friends,
    family. Someone who can help me, tell me who I am and where I belong
    now that the war is over."  

     

    "I understand, really I do," she said, stroking his bare shoulder
    and chest. She tried not to start as his flat male nipple sprang to
    life under her innocent caress. She was fascinated, and glad he
    couldn't see her face. She could feel a parallel response in her own
    body, and the room was anything but cold.  

     

    "Please, do rest yourself, my friend. It's not important now. I
    suppose it's perfectly possible there are two Jonathan Deverils in
    the world. Or that there has been some obvious mistake. But we don't
    need to worry about it this minute.  

     

    "Pray don't upset yourself so. The main thing is for you to start
    feeling better. You need sleep, and good food to build you back up
    again. A few days in a good soft bed, keeping warm and dry and
    resting after all you've been through will help your situation as
    well. Things will seem so much better once you start feeling better,
    I'm sure."  

     

    He trapped her hand against his chest lightly. "You're right. I'm
    sorry if I've upset you or been difficult. It's just so hard not
    knowing. Not being able to see, being unable to do more than the
    simplest things for myself. Scrimping every penny, walking for
    miles, never knowing where my next bed or meal is coming from.
    Hoping I'm not going to be attacked or killed in the road."  

     

    "I understand, truly. It's a wonder you've made it as far as you
    have with so many desperate people nowadays dispossessed and
    displaced after the war. But you're safe here, I give you my word. I
    can only imagine how terrible all of this has been for you. You can
    stay as long as you need to," she found herself inviting rashly,
    even though she had yet to get a single satisfactory answer to her
    many questions. As her brother said, sometimes things simply had to
    be a leap of faith.  

     

    He looked doubtful, however, so that she insisted, "You're fine
    here. We have the whole house to ourselves, just the four of us,
    with Jenny and Caleb. Just relax and rest yourself. I shall try to
    be as quiet as possible. If you want or need company or assistance,
    just call. Otherwise, I shall give you your privacy. I know that was
    one thing Jonathan hated about Army life, rarely having a moment to
    himself."  

     

    "Hmm, funny that," he said, relaxing his tensed shoulders. "I'm
    getting the feeling that I've been lonely, and am glad of the
    company."  

     

    "Strange."  

     

    "But then, I've been in hospital for a long time. It's not exactly a
    quiet and restful place, for all the inmates are ill and supposed to
    be resting."  

     

    "I can imagine. But never mind that now," she said, withdrawing her
    hand from his chest at last to change his compresses. "You can tell
    me all about yourself once you are feeling better. It's getting
    late. Time to sleep."  

     

    She made him lay back down on the pillow and pulled the sheet and
    coverlet over him. Then she sat down by the bed and reapplied the
    vinegar and brown paper.  

     

    "You've been very kind, Sarah. I can't believe my luck."  

     

    "I'm sorry, sir. I can understand how upsetting this must be for
    you. As I've promised, you can stay as long as you like until you
    find your family and other friends. But I do have one question."  

     

    "Yes?" he asked, his tone and expression wary.  

     

    "Can you tell me how it is, if you can't recall anything about your
    past, that you believe your name to be Jonathan Deveril?" she asked
    gently.  

     

    He sighed. "When I arrived at the field hospital, apparently, I had
    commission papers concealed in a secret pocket of my trousers which
    were made out in the name of Jonathan Deveril. They were my only
    means of identification."  

     

    She frowned. "The only? What about insignia, your uniform badges,
    buttons?"  

     

    "There was nothing else. I was barefoot and wearing only a pair of
    white Army issue breeches. My injuries told them I had been through
    something horrendous. My back was cut to ribbons and I had no
    memory. The doctor doubted I would live. I lost my senses, lapsed
    into unconscious, had brain fever, was paralyzed."  

     

    "My goodness," she gasped. "How long were you like that?"  

     

    He shrugged. "As near as they can tell, about a year. I've been
    gradually getting better over this past year, but it's been a real
    struggle. I couldn't speak, couldn't walk. But the monks-"  

     

    She stared at him. "Monks?"  

     

    "The monks at the monastery which took in many of the wounded who
    couldn't be moved or sent home. They helped me learn how to walk and
    talk again. More than that. I re-learned English, and also learned
    French, Spanish and Portuguese from the monks and other soldiers
    there. I learned about the soil, tilling the fields, and picking
    oakum for caulking ships. I was able to earn my keep, and given a
    reason to get out of bed in the morning. I convalesced for about a
    year in total after I woke up."  

     

    "So why are you here now, back in England, I mean?"  

     

    He shifted in the bed slightly to get more comfortable. "The war in
    Spain was pretty much over once the British crossed over the
    Pyrenees, so some of the officers began to repatriate the wounded
    who were fit enough to travel.  

     

    "I was sent home as soon as I was well enough. I made my way to the
    Horse Guards to try to find out something more about myself, and was
    told that I was Jonathan Deveril, and that I had lived in Sussex at
    the time of my enlistment in 1808."  

     

    She nodded. "That would have been true. It was true until the spring
    of 1812, when my brother came home, settled his affairs with my
    father, and went off to study."  

     

    "I see." He looked thoughtful for a time.  

     

    "What did you do next?" she asked, though she could already guess.  

     

    "I went down to Lewes to visit my supposed family home. Only when I
    got there, I was told that the Deveril family had gone away. That
    the father had died, and the sisters had moved to the north. And
    that the son, named Jonathan, had gone back to study at Oxford."  

     

    "That's all true as well. They only left out the fact that I went to
    Oxford with my brother to keep house for him."  

     

    "I was determined to continue following the trail, so Oxford was my
    next port of call. I resumed my trudging along the road, located his
    college, and found an old don who knew of him. I was told that he
    had been ordained and taken up parish duties here as vicar of
    Brimley."  

     

    "Brimley and Eltham, yes," she confirmed.  

     

    "I enlisted his help in locating Brimley on the map, and have been
    traveling ever since."  

     

    "I see. So you were hoping that you would find your old life, or at
    least find someone who knew you?" "Precisely. Any clue would help."
     

     

    "It's terribly bad luck that you just missed him and the wedding.
    But if you woke with my brother's papers in your pocket, then I feel
    sure that you must know him in some capacity. I shall certainly
    write to Jonathan and tell him your story, and describe you. But
    there might be an easier way to find out who you are."  

     

    "Really? How?" he asked, his eyes alight with hope.  

     

    "Let me light a candle."  

     

    She took up the tinderbox, and re-lit the sconce near the bed. She
    took it out of the bracket and brought it close. "Please show me
    your arm."  

     

    He seemed surprised at the request, but held it up for her
    inspection. Sarah looked at it carefully on both sides. The only
    thing she could see was a small set of initials. JAD.  

     

    "What are you looking for?"  

     

    She stared for a time, then blinked as she recalled herself. "Jay A
    Dee. Very curious. They're the same initials as my brother. Jonathan
    Alexander Deveril. But it's not the full name, and there's no town."
     

     

    His dark brows knit in confusion. "I don't understand."  

     

    She explained, "My brother and his friends are known as the
    Rakehells, and those who served were inseparable during the war.
    They all had tattoos placed on their arms and legs to help identify
    them in case they were ever wounded or killed. You have the same
    sort of tattoos. But there's no town, and not a full name. There's
    also the George and Dragon to show you're English, but even that's
    different. Smaller. Do you mind if I look at your other arm?"  

     

    He offered it to her.  

     

    She sighed. "It's the same. Jay A Dee. Nothing else. I would ask to
    look at your legs, but we wouldn't want to embarrass you."  

     

    "Well, if you think it would help, go ahead," he offered gruffly.
    "I'm still wearing drawers."  

     

    "Very well," she agreed readily. "Sit up and dangle your legs over
    the bed."  

     

    She glad he could not see her blushes. She hoped she didn't seem too
    eager to see even more of him bare. What she had viewed of his chest
    and muscular arms was enough to give her romantic fantasies for the
    next year.  

     

    He did as she asked, maintaining his modesty by clutching the sheet
    around his waist. Kneeling on the floor, Sarah scanned his lean feet
    and ankles quickly for any special marks besides the initials. She
    then moved the sheet up past his muscular calves to his knees. She
    gripped each ankle in turn, rotating them to and fro. She could feel
    the blood pulsing in his veins, felt her own heart beating in time
    with his.  

     

    She swallowed hard past the choked feeling in her throat and forced
    herself to concentrate. At length she reported, "I'm sorry. There's
    nothing. I can go a bit further if you like."  

     

    She tried to quell the hammering of her heart at the sight of his
    naked magnificence. Her mouth was dry with desire. Scarred though he
    was, he looked like a god.  

     

    He cleared his throat. "If you don't find it too shocking, Sarah."  

     

    "No, not at all," she said, her voice husky with indefinable
    emotions. "You aren't scarred badly or anything on your limbs, if
    that's what you're asking me."  

     

    "It isn't, but that's good to know, thank you," he said, visibly
    relieved. "Actually, I meant I didn't want to offend your
    sensibilities any more than I already have done."  

     

    "I wasn't raised to be prudish. The human body is a beautiful thing.
    Yours is like a piece of Greek statuary," she said with startling
    candor.  

     

    He blinked in surprise. "Why, thank you."  

     

    In the light from her candle, she could see him blush, and smiled to
    herself.  

     

    She pushed the sheet up as far as she could, to the edge of his
    drawers high on his thighs, and said, "I'm sorry. There's nothing
    else except the initials, and a few obvious but intriguing scars."  

     

    Without thinking, she patted him on the knee with her whole hand.  

     

    He sucked in his breath with a sharp hiss.  

     

    "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to hurt you," she said innocently, though
    the strange tingling sensation she had felt before made her aware of
    the undercurrent of intense feeling between them both.  

     

    "Er, not exactly hurt, no. It just surprised me. My back was injured
    very badly. I'm getting sensation back in my, um, all over my body.
    Sometimes it's most sudden and ah, disconcerting."  

     

    She was glad he couldn't see her expression, for she was sure she
    was goggle-eyed with desire. She flicked the sheets over his legs
    once more quickly, trying to remove the temptation so near. But the
    damage had already been done. She had seen him bare. She was sure as
    long as she lived, she would never forget such a rousing sight, or
    the sensation as she had touched his leg.  

     

    As she helped him adjust himself more comfortably once more, she
    could feel the heat of his body through the thin cotton sheet and an
    answering glow radiated within her from head to toe.  

     

    "I'm sorry I got your hopes up for nothing. The initials tell us a
    little, but certainly not as much as I had hoped."  

     

    "It was best to check to be certain. I'm grateful that you tried."  

     

    "But you must be exhausted."  

     

    He lay back down meekly, stiff and ill at ease now.  

     

    "I'm sorry that was a waste of time," she apologized again. "Did I
    hurt you?"  

     

    "No, not at all. Please don't think that."  

     

    His shoulders eased, and she began to tuck him in lingeringly.  

     

    "There, all done."  

     

    "I'm sorry to be so churlish, Sarah. You did try. I'm grateful."  

     

    "How's your head now?" she asked, after replacing the compress again
    a few moments later.  

     

    "Much better, thank you. You're a good nurse." He took one hand and
    after some hesitation, kissed the back of it lightly.  

     

    "You're a good patient," she said in a warm tone.  

     

    He relinquished her hand at last, and said in a business-like
    manner, "So, have you any more thoughts as to what I can do while I
    wait for your brother to write to us, or come home?"  

     

    "Is there anything else you have with you that might help?"  

     

    "Copies of the war office records, the commission papers, are here
    for you to scrutinize. Caleb took them out of my pockets and put
    them in a safe place. Jenny is taking the money out of the lining of
    my coat. The papers aren't much good to me in my present state. I've
    had no one in whom I could truly confide. So far as I know, they all
    state that I'm Jonathan Deveril. They would be all about his record
    of service with the 45th Foot until he was injured lightly at
    Badajoz."  

     

    "That's right. He was with Picton when the Third Division succeeded
    in breaking through into the castle. It was a miracle, I can tell
    you. For a time it looked as if Wellington had lost, until the news
    from the 45th arrived that they had given it one last try."  

     

    "I've heard the stories from men in the hospital. Your brother must
    be a very brave man."  

     

    "He does what he has to do for the sake of his principles, as do we
    all."  

     

    "I can see you strongly resemble him, then," he observed quietly.  

     

    "Physically, no. In terms of disposition, yes, most certainly. We're
    very close, the best of friends, though there are several years in
    between us. Though not as many as between our older sisters and he."
     

     

    "I hope his kindness extends to charity for the poor, then. I got a
    awarded a small pension which I've put in a bank under my assumed
    name, but I've already exhausted a fair amount of it in my fruitless
    searches. I have no home to go to, no friends whom I can recall, so
    I am as you see me, blind and close to destitute."  

     

    "He always helped those less fortunate than himself, even before he
    devoted his life to his current vocation. You will be welcome by him
    and all his friends, I'm sure of it."  

    He sighed bitterly, and rolled in the bed to face her. "I don't want
    to prevail upon your hospitality any more than I already have,
    Sarah, but to tell you the plain truth, I don't know what I shall do
    in the ensuing time until your brother writes or finally returns
    home. Even if he does do either of those things, he might not know
    me."  

     

    "But he might," she said in her most optimistic tone. "The tattoos
    certainly seem to indicate that you know the Rakehells, so I feel
    sure you will have some answers from him soon."  

     

    "If he doesn't know me, I might never be able to get my old life
    back. In which case, what shall I do then? Even if he does know me,
    do I have anything worth going back to in my old life? I'm blind,
    crippled for Heaven's sake. What use am I to anyone?"  

     

    She put the brown paper to one side and stroked his brow soothingly,
    feathering back his lush dark hair. "Sush, it will be all right.
    Please calm yourself. I'm not going to throw you out to wander the
    roads. You've walked this far, but I can see what a toll it's taken
    on you. You need to rest, and try not to push yourself too hard.  

     

    "I was just thinking before how God works in mysterious ways. You'll
    stay here with me. No, don't even try to argue. I have the room and
    would welcome the company. And don't even dare suggest you're a
    burden. There are many things you can do around here to help me,
    once I think about which are most important and give you a chore
    list."  

     

    "Chores such as?" he asked with a skeptical quirk of one brow.  

     

    "A lot of things," she said firmly, though none sprang to mind at
    that particular moment. "But I won't put you to work until you're
    feeling better and are properly rested. In the meantime I shall look
    over the papers, make inquiries. We may not find all of the answers.
    My brother may or may not know you. All these things take time. It
    could be days, weeks, or months until we get any specifics. But
    someone out there knows who you are, and either we will find them,
    or they will find you."  

     

    "It's so hard to wait. I've been like this for over a year now," he
    confessed, every word fraught with frustration.  

     

    "And you wrote letters, made inquiries?"  

     

    "So far as I could from Spain, yes, but there was nothing. Of course
    they've had a lot of things to do at Horse Guards with the war on."
     

     

    "Yes, quite," she said wryly.  

     

    "But since you tell me that your brother is the Jonathan Deveril
    being described by the little information I do have, it means I'm
    not even Jonathan Deveril. So anything I've learnt about my supposed
    self and past has been for naught. My trail has gone cold. "  

     

    She patted his hand. "It's brought you here for a reason, I'm sure
    of it. And once he hears about your circumstances, he will be just
    as happy to help as I am. Your tattoos tell me you are, even if you
    don't wish to listen to my instincts. So, trust in the fact that you
    are safe now and that all will be well. The answers you're looking
    for will have to wait a bit longer, but that is no bad thing. It
    will give you a chance to rest and regain your strength here."  

     

    He shook his head. "But you don't even know me, who I am, what I'm
    capable of. For all you know I could have a dreadful past," he
    argued.  

     

    Sarah stared at him. Ah, so that was it...  

     

    She ruffled his hair again gently. "I think I can understand some of
    your fears and concerns. You're worried about the kind of man you
    were, and are. Wonder about the things you did during the war, I
    dare say. Many soldiers who've been through the hell of the
    Peninsular War would love to be gifted with blessed forgetfulness
    over what they endured.  

     

    "Well, I can't say for sure that you were a good, decent man back
    then. I will say that you have all the polish and good manners of a
    gentleman. You're intelligent and I believe educated. You may never
    recall anything about your life before the war. But to me it really
    doesn't matter if you never remember or discover the truth.  

     

    "My brother has many friends, and not all of them have led the kind
    of lives they would be unreservedly proud of. Some have been rakes,
    and others, well, let's just say they're going to have to make peace
    with their God in their own way.  

     

    "But none of us have any right to judge. I'm certainly not going to
    cast stones. I've found a person is more than his or her past. A man
    is his present, how he chooses to live his life day after day. It
    will take time, but we'll find the answers you seek. I'm sure of
    it."  

     

    "Miss Deveril, I can't ask you to be so generous to a stranger such
    as myself. Think of your position in the village. A woman alone-"  

     

    She patted him on the shoulder reassuringly. "The villagers and
    townspeople hereabouts are all very kind. They'll like you, I'm sure
    of it. And be glad to make room for you here in the community. We
    could tell the truth, but it might only confuse people. And I can
    understand you being concerned for my reputation, as well as yours.
    So we can simply tell them you're a cousin back from the war, and
    home for Jonathan and Pamela's wedding."  

     

    "Cousin?"  

     

    "It will explain the last name, at any rate. We just need to come up
    with a Christian name."  

     

    He frowned. "What would you suggest?"  

     

    Sarah considered. "Your initials are Jay A Dee. My brother's middle
    name is Alexander. It would seem to be as good a name as any."  

     

    He nodded, liking the sound of it. "That seems a logical solution to
    a rather unusual problem. Alexander it is then," the newly
    christened young man said with a nod.  

     

    "After the great conqueror, don't you know," she said with a smile.
    "It suits you somehow, scarred and battered as you are."  

     

    "I'm sure I'm no hero," he said bitterly.  

     

    "True, not everyone who fights is, but if you are anything like my
    brother and his friends, you went for the principle of the thing. To
    save Europe from oppression, not just go after plunder. What the
    French did in the countries they captured is scandalous. Why, in the
    end their army wasn't even welcome in their own towns and villages,
    they behaved so disgracefully, whilst Wellington and his troops were
    welcomed with open arms."  

     

    "Thank God it's all over. France hasn't had peace since 1789."  

     

    She looked at him in surprise. "Er, yes, that's true. You remember.
    Indeed, all of Europe has suffered since then. But come, you must be
    weary. Let's tuck these hot water bottles around you once again. And
    do you need more bedclothes, or another set of blankets?"  

     

    "No, I'm very snug."  

     

    "I'll throw more wood on the fire and put the screen over it so
    you'll have a nice warm room in the morning," she said, moving over
    to the hearth.  

     

    "Miss Deveril--"  

     

    "Sarah, please. After all, we are cousins now."  

     

    "Very well. Sarah." He blushed. "I just want to say how much I
    appreciate everything you've done for me. Not everyone would be so
    kind."  

     

    "Please, Alexander, if you're family, and we're going to be spending
    a great deal of time together helping you to find your way, so to
    speak, you must stop thanking me. It's my pleasure."  

     

    "But how do you know--" He sighed, and his face closed up against
    her.  

     

    "How do I know what?" she prompted gently.  

     

    "How do you know I'm not some horrible, dangerous man with a vile
    past?"  

     

    She poked the logs in the hearth vigorously. "The truth is I don't.
    But I'm willing to take it on trust. You haven't done or said
    anything that would cause me the slightest bit of unease.  

     

    "And as for taking things on faith alone, after all, you've had to
    do the same, haven't you? How did you know that I wouldn't rob you
    as soon as you stepped into the house? How do you know I won't take
    the money you so foolishly told me was sewn into your clothes?"  

     

    He gave a small smile. "I see what you mean. I've taken a lot on
    trust as well. But, I could tell from the sound of your voice. The
    way you were so concerned in getting me in out of the storm. The way
    you haven't asked too many difficult questions, but have
    concentrated on my resting and regaining my strength. And Caleb and
    Jenny seem very kind. I'm sure they wouldn't work for anyone
    dishonest or cruel."  

     

    Sarah gave a wry laugh. "I find people will work for anyone if
    they're desperate enough. But here at the vicarage, we try to do
    good for everyone who comes to us, no matter how lost." She rose
    from the hearth, and put the fire screen over the front of the
    hearth. She dusted off her hands and turned to face the
    spectacularly handsome half-naked man in the bed.  

     

    "You, Alexander, are very lost at the minute. In pain, and
    frightened too. I'll do what I can to help you and get you well.
    Finding out who you are is going to take time and patience. I can't
    guarantee that we'll find your home, your family. I certainly can't
    promise that all the answers will be pleasant ones. But I'll be with
    you every step of the way for as long as you need me." She adjusted
    the fire screen to be sure no embers could cast onto the carpet, and
    stepped back over to the bed.  

     

    "Jonathan and Pamela will help too, I'm sure. As soon as they find
    out what's happened, they'll be glad to come to your aid. And the
    Rakehells can always be counted on, if need be. The Duke of
    Ellesmere is a good man. If anyone can help uncover your past, it
    will be him or Jonathan."  

     

    Alexander reached for her hand and pressed it warmly. "Thank you so
    much. It's a great burden off my mind, Sarah. Just knowing you
    believe in me, trust me is a gift from God." He moved down into the
    bed and laid his head on the snowy pillow at last. "My head feels
    much better now. I think I can fall asleep."  

     

    "Good. If you're sure."  

     

    "I'll be fine."  

     

    "Very well. I'll trust you on your own in that case."  

     

    "I'm not in that much despair," he protested.  

     

    His manner was so agitated, she could see her words had touched a
    sore point. It made her all the more worried about watching him,
    though he wouldn't like it if he knew.  

     

    "No, I didn't mean I thought you would do anything foolish," she
    said hastily. "You have far too much strength of character and
    courage for that. I meant that I don't want you tossing and turning
    all night fretting yourself over things that are beyond your
    control."  

     

    "You're right. I'm sorry. I overreacted."  

     

    "Not at all," she replied softly. "Many men would be tempted simply
    to put an end to such suffering. But I have faith in you, Alexander,
    and you must have faith in the Lord."  

     

    He nodded. "I do try."  

     

    "All right, then, have faith in me," she urged, taking his right
    hand in both her own. "It will all be well, I promise. I shall see
    you in the morning. The bell pull is just by the bedpost. Ring when
    you want hot water and breakfast."  

     

    "Thank you. You're too kind."  

     

    "Nonsense, Cousin," she said in a light, bantering tone. "This is
    your home now, Alexander, for as long as you need it. There's no
    need to thank me. Good night."  

     

    She extinguished the candle, planted a soft kiss on his brow, and
    shut the door with a sigh.  

     

    She lingered on the landing for a time, until she heard deep,
    steady, even breathing, and was assured that he truly had fallen
    asleep.  

     

    Then she crept along the landing, and down the stairs. Once on the
    ground floor, she made her nightly rounds, checking that all of the
    candles were out and the fireguards set in front of each hearth. She
    looked in the bathroom, and made certain the boiler was
    extinguished. She looked at it longingly. She had had such high
    hopes for a bath before he had arrived. Well, there was always
    tomorrow morning.  

     

    She filled an ewer of hot water to bring upstairs with her, and
    headed for the hall. She returned to the small table at the foot of
    the stairs and took up the candle she had left there.  

     

    Once she had ascended to her own room, she placed it and the ewer on
    the bedside table, and undressed. She washed her face, hands and
    neck with the hot water, and dried herself carefully with a soft
    towel.  

     

    Then she sat down at her dressing table, and began to unbind her
    hair from its long braid, which she had coiled into a simple bun.
    She brushed it out with brisk efficiency, then lingered for slightly
    longer than was her wont, looking at herself in the mirror. Weighing
    and assessing her face, her straight patrician nose, clear gray
    eyes, finely arched brows, good skin, if a bit pale compared to her
    very dark hair.  

     

    Her face had often been described as handsome, rather than
    beautiful, no doubt due to her cleft chin and strong jaw, but she
    felt to have anything less would have rendered her visage insipid.
    Her sisters had been classic beauties, but rather vacant-looking.  

     

    She brushed her hair until it gleamed, then rubbed it with a silk
    glove as her sister-in-law had suggested. Then she looked again, and
    decided it did look much better, a rich, glossy blue-black.  

     

    She rose from the low bench and looked out the window at the
    peaceful garden outside her window. By rights she ought to be
    exhausted herself after all the wedding preparations and helping all
    her friends pack for their journeys, but she felt curiously
    invigorated.  

     

    In her fine lawn nightdress, with her hair flowing down her back
    sensually, she felt free for the first time in her life. It was true
    she did have her unexpected visitor down the corridor in the guest
    room. But for the most part, she could do as she liked, go to bed
    when she wished, rise when she wanted. She had no idea what Jonathan
    would say about Alexander staying with them, but she was certain
    that he would understand. It was the right thing, the Christian
    thing to do.  

     

    What could be the harm in helping the poor man?  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 5]Chapter Five  

     

    Dawn arrived crisp, cool and sparkling after the cleansing storm the
    night before. Sarah stretched luxuriously like a cat, then sat bolt
    upright as she recalled her houseguest.  

     

    Struggling into her robe, she padded down the hall barefoot, and
    peeped through the crack in the door. Alexander appeared to be
    asleep, for his long limbs were sprawled in every different
    direction, with the covers hurled about.  

     

    She stared for a time, admiring his bare chest, lean hips, long
    legs, and blushed despite herself. It seemed almost indecent to be
    peering in at him like that. Ogling his almost naked masculinity
    when he was blind and vulnerable. Well, she would have found him
    magnificent no matter what condition he was in, she decided. He
    really was most extraordinarily handsome, with a physique honed to
    perfection for all he had said he had been incapacitated in the
    hospital for nearly two years.  

     

    "Sarah?" He turned his head and looked straight at her, causing her
    to start.  

     

    That set the floorboards creaking, thus cutting off her opportunity
    to retreat without him having known for certain that she had been
    there.  

     

    "Just checking to see if you're ready for breakfast, Alexander," she
    said in an even tone, though she could barely breathe as she stared
    at his bare torso and legs, rippling with muscles with his every
    move. "Did you sleep well?"  

     

    He gave a huge stretch, completely unself-conscious in all of his
    male splendor. "I did. That was the best night's sleep I've had in a
    long time."  

     

    Alexander groped around for the blankets and sheets, and rearranged
    his arms and leg under the bed linens, which he pulled up over his
    chest, leaving only his shoulders bare.  

     

    "Is the room warm enough?" she asked, going over to the heart to
    poke the embers and throw on another log.  

     

    "It's fine, just perfect. I can't recall the last time I was this
    warm and cozy."  

     

    "Good. And I'm sure you'll feel even better when you get some hot
    food inside you."  

     

    "Yes, I'm hungry despite the wonderful meal last night. Is there any
    chance of more of that wonderful coffee to start off the day?"  

     

    "Yes of course, though there's also tea or chocolate, and of course,
    fresh milk."  

     

    "It all sounds wonderful. I'm so thirsty."  

     

    "It's no wonder," she said, moving over to the ewer to pour him a
    glass of water, which she pressed into his hands. "Did you come
    straight here from Oxford?"  

     

    "I did."  

     

    "It's a long journey. The roads haven't been the best with all the
    spring rains."  

     

    "No, indeed. But I was so eager to get here, I just couldn't wait.
    And of course, as I told you, I've trying to conserve funds. I set
    off as soon as the don gave me the directions. Apart from an hour
    here and there in barns and the odd tavern, I've been walking
    non-stop since then."  

     

    "Well, you just stay right there with your feet up. What can I tempt
    you with for breakfast? Eggs, bacon, sausage, black pudding, toast,
    crumpets, marmalade, kippers, porridge?"  

     

    "Yes, please."  

     

    "Yes, what?"  

     

    "Yes to all of them."  

     

    She laughed and stroked his tousled dark hair back from his brow.
    "All of them you shall have. I'll have Jenny bring it up to you when
    it's ready."  

     

    "No, really, I can't act like a guest, not when you're being so
    kind. Even if I can't earn my keep yet, I have to try to not make
    extra work for you."  

     

    "But--"  

     

    He was already swinging his legs over the side of the bed, with the
    sheet draped loosely around his loins. "I'll get dressed and come
    down."  

     

    "There's no need," she insisted, pressing his shoulder in an attempt
    to get him to lie still once more. "You should stay in bed and rest.
    Your back must be very sore."  

     

    He flexed his shoulders, causing Sarah to stare again at his
    magnificent rippling muscles under the scarred flesh. "Oddly enough,
    I think that hot bath must have really done the trick. That and the
    ointment Caleb put on me. I'm not nearly so sore as usual."  

     

    "Hmm, that's good to know. In any case, stay there anyway. That is
    an order from your nurse. You look a lot less strained that you did
    yesterday. The rest will do you good. You're really not strong
    enough to be wandering around all over the country."  

     

    "If you're sure?"  

     

    She could see the taut lines around his fine lush mouth, and between
    his elegant brows. "I'm sure. You're to rest for a least a week. A
    holiday, if you like. No overdoing things, and no standing upon
    ceremony with me, thinking that you have to either help or be
    sociable. I've told you, Alexander, this is your room. Your home.
    You're free to come and go as you please. If you want company, say
    so. If not, close the door. Tell me to go away, whatever."  

     

    He shook his head. "I can't imagine ever telling you that." He gave
    her a warm smile, and finally responded to the pressure of her hand
    on his bare flesh. He lay prone once more against the pillows, and
    she tucked him in again.  

     

    "Very well, Sarah, I shall stay in bed as you ask. But please tell
    Jenny to cut the food up into bite-sized portions. I wouldn't want
    to get bits everywhere."  

     

    "I tell you what, I shall go down and get the papers, and then come
    back up and help you eat."  

     

    His expression lit up. "Really? Have you not got anything else to
    do?"  

     

    "I've not had much time to look at the papers myself. I've been so
    busy with the wedding and getting my friends' houses in order before
    they left for the summer. And I have to eat as well. So it's no
    trouble at all."  

     

    "That would be very kind, Sarah. I would very much like to hear the
    latest news," he said, his eyes shining eagerly.  

     

    "Yes, it must be hard not to be able to read the papers yourself."  

     

    "Sometimes I used to ask the vendors what the headlines were, but
    more often than not they couldn't read," he said.  

     

    "That's something my brother and I are trying to remedy. Though to
    be fair, it was his wife Pamela who first gave us the idea to teach
    the children's parents."  

     

    "All of your family sound very nice," he said almost wistfully.  

     

    "Consider them your family too. After all, you've become a Deveril
    whether you like it or not," she said with a light laugh.  

     

    He beamed up at her, and for the first time she was sure she could
    see a glimmer of expression in his eyes, a small light of hope.  

     

    "I do like it, very much."  

     

    "For the moment, anyway. Until we start bossing you around
    unmercifully, and making you come to all our family gatherings," she
    teased.  

     

    "It sounds like Heaven to me," he said soberly.  

     

    Sarah resisted the fierce urge to tug him into her arms and soothe
    him against her bosom. "Right, I shall just go down and get
    breakfast started, and fetch the papers. Then I need to have a bath,
    and shall come back and read to you and help with food."  

     

    "Do you suppose I can share the hot water? Use it after you're
    done?" he clarified quickly, turning the color of beetroot. "I would
    very much like another bath if you don't mind."  

     

    "Not at all. Any time you want one, just ask Caleb or myself, and
    we'll get the boiler lit."  

     

    "Heaven," he sighed. "We had to share the bath at the hospital. By
    the time I ever got near it, it was practically freezing. Hot water
    is a real luxury where I've come from."  

     

    She stroked his over-long hair. "I'm sure a lot of the things we
    take for granted here in this house are real luxuries where you come
    from," she said quietly.  

     

    She traced the length of a lock down over his shoulders, moved
    beyond words by this remarkable man. "I shall see you in a moment."
     

     

    "Sarah?"  

     

    "Yes, Alexander?"  

     

    "Do you suppose you could do two more things for me?"  

     

    She poked her head back in the door. "What might they be?"  

     

    "Is there a dressing gown of your brother's I can use? And can you
    give me a tour of the er, room?"  

     

    "You mean you need to use the chamber pot?" Sarah asked directly,
    with a chuckle.  

     

    "I'm afraid so."  

     

    "It's no matter. You should have just said so. Nothing to be ashamed
    of. Silly me for not thinking of it sooner. I suppose I just assumed
    Caleb gave you the tour."  

     

    Jenny had left an old dressing gown of Jonathan's on the back of the
    chair. Sarah fetched it for him and said, "I shall turn my back
    while you put it on."  

     

    "I'm just going to have to take your word for that," he said,
    grinning a little as he put his feet on the floor and bared himself
    to the waist.  

     

    Sarah was sorely tempted to peek, but she knew if she were in his
    position, she would hate feeling so vulnerable. Besides, anything
    less than honest and straightforward dealing was not really fair to
    him. So turn her back she did, and said, "Ah yes, trust again. I
    promise to try to be worthy of it. Just tell me when you're
    finished."  

     

    She heard the rustling of the bedclothes behind her. At length he
    said, "There, done."  

     

    "All right, we'll start with the door. Step forward and hold on to
    me."  

     

    She took his hand and led him back to it. She put one hand on the
    door frame, and he stretched out his left to get a sense of its
    size.  

     

    "The only thing I have to warn you about is since that you're so
    tall, you might want to considering ducking down a bit under the
    beam if you're wearing boots. The ceiling is rather low too, but
    you'll be fine so long as you don't jump up and down."  

     

    "I promise not to," he said dryly.  

     

    "Now to the left is a dresser, with a mirror on top, and five
    drawers. In the corner is a rack for boots and shoes. To the left of
    that, on the adjacent wall, is the bedside table, then we have the
    bed."  

     

    He moved into the room and felt along each piece of furniture
    carefully, with Sarah guiding his hand as necessary, reveling in the
    contact with his huge, powerful body.  

     

    "Here to the right hand side of the room, we have an upright chair,
    and wardrobe. On that wall is the first window, and there's a desk
    and chair under it. In the corner is an armchair. On the far wall is
    the second window, which is a bay one with a window seat.  

     

    "In the final corner of the room is the screen and chamber pot. Next
    to it is another wardrobe, with both hanging space, and some slots
    for your shirts, as well as three drawers underneath. You and my
    brother are pretty nearly the same size, so I shall help you match
    up a selection of things to wear, until we can get some things made
    for you, or go to a shop where they have items ready to wear."  

     

    "I wouldn't want to put you to any trouble or expense."  

     

    "No trouble at all. Jonathan's wardrobe is nothing fancy now that
    he's a vicar. He does have a lot of new clothes, which he had made
    or which I made for the wedding, but he's taken most of them with
    him on his trip. So everything which has been left behind here, he
    really doesn't care very much about. You're welcome to any of it. As
    for the money, he's a humble clergyman, but the living is a good
    one."  

     

    She was glad he couldn't see her blushing at her fib. He would
    probably run a mile if he discovered just how wealthy she really
    was. Or try to take advantage of her...  

     

    But no, she had met her fair share of fortune hunters. He was only
    embarrassed about his straitened circumstances because he didn't
    wish to be an imposition.  

     

    "You're too kind, Sarah."  

     

    "Don't mention it. And now that you've reached that corner, I shall
    withdraw politely, and go about my morning ablutions. I shall send
    Caleb up with some hot water and something hot to drink, and see you
    in about half an hour?"  

     

    "That will be fine. I'll take your advice and go back to bed."  

     

    "See you soon."  

     

    He waved at her.  

     

    She shut the door with a sigh and a song on her lips and descended
    to the kitchen to place the order for breakfast. Caleb was happy to
    help the young man, and filled a tray with toast, tea, marmalade and
    chocolate.  

     

    "That's to tide him over until the wife can get the rest of it
    cooked."  

     

    Sarah grinned. If she knew Jenny, she would stuff Alexander like a
    Christmas goose. "Very good. And if you can bring him some hot water
    and soap for his hands, and some clean linens for after his bath
    this morning, that will be most helpful."  

     

    "He just had a bath," Caleb said in surprise.  

     

    "It eased his pain considerably."  

     

    "In that case, I shall get the fire going again post haste," he
    said, bustling off.  

     

    Sarah was pleased he didn't resent the newcomer after all, and was
    in fact quite eager to help him. She went into her study to fetch
    the papers where Caleb usually left them for her, and looked around
    the room. With a day bed made up by the hearth, she could do her
    ledgers and correspondence and still keep an eye on her guest. She
    still had a pile of letters, and was sure she had seen the familiar
    writing of her friend Randall Avenel's secretary, and even one from
    Gareth Cavendish addressed to her brother.  

     

    They would certainly all be surprised to hear Pamela and Jonathan
    were married, Sarah thought with a happy smile. And that Ashton
    Manor was empty and ready for Gareth any time he was able to take up
    the reins as steward. And if there was a letter from Blake
    Sanderson, she would be able to make further plans for him taking
    over as chief medical officer at the women's clinic. Perhaps he
    could even visit for a few days, give his professional opinion on
    Alexander's condition.  

     

    Wouldn't that be wonderful? she thought, delighted at the prospect
    of doing more to help her unusual visitor.  

     

    When Caleb came back down again to empty the chamber pot and ready
    everything for Alexander's bath, she asked what he thought of
    bringing the spare divan down from the box room.  

     

    "A good idea. I'll fetch it and get it made up in a trice."  

     

    "My er, my cousin will be most grateful for your help."  

     

    "What shall we call him, Miss?"  

     

    "Oh, um, Mr. Alexander will do nicely."  

     

    "Very good, Miss. I shall tell Jenny."  

     

    He scurried off to do his errands.  

     

    Sarah went into the Wedgwood drawing room to keep out of his way
    whilst he got the day bed ready. She opened the windows in the
    sitting room to let in the fresh spring breeze, and moved a few more
    pieces of furniture out of the way to make it less cluttered for her
    visitor.  

     

    She went up to her room to fetch a dark-blue wool day gown and fresh
    undergarments. A pair of dark cotton stockings and her good sturdy
    boots would complete her outfit. Her only ornaments were some dark
    hair ribbons to match the gown, and her gold and sapphire cross, a
    gift from her brother and as such her most precious ornament.  

     

    She placed her things in the bathroom, and tested the water. Since
    it was still not hot enough, she went into the kitchen to see Jenny,
    who was just putting the finishing touches to the breakfast tray.  

     

    "It looks wonderful."  

     

    "I'll bring it up to him, Miss."  

     

    "No need. I'll keep an eye on him upstairs, and read to him."  

     

    "Very good, Miss."  

     

    Sarah blinked. If she didn't know better, she would have said the
    dour old Jenny was smiling.  

     

    She placed the papers on the tray and went upstairs. She found
    Alexander lying on his back, propped against the headboard with his
    eyes closed.  

     

    "Are you feeling poorly again?" she asked softly, leaning over to
    whisper almost in his ear.  

     

    He stretched and gave a slow smile that could only be described as
    sensual. Her mouth went dry at his magnificence. If anything he was
    even more spectacular clad in the velvet robe, which offer her
    tantalizing peeps of his rippling chest.  

     

    "No, I'm fine. Just enjoying the birdsong and the sunshine on my
    face."  

     

    "No headache today?"  

     

    "None. Your ministrations were most efficacious." He smiled again,
    showing a dazzlingly fine set of teeth.  

     

    She was so stunned she nearly dropped the tray. Only as she fumbled
    with it did she recall that she was in fact still carrying it.  

     

    "I'm glad you're feeling well. Now, I'm going to put the tray on
    your lap."  

     

    He sat up a bit more and she placed it carefully on his thighs. She
    handed him a napkin, which he tucked into the top of the dressing
    gown and smoothed out.  

     

    She took her own plate and put it on the bedside table, along with
    some cutlery and a napkin. She filled a teacup and placed it on his
    tray. Then she handed him a fork, tines down. She moved his right
    hand around the plate clockwise. "Bacon, sausage, black pudding,
    eggs, mushrooms, tomatoes, potatoes, all in bite-sized pieces." She
    took his left hand. "Cup, toast, butter, marmalade."  

     

    "Very good. Thank you."  

     

    "Enjoy."  

     

    "I shall. It smells wonderful."  

     

    "I'm going to read from the paper if that's all right. Let me know
    what interests you, and if you need me to pour you any more tea."  

     

    "I will, thank you."  

     

    She seated herself by the bedstead, and began to read the headlines.
     

     

    "Oh my," she gasped in dismay.  

     

    "What is it? What's wrong?"  

     

    "Some bad news. There's been more fighting. At the city of Bayonne.
    The First and Fifth Divisions. Our friend Gareth is there, in the
    Fifth Division."  

     

    "But Napoleon was deposed by the Senate, and abdicated! I don't
    understand," he said, sounding distraught.  

     

    "Here, I'll read it to you.  

     

    "'It is our sad duty to report yet another action which took place
    after Bonaparte had already abdicated. The gallant Sir John Hope had
    been besieging the town of Bayonne since the 27th of February. The
    Governor of that town, one Monsieur Thouvenot, decided to launch a
    sortie for the sake of his amour propre, even knowing that
    no other result could come of it than the shedding of still more
    blood. It has resulted in the deaths of over seventeen hundred souls
    in purposeless slaughter. It was pure spite and a shameless attack
    upon a more relaxed force since the general situation of peace had
    been agreed upon in principle as well as fact, even though all the
    formal treaties were not officially negotiated as of yet.  

     

    "'The Governor assembled approximately six thousand men at the
    Citadel of the town and ordered them to charge down from the great
    height to take the village of St. Etienne, the gateway to Bordeaux
    and Toulouse.  

     

    "'Lieutenant-Colonel Hay's Brigade of the Fifth Division had just
    come across the river to reinforce the troops, and he was serving as
    the general officer of the day. His troops were holding the village
    and bridge key to the Allies defenses. The French attacked en masse
    at three in the morning, and completely overran the piquets, such
    was the speed and force of their attack.  

     

    "Lieutenant-Colonel Hay was killed early on trying to defend in vain
    the church of said village. Only the 38th was able to rally and hold
    off the French, by defending vigorously a fortified house and the
    walled Jewish cemetery on the road to Bordeaux. The French cut the
    line of British troops in the village in two, and pressed on.  

     

    "'Our troops' rally was long in coming due to Lieutenant-Colonel Hay
    having been killed. Sir John Hope rode up as soon as he heard the
    news of Hay's death to try to assume command, but his charger was
    shot out from under him. His two loyal aides de camp William Herries
    and William Moore, a nephew of the great Sir John Moore, martyred at
    Corunna, were also wounded whilst trying to disengage Sir John from
    his mount. All three were injured, according to eyewitnesses, and
    were taken prisoner. Hope's boot was left trapped under the horse's
    carcass, and we fear he has sustained numerous other wounds.  

     

    "'Despite these shocks and devastating losses, every subordinate
    commander rose to the occasion despite having no central
    intelligence or orders from the high command. The King's German
    Legions and Portuguese troops flanked the village and cleared the
    French out of St. Etienne almost as rapidly as the French had taken
    the village only the hour before.  

     

    "'General Howard, together with Stopford's brigade and the
    Coldstream Guards, relieved the 38th in the cemetery, and chased the
    French back to the Citadel, up the very same steep hill which they
    had charged down. The French fled in disorder, stumbling in the
    dark, and over each other in their effort to scale the heights. They
    suffered terribly from Allied musketry and their own lack of a
    sensible rearguard action to cover their ignominious retreat. They
    sustained over one thousand casualties, the Allies approximately
    five hundred, with over two hundred captured.  

     

    "'Upon the death of Hay, Sir Charles Colville has been given command
    of the Fifth Division. He is determined to hold Bayonne and will
    shore up the defenses and be on the alert for as long as is required
    until the war is officially over.  

     

    "An obituary of Lieutenant-Colonel Hay follows, as does the list of
    casualties and missing men. We can only hope that they are being
    treated well until such time as the war will at last be truly over.
    We pray they will not have reprisals visited upon their heads for
    simply doing their duty as gallant Allied soldiers.'"  

     

    She rustled the paper, searching through the lists, and sighed
    again.  

     

    "Bad news?"  

     

    "Gareth Cavendish is listed here as missing."  

     

    "I'm so sorry."  

     

    "It's all right," she said with a small sniff. "I have faith that
    all will be well. It's just, well such an appalling shame. And I
    shall have to break the news to Pamela and Jonathan. They've become
    good friends through their letters."  

     

    "War is certainly a dreadful waste," he said, with a shake of his
    head. The toast in his mouth now tasted like sawdust, and he had to
    force himself to swallow. He hated talking about it. Even worse, he
    hated her being upset.  

     

    "Oh it's not just that which is making me sad," she admitted. "He'd
    only gone over recently, as part of a new fresh batch of
    reinforcements after Christmas. He was so eager to get a chance to
    do his part. He complained when he got put into the besieging
    forces. He had wanted something a bit more lively, he said. He said
    that sitting in front of a city gate was dull work. Well, he
    certainly got his excitement after all." She heaved another huge
    sigh.  

     

    Alexander cleared his throat and asked softly. "Are there, um,
    well-- Are there any other special friends you need to look up
    bedsides this Gareth?"  

     

    "Only Michael Avenel, Viscount Glyne, and Dr. Blake Sanderson. Blake
    is no doubt at the field hospital, safe and sound. As for Michael,
    he isn't at Bayonne. He's with the rest of the army on the march up
    through France."  

     

    "What regiment?"  

     

    "He was with the 45th, and more recently with the 92nd. He's such a
    superb soldier, he signed on at the start and has never missed a day
    from illness or leave. A great hero if ever there was one. You may
    have heard of him. They call him the Grim Reaper."  

     

    "Has he ever been wounded?"  

     

    She shook her head. "Never once, remarkably enough, though he's
    always in the thick of the fighting. He saw a lot of action at
    Orthes in February. That's the last we heard of him."  

     

    Alexander could hear her admiration clearly in her voice, and tried
    to tamp down the surge of jealousy which rose through him like a
    choking tide. "Perhaps you'd better look over the other papers you
    brought. I know you've been too busy to keep up with all the news."
     

     

    "I can do better than that," Sarah said, before draining her cup of
    tea.  

     

    "Oh?"  

     

    "Yes, there is a pile of letters downstairs waiting for me. I can
    read them to you after we've bathed."  

     

    "Aren't they private?" he asked in surprise. The letters might be
    upsetting to her, as well as himself. Yet at the same time it was
    nice to feel included, as if he really did belong.  

     

    "Oh, no, not at all. Not in the house or amongst our Rakehell set.
    We're all friends."  

     

    "Well, thank you for including me in that group," he said sincerely.
     

     

    "Actually, you're more than friends, you're family now, aren't you,
    Cousin," she said firmly. "So just be glad you don't have to help me
    with all the thank you notes for the wedding."  

     

    "Shouldn't your brother and his wife be tending to them?"  

     

    "They should, but I act as Jonathan's secretary because his
    handwriting is so poor. And he and Pamela are quite busy trying to
    get a grip on the reins at Ashton Manor now that he is officially
    the owner of the property. Pamela's father's will was overturned,
    and Jonathan, a distant cousin, turned out to be heir. The present
    Mrs. Ashton and her son refused to be beholdened to my brother, and
    have just closed up the house and moved north to live with her own
    people. I was helping them yesterday just before you arrived. Pamela
    asked Gareth before he departed to be steward to the property.  

     

    "Gareth will come home, I'm sure of it, and can take up all the
    duties then," she said as if it were a fact that could not possibly
    be refuted. As if she would not even admit possibility that the
    bright young man could be dead. "I can simply sign the thank you
    notes for both of them. Most of them won't know the difference. And
    it does well to keep busy."  

     

    "But Jonathan's wife should be his aide now, should she not? Now
    that he's wed, what are your plans for the future?" Alexander found
    himself asking.  

     

    Her face fell. She replied stiffly, "I haven't really thought too
    much about it, to be honest. I imagine things will stay pretty much
    the same, at least for the time being."  

     

    He gave her an almost pitying smile. "I'm sure you're too young and
    lively to be a spinster content to simply live in her brother's
    shadow for the rest of your life. And while this vicarage is a very
    fine home, it's not terribly large."  

     

    She blushed. In her frostiest tone she said, "There's no hurry. I
    have plenty of time to--"  

     

    "So you have no beau?" he blurted out, though inwardly he cursed
    himself for being so blunt.  

     

    "I know many nice--"  

     

    "No prospect of being wed in the near future?" he pressed, shocked
    at his own boldness but determined to know precisely where he stood.
     

     

    "No, not at all," she said, sounding astounded by the very idea.  

     

    "I find that hard to believe, Sarah," he remarked, his tone now an
    almost husky purr.  

     

    "Pardon?" she gasped.  

     

    "I don't wish to sound impertinent, Miss Deveril, but are all the
    men you know fools? Even blind I can see what a wonderful woman you
    are. Can they not see your sterling character? Not to mention your
    beauty."  

     

    "Really, there's no need to flatter me," she said with a lift of her
    chin which was lost upon him, sightless as he was.  

     

    "I'm not. Your figure is most pleasing, lithe, and graceful. Your
    hands are delicate, elegant, light. Your intelligence and decency
    speak for themselves. I can't imagine any man not desiring you."  

     

    "Mr. Deveril, really, you are much too bold, sir." She rose from her
    chair to pace by the window.  

     

    His face fell. "I'm sorry. I've been too outspoken. I was merely
    making these observations from a spirit of friendship. I shall spare
    you any further blushes by keeping my opinions to myself. If you do
    not choose to wed, I quite understand. A woman as clever as yourself
    has every reason to wish to be mistress of her own fate."  

     

    She turned back to look at him but could seen no ulterior motives
    mirrored in his expression. "Thank you for the kind words. You make
    me sound like quite a paragon indeed."  

     

    Alexander sighed. "I'm sorry if my statements of warm regard have
    made you uncomfortable. It was not my intention. I really didn't
    mean to sound, so, well, sparkish with you."  

     

    "No, I imagine a well-spoken gentleman like yourself could have
    managed a more flirtatious mode of address than that. After all, you
    did primarily compliment me upon my character, and you've said as
    much before."  

     

    He laughed. "I hope that hasn't got your amour propre
    piqued. But to be fair, I can't accurately comment on your physical
    beauty, now can I, though I'm sure it's prodigious. The bald truth
    is that I wouldn't care what you looked like. I prefer a woman who
    has beauty of spirit to one who has simple feminine pulchritude."  

     

    "Ah, but the two together would be nice, would they not?" she
    teased.  

     

    He smiled broadly. "In that case I'm so glad I met you, aren't I?"  

     

    She slapped the back of his hand lightly. "Oh, you're crossing the
    line into boldness again, sir."  

     

    "I'm sorry. That's not the way to repay you for all your help."  

     

    She grasped his hand gently now. "I don't seek any payment other
    than to see you better, and about two stone heavier in weight some
    time in the near future. You're much too lanky for a man of your
    size." She blushed at her words and clamped her mouth shut once
    more.  

     

    Alexander too held his tongue, though he was sure he looked
    decidedly sheepish. The last thing he wanted was to say something
    risque which would shock her. Really, the woman was too good to be
    true. She was kind, bright, shapely, with a heavenly feminine scent,
    a lovely voice, musical talents, and fascinating conversation. She
    was also remarkably innocent for all her air of cool competence and
    worldliness.  

     

    No, not worldliness, he decided, but rather a practical grasp of the
    perils and pitfalls of their society. Sarah was no sheltered damsel,
    but a real flesh and blood woman. She had offered him friendship
    when he had been all alone in the world, at his lowest ebb. The last
    thing he wanted to do was have her pin her hopes on him, or he on
    her. Not when his entire life was so uncertain, as real and solid as
    a mirage.  

     

    "What is it, Alexander? Have I said something wrong?" she asked when
    she saw his expression alter.  

     

    "Not really. I was just thinking about how I was when I first came
    out of my coma. I was far worse then. Much thinner."  

     

    "How did they feed you all that time?" she asked, wonder in her
    tone.  

     

    "The monks put a long flexible hollow reed down my nose and poured
    broth and so on down into it with a funnel. They took care of my
    every need like I was a helpless infant."  

     

    She sat back down by his side. "Oh my. And they did that for a whole
    year?"  

     

    "That's right," he said with a curt nod.  

     

    "I've heard of the practice, but never seen it myself."  

     

    "No reason for a young lady like you to do so."  

     

    "I help in a clinic in London when I'm up in Town," she explained.
    "It's my penance for enjoying myself when I do go."  

     

    "A clinic?" he asked with interest, returning to his food once more
    just to please her.  

     

    "Yes, for fallen women," she informed him, for once managing not to
    color up under his surprised if blank stare. "We tend to their
    health and also try to help them if they wish to reform their
    lives."  

     

    His brows lifted. "And does your brother approve?"  

     

    "Most heartily. And all of his Radical friends the Rakehells do as
    well."  

     

    "That is most progressive of them all," he said in a surprised tone
    which nevertheless indicated approval.  

     

    "Indeed. But we all know it is often not the woman's fault in any
    way, but the man's. Women bear the brunt because of their visible
    proofs of sin, either a child, or, well, the loss of their
    maidenhead. The Rakehells are men of principle who practice what
    they preach. I have to admit that they have also not all been quite
    so respectable as one might think. Some of them are a bit rakish."  

     

    "Oh?" He gritted his teeth at the thought of anyone taking advantage
    of the lovely young woman. Including himself.  

     

    "Yes, indeed. One of their old school friends was actually a male
    prostitute who catered for women when he was a much younger man. He
    only did it to help rescue his family from debtor's prison, not
    because he was a wanton or anything. Rather the opposite, in fact.
    He was an excellent scholar until his family misfortunes started."  

     

    "My goodness, you do know some fascinating people," he said with
    genuine interest. "And what happened to him? Did you reform him in
    the end as well?" He realized his tone had become much harder. Damn
    it, was he starting to feel jealous?  

     

    "No, not at all. He got transported to Australia over ten years ago.
    He'll finally be coming back home soon. In fact, Philip might
    already be in England. He's supposed to come stay with Thomas when
    he does. They were always very close."  

     

    "Thomas?" he asked, once more feeling that choking green sensation.
     

     

    "Thomas Eltham, the Duke of Ellesmere. He gave my brother the
    parishes of Brimley and Eltham. He's married to Charlotte, and
    they're expecting their first child in the autumn. I mentioned them
    last night."  

     

    He could feel himself relax again at those two welcome pieces of
    news. "Ah, yes. I recall now."  

     

    "I'm sure you'll be perfectly pleasant to everyone you meet. And I
    can see that you too are a tolerant and forgiving man. But please
    don't say anything to anyone about this, will you? About his friend
    Philip's past, I mean. He's trying to make a fresh start. He's
    changed his last name and everything."  

     

    He squeezed her hand. "No, of course not. It is no one's business
    but his. Besides, who would I tell? I would be glad to be his friend
    too. I'm no prude, and I'm sure there are many things I have done in
    my life which I regret. If you sense any bemusement in my tone, it's
    just that I find it quite ironic that I 'm desperately seeking to
    recall my past, and he's desperately trying to forget his."  

     

    "Yes, how true," she said pensively.  

     

    "And I would like to say at this point, though at the risk of
    sounding sparkish again, that this confirms all I suspected about
    you, Sarah. You really are an extraordinary woman, from a remarkable
    family. I'm proud to know you, and hopefully also all your friend
    when they return from their various travels."  

     

    "You're sure you're not shocked?" she asked in surprise.  

     

    "Not at all," he said truthfully, shifting more snugly under the
    bedclothes. "I pity those who have nothing to sell other than their
    bodies. Our society should provide for everyone, give each man and
    woman choices. I only wish more people would take a leaf out of your
    book and try to alleviate suffering and poverty wherever they can."
     

     

    Sarah grinned and patted his hand, relieved that she had not
    appalled the handsome man after all. Most people ran a mile when she
    tried to get them to subscribe to the clinic, or even listen to her
    views.  

     

    "Jonathan will be so pleased to hear you say that. Even if he
    doesn't know who you really are, he will rub his hands together in
    glee and declare you an honorary Rakehell."  

     

    "I can't think of anything I'd like better," he said, and oddly
    enough every word he said was true. While none of what Sarah had
    told him had a familiar ring to it, he felt safe, at home for the
    first time in two years.  

     

    "Speaking of like, are you all finished, or would you care for
    something more to eat?"  

     

    "I'd love a cup of tea, and you reading more out of the paper.
    Something a bit more cheerful?"  

     

    She laughed lightly, trying not to let her fears get the better of
    her. "Tea and gossip coming right up."  

     

    She poured for him and settled back in her chair. "What would you
    like to hear?"  

     

    "Tell me the headlines and I'll say aye or nay."  

     

    They got on well enough, snug in the cozy blue room with the sun
    streaming in and the fire blazing. He was more interested in farming
    news than the details of the final days of the reign of Napoleon. He
    did not care about the Court Circular, and took only a passing
    interest in items about horses and hunting and shooting.  

     

    Sarah marveled at their similar tastes and loved sitting with him,
    touching him whenever he appeared to need her help.  

     

    After a time, he surprised her by asking, "Do you have a Bible?"  

     

    "Of course. This is a vicarage, after all."  

     

    "I like to hear passages from it. I find it helps keep me from being
    despondent."  

     

    "And what other things do you like to hear?"  

     

    "I like poetry, and plays, if people can do the different voices to
    help me follow what is going on. One of the men in the hospital was
    very good at that, and could do it in both English and French."  

     

    "My. He sounds a prodigy. What was wrong with him?"  

     

    "He lost both of his legs below the knees."  

     

    Her heart lurched in her chest. "Oh my, I'm so sorry." She stared at
    him, and watched his open, candid expression close up.  

     

    "I know. So am I." He put down his cup with a sigh.  

     

    Sarah could have kicked herself for her thoughtlessness. "I'm sorry.
    I didn't mean to upset you."  

     

    "You didn't. I've had sufficient," he said gruffly.  

     

    "Some water?"  

     

    "Yes, please, that would be most welcome."  

     

    She poured for him, and he drank thirstily for a moment, before
    falling back against the pillows wearily.  

     

    "I'm done in again."  

     

    "I understand. I shall go have my bath. After that Caleb will come
    help you with your ablutions and toilette. Then we can talk about
    what you'd like to do for the rest of the day."  

     

    "Very good. Thank you, Sarah," he said, the lines in his face
    deepening with fatigue.  

     

    She took the tray away carefully and watched him for a time,
    reluctant to part with his company so soon, though they had been
    with each other for hours.  

     

    He curled up into a ball with his arm under the pillow, looking for
    all the world like a little innocent babe. At last he closed his
    eyes.  

     

    She stroked his hair once softly, reminded herself that he was a
    friend only, not a beau, and left him.  
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    Sarah hated leaving Alexander on his own, but she had things to do
    now that she was home at the vicarage after so many days away
    dealing with the bustle of the wedding and tending to her family and
    friends' affairs. She certainly couldn't wait another minute for her
    much longed for bath.  

     

    She went downstairs and enjoyed a good soak in the lavender-scented
    water. She washed her hair and rinsed it, then combed it out and
    wrapped it turban-like in a towel.  

     

    She dressed and picked her up discarded clothes, separating them for
    the laundry and to take back upstairs. Finally she opened the
    bathroom door and called to Caleb.  

     

    "You can lead Alexander down now. When he's done in here, you can
    bring him into my sitting room. Oh, and please don't forget that
    liniment of Jenny's. He said it really helped."  

     

    "I'll tell her to make up a fresh batch of it. We'll run out soon
    enough if she doesn't."  

     

    "Thank you, Caleb."  

     

    "Glad to help, Miss."  

     

    Sarah went into her sitting room to open and catalog the many gifts
    that still kept arriving for the newlyweds. She had no idea how many
    toasting forks a married couple needed, but if conjugal bliss were
    in direct proportion to them, Jonathan and Pamela would be the
    happiest of couples. She wrote out thank you notes, and prepared
    them for the post.  

     

    Then she started a letter to Jonathan, breaking the news to him
    about her unusual visitor in the most diplomatic way possible,
    giving a full physical description of him.  

     

    After a time she put it to one side, hoping to add more to it as
    soon as she got a chance to speak with Alexander further. She
    omitted mentioning Gareth being missing. There would be time enough
    to tell them the bad news without putting a damper on their
    honeymoon. Besides, they could be getting more news at any moment
    saying that all was well, and there were still all her letters from
    Michael and Blake to go through.  

     

    Whilst Sarah busied herself in the study, Alexander wallowed in the
    tub up to his neck, the water as hot as he could stand it without
    burning his skin. He was so content and free of pain for the first
    time that he nearly fell asleep in the tub. His mind drifted lazily
    over the events of the past few days, and he realized that for once
    he felt completely at peace. It truly was as if he had come home,
    yet he was certain he had never been here before in his life.  

     

    But just one touch of Sarah's hand was enough to fill him with all
    sorts of warm, pleasant feelings. She was such a comfort to be
    around, so soothing, yet exciting too, he reflected with an inward
    shiver of desire.  

     

    But one surreptitious exploratory hand when Caleb was out fetching
    the liniment was enough to tell him that the thought was not always
    the author of the deed. He sighed dejectedly and continued soaking,
    glad of the numbness in some ways, as embittering as it was.  

     

    "Are you all right, Mr. Alexander?" Caleb asked after a time.  

     

    "Yes, Caleb, just fine. This is wonderful," he sighed.  

     

    "It will be even better after we put the liniment on."  

     

    Alexander struggled stiffly out of the tub, his back feeling as
    prickly as a cactus. After he had dried himself, Caleb rubbed the
    cream in with his strong hands. The cream gave off a pleasant
    warming sensation, and he could feel his muscles unknotting even
    further in his lower back.  

     

    Alexander felt more flexible and tested his shoulders, moving them
    up and down, and testing his arms. He pivoted from side to side with
    his waist, and felt a burning sensation, but forced himself to twist
    a little bit further each time, biting his lower lip against the
    searing pain.  

     

    After a few more repetitions of his exercises he declared in
    surprise, "Yes, I'm much more limber."  

     

    "Good. Glad to help, sir."  

     

    "You're a good man, Caleb."  

     

    "And Miss Sarah is the best of women."  

     

    "Not to mention your wife, the best of cooks. That breakfast this
    morning was splendid," he observed, tugging on his shirt.  

     

    "I hope you'll eat more. You're far too thin, lad."  

     

    Alexander grinned. "I think I can be persuaded."  

     

    "Tough over there, was it, sir?"  

     

    Alexander paused in buttoning his shirt. "From what I recall, yes.
    But I was injured in the head and back and really remember very
    little."  

     

    "I understand. Well, you're more than welcome here so long as you
    mind your manners around Miss Sarah."  

     

    Alexander smiled. "Believe me, I would never do anything to harm the
    fair lady. I would admit to being very curious about her, though. Do
    you suppose you can tell me, is she, well-- Is she pretty?"  

     

    Caleb gave him a glowing description which was accurate even if it
    was biased. Alexander listened in thoughtful silence, picturing her
    in his mind's eye, and once again feeling the first flutterings of
    nascent physical desire.  

     

    "Are you ready?" Caleb asked after a time.  

     

    Alexander yanked himself out of his rather warm fantasy, telling
    himself he did not dare even think about the vicar's sister in such
    an unseemly manner. "How do I look?"  

     

    "Just fine. I'll let Miss Sarah tie your cravat. It's more than
    these old hands can manage."  

     

    "Oh, I'm sure not, Caleb. You have a healing touch with that
    liniment."  

     

    "Thank you sir. Glad to be of service."  

     

    The two men left the bathroom, and Caleb led Alexander to the small
    sitting room.  

     

    "There you are. Feeling better?" Sarah asked, rising to take his
    hand, and leading him to the day bed. Once again she remarked
    inwardly on how stunning he looked in a dark blue suit.  

     

    "Much better, thank you."  

     

    "Anything else we can get you, sir?" Caleb offered from the doorway.
     

     

    He decided to take his hostess at her word and treat this as his
    true home. It was easier than he had ever imagined possible. "I'd
    love some coffee."  

     

    Sarah nodded. "So would I."  

     

    "Yes, Sir, Miss."  

     

    Caleb withdrew, and Sarah looked at her companion for a few seconds
    as he settled himself on the day bed. Then she went over to
    Alexander's side and tied his cravat mail-coach style. "There,
    perfect." She gave his chest a lingering caress.  

     

    "Thank you." He kissed her hand tenderly.  

     

    She had him lie back and tucked him in under the covers, for though
    there was a good fire in the room, there was a brisk breeze blowing
    outside.  

     

    "I hope you don't mind being in here with me, Alexander. I do the
    accounts and ledgers in this little study. I thought it would be a
    good room for you to make yourself at home in. You're sitting on a
    day bed, and there are extra blankets at the foot of it. You can
    rest or nap as you like. I'll keep you company if you feel up to it.
    Or you can go up to your room to rest. Please don't be shy, or feel
    obliged to act like good company if you're tired or want to be
    alone. It's your choice."  

     

    "I'm delighted to be with you, Sarah," he said with perhaps more
    candor than he should have. "But I know what a busy woman you are. I
    don't want to be in your way."  

     

    "You aren't. I want you to treat this as your own home for as long
    as you're here. Which at the moment would appear to be indefinitely.
    Are you sure you're warm enough?" she asked, trying not to fuss over
    him but seemingly unable to help herself.  

     

    "I'm fine. I can feel a good fire."  

     

    She looked at him closely. "Forgive my asking, but can you see
    anything at all, or is it pitch black?"  

     

    He considered the question for a time, his handsome face rapt. "It's
    hard to tell. Sometimes I think I see things, then find I've been
    dreaming. Other times, for example, when I've had one of my terrible
    headaches, I see multicolored lights flashing and blinking."  

     

    "I see. And have you seen a doctor recently?"  

     

    "I saw the Army surgeon who discharged me, signed my papers and so
    on to ship me back to England."  

     

    "What was his opinion?"  

     

    "He said I had obviously had a severe blow to the head, and that my
    memory or my sight could come back. But since it had been so long,
    two years, he wasn't optimistic."  

     

    "There are of course many other doctors, and ones better qualified
    than he might have been," she said with a thoughtful air. "Not that
    I'm disparaging him in any way. I'm sure he's seen his fair share of
    these cases. But it's always good to get another opinion. Besides,
    even a few months can mean a marked improvement of your condition.
    We shall get a second, even a third opinion when you're feeling up
    to it."  

     

    "When you say marked improvement, you mean like learning how to walk
    again last year?"  

     

    "Exactly. You were badly injured, bruised. There would have been
    swelling. When the swelling went down, there was less pressure, and
    you began to be able to use your legs again," she reasoned.  

     

    He nodded. "But what about my being unconscious for so long, and
    losing my memory?"  

     

    "It had to be a very powerful blow to the head. I also recall my
    brother and his friends speaking of men who were so appalled by what
    they saw on the battlefield that they could not function. Some ran,
    some were reduced to incoherent babbling wrecks of their former
    selves. Other men became more cruel and vicious, were infected with
    the savagery."  

     

    "If you don't mind me asking, how were your brother and his friends
    affected?" he inquired quietly.  

     

    Sarah gazed at his handsome face, so vibrant and yet so haunted, and
    told him the story of Jonathan's battlefield conversion.  

     

    Alexander listened in silence until the end and then asked
    earnestly, "And were they really dead, do you think?"  

     

    "So far as they can recall, they believe they were. Thomas has said
    since that he could see Jonathan pulling him back by the hand. I
    believe in miracles. We see them every day. A child being born, a
    flower blossoming, a rainbow. I'd like to think that God heard
    Jonathan's prayers."  

     

    "And his conversion, so to speak. Do you think it will last? That
    it's permanent?"  

     

    Sarah considered this carefully for a moment. "I believe it was not
    so much a conversion as an opening of the mind to new possibilities.
    Or a letting go of a reluctance to travel down a different path. He
    was always a good man, with strong faith. I think perhaps he felt up
    until that point that he was not worthy. Was tempted by more worldly
    concerns and pursuits.  

     

    "When Clifford and the Duke survived, he felt he owed God. He had so
    much to be grateful for as well. He came through three years of
    brutal warfare with barely a scratch. And he was no coward, hanging
    back. He was always in this thick of the fighting. They all were.
    I'm not saying that they wouldn't have been wounded anyway, sooner
    or later. By all accounts a siege is always a terrible thing. He was
    in the thick of the fight at both Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz.  

     

    "But the fact is that he and his friends were betrayed by a person
    in a position of trust at Rodrigo. They were told the breach was
    clear, safe to go through. You heard what happened. They were
    supposed to have all been killed."  

     

    Alexander reached out for her hand and took it. "But to what end?"  

     

    She returned the warm pressure of his fingers. "Something to do with
    money, power, I don't know. We've never fully discovered all their
    reasons."  

     

    He stroked his hand up her arm gently, perilously close to her
    breast. "So you did find out some of them?"  

     

    "Ah, the coffee," she said in relief as Caleb entered.  

     

    Her hands trembled like wind-blown leaves as she tried to pour. Her
    skin was crawling talking about all of this again. Better to let
    sleeping dogs lie. And Alexander had enough troubles of his own
    without telling him all about the horrible Herbert Paxton and the
    Earl of Ferncliffe.  

     

    "Can we talk about this some other time? It's too beautiful a day
    for such gloomy thoughts," she said with a shaky laugh as she
    approached the divan and handed him a cup.  

     

    "You're right. And I am rather tired again," he admitted.  

     

    "Please lie back down. Don't be shy. While you rest, I'm going to
    work on my letter to my brother, letting him know you're here and
    giving him a description of you. Perhaps something will jog his
    memory and he will be able to give us some information about your
    identity."  

     

    "Thank you, Sarah. You've been so good to me."  

     

    "Don't mention it."  

     

    "When I wake up, do you suppose we can go out for a walk? If I rest
    too much, I tend to stiffen up."  

     

    "Fine. It's a lovely day. I shall find a good coat for you to wear.
    Your old one won't clean up well."  

     

    He nodded and put his head down on the pillow wearily.  

     

    She finished penning her letter to her brother, and had just sealed
    it when Alexander groaned loudly and began to thrash about.
    Startled, she sent the papers on her desk flying in every direction.
     

     

    Sarah ran to his side to soothe him, grasping him by both shoulders
    as he writhed.  

     

    "No! No!"  

     

    It was the same word, over and over again, in the most agonized
    tone.  

     

    "I'm here, Alexander, I'm here. You're all right. You're safe. I've
    got you," she said, raising her voice to be heard above his shouts.
    "It's all right. You're here with me in England. It's a lovely
    spring day, and the war is over. You're all right."  

     

    "Sarah?" he asked in confusion a few moments later.  

     

    "That's right," she said, both hands resting lightly on his
    shoulders.  

     

    He surged forward and hugged her to his chest. While certainly
    stunned by the act, she did not struggle, just relaxed into the
    embrace. She nestled her head against his chest, and could hear his
    heart pounding rapidly. It was apparent he had been terrified, but
    by what? Unfortunately, the words he had uttered told her nothing
    about what he had seen in his nightmare.  

     

    When she ventured to ask him, he said he could not recall much. "A
    walled city, a huge explosion, people fighting and dying."  

     

    "Does anyone look or seem familiar?" she asked softly, thinking it
    had to be Ciudad Rodrigo or Badajoz he was referring to.  

     

    He shook his head.  

     

    "It's all right, don't try to remember now. Just breathe deeply."  

     

    At length he had quieted enough that Sarah lifted her head from his
    chest, and asked, "Better now?"  

     

    "Yes."  

     

    "Is there anything I can get you?"  

     

    "Some water would be pleasant," he said, his voice sounding scratchy
    and raw.  

     

    She rose to get it for him, and saw Caleb and Jenny hovering
    anxiously outside the door.  

     

    She blushed at the thought of how long she had been half on top of
    his long lean body. But there was no reproach in their expressions,
    only alarmed concern.  

     

    "Is he all right?" Jenny whispered.  

     

    "Just a nightmare. Nothing to worry about."  

     

    "Should we get him anything?" Caleb asked.  

     

    "Just some water and maybe a cool wet towel."  

     

    Jenny came in a short time later with the glass and a basin. He
    drank down the water, wiped his perspiring face, and let out a shaky
    sigh.  

     

    "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to shout the place down. I must have
    terrified everyone," Alexander apologized.  

     

    "No, not at all. It's fine."  

     

    "Would you like some soup, sir? It's split pea and ham."  

     

    "That sounds superb, Jenny. Just what I need. Thank you."  

     

    Sarah caressed his lean cheek and urged him to rest again, while she
    went over to the desk to tidy the scattered papers, which Caleb had
    begun helping to pick up. The letter was no longer there. Good old
    Caleb, he had obviously already put it in the post. She would be
    hearing from her brother soon, of that she was sure.  

     

    Of course, the newlyweds' travel plans for the next month were a bit
    vague, but there was a post office on the border outside Carlisle
    which her brother planned to call at on their way into Scotland. If
    they did not get the letter at the inn they were stopping at in
    Shropshire, they would get it when they reached Carlisle.  

     

    In any case, there wasn't any urgency, was there? Alexander was in a
    bad way both physically and mentally. He had been ill for two years,
    and still had a long way to travel on the road to recovery. He had
    no idea what circumstances were awaiting him at home, even if he
    discovered where home was. Why not take care of him here?  

     

    All right, she admitted to herself, there were other reasons as
    well. She had never met anyone so handsome in her life. Moreover,
    the instant jolt of almost-recognition she had experienced as he had
    stood in the doorway with the lightning and thunder crashing all
    around him seemed too strong an impression to brush off lightly.  

     

    Plus, she liked the company. He was undemanding as a companion, but
    held a warm physical appreciation for her. He accepted her and made
    her feel like a feminine, desirable woman, though not in any
    predatory way. She had become physically and emotionally closer to
    him in the space of a day than she had to any other man she'd ever
    met. She was acutely conscious of him as a man in a way that she had
    never experienced before.  

     

    Even Jonathan's stunningly handsome and virile friends Clifford and
    Thomas had never provoked such a strong reaction, though they were
    so good-looking each in their own way, one blond, one dark, that
    they caused most women to swoon whenever they walked into a room.
    She had never swooned-until now.  

     

    Perhaps it was because their roles had been reversed? In her
    society, men were expected to be the strong ones, to pursue and woo.
    With Alexander, he needed her help. He was weak and vulnerable, but
    oh so alluring.  

     

    She found herself looking forward to the next time she saw him,
    spoke to him, was able to touch him. She did not think it was
    because she felt sorry for him, either. He was not like some stray
    puppy or kitten that she had decided to rescue. He was a living,
    breathing, warm, intelligent man from a good background. A man who
    made her heart thunder and her knees go weak.  

     

    His enigmatic nature was alluring as well. She had a number of clues
    about his background. For example, he had similar tattoos which, if
    not exactly the same as her brother's, still indicated that it was a
    safe guess that he and her brother knew and liked each other.  

     

    In that case, she was as sure as she could be of anything that he
    was a decent man. She would help him get to the bottom of the
    mystery. In some senses, she didn't think discovering his name was
    going to make that much difference. He seemed to belong here in some
    strange way. And if her brother didn't know him after all, she felt
    sure Jonathan would have some ideas for Alexander's future.  

     

    They were not exactly poor. They could help him easily, and she
    would be delighted to do it. And to share her life with him...  

     

    It was an impractical fantasy in a lot of respects. A blind, limping
    Prince Charming with no clue as to his identity was not exactly the
    hero she had had in mind in her girlish romantic fantasies. But he
    was warm and decent, and so solid, so real. So sensual...  

     

    The most wonderful thing about Alexander was perhaps that he simply
    seemed to accept her as she was, not worrying about if she was rich
    or poor, pretty or ugly, witty or dull.  

     

    Jonathan had dreamt of finding a woman who would love him for
    himself, not his fortune. He and Pamela had endured the hardest of
    tests of their love, and come shining through. His two closest
    friends had also won women who had been able to look beyond the
    surface and see the soul within.  

     

    Alexander could not see the surface. He could only try to look into
    the soul within. When he touched her hand affectionately, she was
    sure there were many things he could see which ordinary men could
    not.  

     

    She had no idea how long she had been staring into space, but
    Alexander shifted on the divan, and observed, "Jenny is coming with
    the soup. I think it might be easier to eat it at the table."  

     

    She started up from her chair. "You're right. If you're feeling up
    to it."  

     

    "I am."  

     

    "All right. This way."  

     

    He stood up and took her arm. She led him down the hall into the
    dining room and seated him.  

     

    "Napkin, spoon, bread, bowl, water glass." Sarah took his hand and
    placed it on each item. She watched him solicitously while he tucked
    his napkin in under his chin, and proceeded to eat.  

     

    "And some for you as well, Miss?"  

     

    "Yes, Jenny, thank you, I believe I will have some."  

     

    When he had emptied the bowl, she asked, "Would you like more?"  

     

    "Yes, please."  

     

    Jenny returned with another full bowl, and Alexander polished it off
    as well. Whatever had been amiss with him as a result of the dream,
    at least it had not affected his appetite.  

     

    "More soup, or some dessert?" Sarah offered.  

     

    "Dessert, please."  

     

    They had pears poached in brandy with fresh cream, and coffee while
    they chatted about inconsequential things for a time, the weather,
    Jenny's superb cooking, Caleb's general usefulness around their
    home. She deliberately kept the talk light, not wanting to remind
    him of the funny turn he had just had.  

     

    "I'm glad to see you're feeling so much better," she commented when
    he had cleaned his plate.  

     

    "I do feel better. Good food, hot baths, caring company. It's more
    than I ever could have hoped." He smiled at her, and rubbed the back
    of her hand.  

     

    "I'm glad you're content. Jonathan believes things always happen for
    a reason. It may be obscure at the time, but it's nonetheless a good
    reason. You came to me at just the right time, the right moment in
    my life. I think it's a sign."  

     

    Alexander reached out for her shoulder. "It's kind of you to say so,
    Sarah. But I can't think that sending you a poor, blind cripple is
    such a huge boon."  

     

    "Oh, but it is. I was feeling sorry for myself, at a loose end now
    that my friends and family have gone away for the summer. I could
    have gone with them, but I felt guilty giving in to pleasure. I
    wanted to help more people. Stop being so self-centered. Then you
    appeared on my doorstep. It's fate, I tell you."  

     

    "I can't imagine you as self-centered, Sarah," he said sincerely.  

     

    "Oh, I enjoyed myself very much in Bath this past spring. I will own
    to having had my head turned a bit by the fine society, lovely gowns
    and balls and so on. Being in the Duke of Ellesmere's company is a
    genuine privilege. He is the most genial of hosts, with a wonderful
    townhouse in the Royal Crescent. I feel sure you will visit it some
    time. And Bath is a marvel."  

     

    Alexander frowned in concentration. "I seem to remember something
    about hot baths the Romans used to use?"  

     

    "That's right," she said, encouraged by how much he could recall of
    ordinary life generally, even if not his own in particular. "People
    soak in the waters, and drink them too. The waters are said to cure
    many diseases."  

     

    "Then you're right, it sounds like a place I ought to go some day."
     

     

    She smiled. "Perhaps sooner than you think. I can write to Thomas'
    housekeeper and ask her to have the house opened whenever you think
    you will be fit to travel again."  

     

    He shook his head. "Oh no, I couldn't possibly..."  

     

    "Why not? They would be only too pleased to help."  

     

    He ran his fingers through his thick hair, unwittingly exposing more
    of his scar.  

     

    Sarah felt a lump in her throat as she looked at it. A millimeter
    more and it would have put his eye out.  

     

    "But to travel on my own, to a large city, to find my way around by
    myself-"  

     

    Sarah gave a light laugh. "You wouldn't be by yourself, silly. I
    would go with you."  

     

    His face took on that closed off expression she had begun to dread.
    "I couldn't possibly ask it of you."  

     

    "You didn't ask. I offered." She giggled with a light-heartedness
    she had not felt for a long time. "It will not be so sinful to enjoy
    Bath if I'm helping someone in need."  

     

    "But your parish duties," he protested mildly, though she could see
    he had been tempted by her offer.  

     

    "I'll do more than my fair share whilst I'm here. We couldn't really
    go for a few weeks yet anyway, Alexander. I want to get you built up
    a bit more before you embark on another journey. You're still so
    thin, and need your rest. And there are things you need to be able
    to do for yourself which you'll be much better off learning to do
    here in the country than in a big city."  

     

    He looked surprised. "What, for example?"  

     

    "When's the last time you were on a horse?"  

     

    His face closed up even more tightly. "Never."  

     

    "I'm sure you must have done in the past."  

     

    "I may well have, but I have no memory of it, and a blind man-"  

     

    "Can use the exercise just as much as anyone else," she said firmly.
    "You'll enjoy it, I promise. You know I would never let you come to
    any harm."  

     

    "I don't know who's more off their head, you or me," he snorted in
    derision, looking almost furious. It was bad enough seeming so
    feeble in front of this marvelous woman, without courting disaster
    deliberately as well.  

     

    She grasped his muscular upper arm and shook him. "Don't ever say
    that! You're blind and have lost your memory, but you're not mad!
    And neither am I. You want to get your life back? You will. One day
    at a time, one hurdle at a time. Gentlemen ride. You are a
    gentleman. Therefore, you ride."  

     

    He sighed. "All right. I'll try. Anything to make you happy."  

     

    "Don't do it for me," Sarah said with a shake of her head. "Do it
    for yourself."  

     

    "All right, I shall be delighted and ecstatic to break my neck
    trying to ride a horse," he gritted out sarcastically.  

     

    She shook his arm again. "Now, now, none of those negative thoughts.
    One hurdle at a time. You need to trust me. I have to trust you. You
    said you'd try to do the same for me."  

     

    "You're absolutely correct," Alexander conceded after a time. "It's
    just that I hate being so dependent upon you. Blundering about like
    some nincompoop. But it's all about trust. I trust you, therefore I
    shall ride." He smiled. "I think we've invented a new form of
    Cartesian dualism."  

     

    She stared at him. "And were some of your fellow soldiers
    philosophers as well?"  

     

    "One of the monks was."  

     

    "I see. Interesting."  

     

    "Why?"  

     

    She took a sip of water, then observed, "You seem to have a
    excellent intelligence and understanding, and a very good memory,
    despite what's happened to you."  

     

    "Thank you. I know you're only trying to make me feel better, but-"
     

     

    "I mean it. You're obviously from a good family and are intelligent.
    Just because you can't remember doesn't mean that you can't learn.
    You told me yourself that you can speak four languages."  

     

    "But I can't see, and can't write them."  

     

    She looked up from her plate. "But you can write?"  

     

    "Yes, of course," he said with a haughty lift of his chin.  

     

    "And you used to be able to read?"  

     

    He nodded. "I have a remembrance of printed words on a page, a
    newspaper, yes."  

     

    "And numbers?"  

     

    He nodded again. "Aye."  

     

    "Nine multiplied by five?"  

     

    "Forty-five."  

     

    "What color is a daffodil?"  

     

    "Yellow. Narcissi are pale yellow with gold in the center."  

     

    "Interesting, the things you recall. Practical things, but not the
    essentials about yourself. It suggests that something, even you
    yourself, are stopping you from remembering."  

     

    He shrugged, obviously uneasy at the turn the conversation had
    taken. "Whatever is causing it is unimportant. The plain fact is I
    can't remember. And I hate being so dependent upon you for
    everything."  

     

    She ignored his last sentence, intent upon her fact-finding mission.
    "But you recollect other things. Was all of this knowledge in your
    head when you came to, or has it come about gradually?"  

     

    "Gradually. I couldn't even speak when I first awakened."  

     

    Her hazel eyes widened. "Oh my. But it is evident that you recall
    things which you had to have known before your injuries. You
    couldn't possibly know what a flower looked like now, could you? You
    can't see. It was in your head before, and has come to the surface."
     

     

    "So?" he asked, not sure where her thoughts were leading, and
    feeling more and more cornered by the moment. He hated being in the
    dark, lost. But even more terrifying was the prospect of discovering
    the meaning of the horrendous visions he had seen in his sleep.  

     

    "So it's possible that your identity will come back too, Alexander.
    It will rise up from below as well, when the time is right. Those
    nightmares you have, even the headaches, may be part of the
    process."  

     

    He put his hand upon hers. "I appreciate you trying to make me feel
    better, but I'm warning you not to get your hopes up," he said, his
    tone edgy, almost a growl of warning. "I may not ever find my past."
     

     

    She squeezed his fingers, and stroked the back of his hand
    soothingly, tracing the veins almost absentmindedly. "I have no
    hopes, Alexander, except that you'll get that which you desire. I'm
    happy enough with you as you are at the moment. I'm not saying it
    will be easy for you, but it matters not a jot to me if I never know
    who you were. I know who you are now, and that's all that matters."
     

     

    Alexander sighed. "I would like to believe that. But it seems too
    wonderful to be true. And the past has a way of coming back to haunt
    us."  

     

    "You've been given a second chance at life. You've obviously been to
    Hell and back. Perhaps your memory is the price you have to pay for
    it."  

     

    She stroked his cheek, and he kissed her hand warmly, with the
    lightest pressure of his tongue on the back of it which set her
    ashivering, her nipple peaking almost painfully under all her layers
    of clothing.  

     

    "Perhaps you wouldn't be able to live a normal life if you could
    remember," she whispered, shaking with desire.  

     

    He stood up abruptly, relinquishing her hand before he did something
    so unspeakable he ruined any chance of retaining her friendship.
    "All these possibilities are making my head spin, Sarah. Why don't
    we go for that walk you promised me?"  

     

    She jumped up and stared at him from her side of the table. Every
    nerve in her body ached to step closer to him, to put her arms
    around him. He had been more than demonstrative.  

     

    She stepped back instead. She simply couldn't allow herself to be so
    bold with the man she wanted more than anything, but knew virtually
    nothing about.  

    

 

    [bookmark: 7]Chapter Seven  

     

    Sarah considered Alexander's suggestion that they go for a walk, and
    at length agreed.  

     

    "I have a basket of things to take to the school, and a few calls to
    pay. Are you up to walking a half a mile each way, do you think?"  

     

    "I'll do my best."  

     

    "Do you really wish to walk, or should we take the gig?"  

     

    "Walk, please. I don't want to stiffen, not after that wonderful
    bath this morning."  

     

    "Very good. I shall get my cloak and a coat for you, and we'll head
    to Brimley."  

     

    She fetched her things and helped him on with his outer garments,
    reveling in the contact with his broad shoulders and chest.  

     

    He was so huge, it would be all too easy for him to simply grab her,
    overwhelm her, but he was so gallant, he did not take advantage of
    her nearness, much as she found herself wishing he might. Just one
    kiss from that wonderfully sensual mouth would be worth it, she was
    sure.  

     

    But he merely stood with his hands at his sides until she proclaimed
    them both ready.  

     

    He took the basket from her hand and looped it over his arm. "How
    shall we manage going down the road?"  

     

    "I shall take your arm as all ladies do, and lead you. No one will
    need to know you are blind if you don't wish them to."  

     

    "Won't they wonder about me?"  

     

    "There's no reason to," she assured him. "You're my cousin
    Alexander. My brother has just been married. It's only natural for
    relations to come visit for such an occasion."  

     

    "Did your sisters come down?"  

     

    "No, but they have many children, and Jonathan and his wife were
    going to visit them anyway, so there seemed little point in them
    journeying so far, and at such great inconvenience to themselves."  

     

    "I see. All right, but I won't lie if I'm asked directly," he said
    in a firm tone.  

     

    "No, of course not. I wouldn't expect you to. I'm not ashamed of
    anything I've done."  

     

    "Still, people might take it amiss," he remarked.  

     

    "What?"  

     

    "Living with me unchaperoned."  

     

    "I don't care. I'm old enough, and independent. I can live the way I
    like," she said bravely, though she suffered a few inner pangs for
    her brother even more than for herself. A vicar's family was
    supposed to be above reproach. But was she really doing anything so
    wrong? She was simply helping a disabled man.  

     

    "Opinionated, aren't you?" he said with a grin.  

     

    "I just don't believe that every woman, left to her own devices,
    will make bad choices or fall prey to a marauding male."  

     

    He laughed heartily at that. "A good word, marauding."  

     

    "You don't strike me as the type."  

     

    "Thank you, I think," he replied, patting her hand.  

     

    She laughed. "No need to sound insulted. I simply meant that you
    seem to respect women. I have met men who do, and men who don't.
    You're definitely in the former category, so I feel safe with you."
     

     

    "I don't know, Sarah. If you keep stuffing me with food like a
    Christmas turkey, I shall most definitely be fit to maraud. Or at
    least be fit to chase you," he teased.  

     

    She giggled happily and hugged his arm to her. "I think I'll take my
    chances. You look a great deal better than you did yesterday, after
    only a couple of good meals. I'd better get started on those new
    clothes for you soon. You won't be able to fit into Jonathan's much
    longer at this rate. You're obviously so much more muscular when
    you're at a normal weight."  

     

    Alexander was pleased with the way she seemed so aware of his body,
    but remained silent, not wanting to say anything which would betray
    his manly interest in her.  

     

    It would be only natural to be attracted to a female he was living
    in such close proximity to. She had a wonderful character and was a
    joy to be with. But there was no point in being too hasty. She was
    happy to have him stay with her whilst he got back on his feet. He
    hated being so dependent upon her, but it also gave him plenty of
    time to get to know her better, make certain of her character.  

     

    Fall in love...  

     

    He felt almost suffocated by the thought. It was like stepping off a
    cliff into a deep, dark void.  

     

    But with Sarah's arm in his, suddenly the prospect did not seem so
    frightening. She seemed to buoy him up with her little hand whenever
    he needed her help. He might well fall in love with her, but he was
    sure she would lift him to the loftiest heights.  

     

    The question was, could he do the same for her? His body wasn't
    exactly capable of rising to any challenges at the moment, though he
    had been hoping ever since he had started walking again that he
    might also regain the use of all parts of his anatomy, not least of
    which would be his eyes.  

     

    But even in the bright sunlight he could feel beating down on his
    face, there wasn't a hint of shadow, or the outline of a tree or
    wall. All was black. He tried not to let the gloom penetrate his
    soul, and asked her for a description of the countryside they were
    walking through as they progressed.  

     

    "Oh, it's lovely country, lushly green and rolling."  

     

    "I can hear cattle, and sheep. Smell them too."  

     

    "Oh, yes," she confirmed, and began to describe them in detail to
    keep him entertained. She had seen his grim looks, had sensed him
    withdrawing into himself, and was determined to chivvy him along
    lest he grow despondent.  

     

    She led him down the road to the schoolhouse and dropped off the
    basket. She introduced Alexander to the new schoolteacher Mr.
    Baxter, and they spoke about Jonathan's wedding for a brief time
    before heading on to the Millers' house.  

     

    Mrs. Miller was a kind soul with a vast number of children and a
    very ill husband. She was out working in the garden, but it was
    heavy labor for such a small woman.  

     

    "What are you digging?" Alexander asked, hearing the sound of the
    shovel in the soil.  

     

    "A potato drill."  

     

    He stripped off his coat and jacket and took the implement from her.
     

     

    "But Alexander-" Sarah began to protest.  

     

    "Go inside and have a little visit with Mrs. Miller, Sarah, dear.
    I'll be finished shortly."  

     

    The women both tried to talk him out of it, but to no avail. Sarah
    worried about him out in the sun by himself on such uneven ground,
    and also hoped he would not dig up any of the existing crops. When
    Sarah could stand the suspense no longer and peeked out, she saw a
    perfectly even and straight trench.  

     

    "You didn't have to do that, you know," she remarked quietly.  

     

    "What?"  

     

    "Help, for one thing. But also try to prove that you could do it."  

     

    Alexander shrugged. "I did it all the time at the monastery. I get a
    feel for the space. It's almost like I can see it."  

     

    "So you see, there are a lot of useful things you can do in the
    outdoors, then. Well, we have a garden at home we can let you have
    full charge of," she offered.  

     

    "Just so long as you distinguish between the seed packets for me,
    I'll do all I can," he volunteered eagerly.  

     

    "And what are you like with flowers?" she asked.  

     

    "Very good, apparently. I know many different breeds of roses just
    by their smell. Don't ask me how, I don't know."  

     

    Sarah considered this new piece of information in silence. He could
    have been a gardener, of course, but his hands told another tale. A
    gentleman of leisure with a keen interest in horticulture. She knew
    rose enthusiasts often clubbed together.  

     

    "And what are your impressions of fox hunts?" she asked after a
    time.  

     

    He paused in his digging, frowning at the odd question. "Red coats,
    called hunting pink, and hounds baying. Lots of noise and fresh air,
    lots of parties and people being blooded after their first kill." He
    made a face.  

     

    "Barbaric practice. Nice pieces of horse flesh, though. Hunting,
    shooting, fishing, fine. Nothing better than a trout roasted right
    next to the stream in which it has been caught. Good friends, fine
    conversation, and someone brought a couple of bottles of excellent
    wine and tobacco, cigars."  

     

    She began to probe what was obviously a distant memory. "Hmm. How
    many of you are there?"  

     

    He thought for a moment. "About five or six."  

     

    "Where are you?"  

     

    "At home, on my lands."  

     

    "Where? What part of England?"  

     

    He shook his head and gave up after a few minutes. "No, nothing.
    That's it."  

     

    "Still, it was a great deal. It confirms a lot of what I had already
    guessed about you. Between the roses and the lack of interest in
    hunting, I think we might eventually be able to find some people who
    know you."  

     

    He finished digging the potato drill and stepped up to her, drawing
    her close. He whispered into her hair, "Thank you. I've had more
    clues in the past day than I have in the past two years."  

     

    She stroked his cheek tenderly. "I'm glad to help, Alexander. But
    tell me if you think I'm pushing you too hard."  

     

    "No, not too hard. But one part of me is still fearful that I may
    find out something about myself that neither of us will like."  

     

    "Like what?" Sarah dared to ask. That fear was a very real one for
    her too, though she wouldn't have admitted it to him for the world.
     

     

    He hugged her briefly, then released her and stepped back. "For
    example, that I'm already married. And not only married and thus
    committed to a stranger, but even worse, that that stranger might be
    someone I despise and couldn't love."  

     

    "Wealthy people don't often marry for love. You ought to know that,"
    she said gently, despite the choking feeling which had gripped her.
     

     

    "On the other hand, you could be lucky and have an adoring wife and
    family somewhere who will be only to glad to have you back."  

     

    The prospect made her stomach churn, but she swallowed hard and
    tried to tell herself she would be only too pleased for him if that
    were true.  

     

    "It could be other things as well. That I'm a terrible landlord, for
    example, or a cruel father."  

     

    She shook her head. "Cruel is not a word I'd associate with you."  

     

    "You can't know that, Sarah. I did fight in the war, after all," he
    pointed out with a sigh.  

     

    "But so did my brother and his friends, and none of them are cruel,"
    Sarah said in her most reassuring tone. "They act on their
    principles, even if they're not always convenient."  

     

    "I see."  

     

    She took his hand and gave it a firm squeeze. "I shall tell you
    later about Jonathan and Pamela's troubles, which almost prevented
    them from marrying. We will cross each bridge as we come to it, all
    right? For now, come out of the hot sun before you get heat stroke."
     

     

    "All right. One bridge at a time. And I would love something to
    drink. Pray lead the way."  

     

    She took his arm, lifted his jacket from the tree branch, and
    brought him inside.  

     

    Mrs. Miller gave him a glass of water, and filled a basin for him to
    wash his hands. If she thought anything was odd about the couple
    holding hands or linking arms all the time, she kept her thoughts to
    herself.  

     

    He was very polite to her, adjusting his conversation to her level
    of understanding and demonstrating that he was listening carefully
    by asking all about her family. Sarah could see her giving him
    approving looks, and winked at her once or twice as if to express
    her delight with the chap she evidently deemed to be Sarah's beau,
    for all she had insisted he was her cousin.  

     

    As the shadows began to length, Sarah thanked Mrs. Miller, and said
    goodbye.  

     

    "I should be thanking you both for bringing these things and helping
    in the garden. You've both been so kind. Especially you, Mr.
    Deveril. All that work, well."  

     

    "Don't mention it, Mrs. Miller. Only too pleased to help," Alexander
    said with a wave.  

     

    He went down the path to the road arm in arm with Sarah with a brisk
    step. Only once they were out of earshot did he say, "I think that
    went rather well, don't you?"  

     

    "Yes, yes it did," she said in all sincerity.  

     

    "At least you don't have to be ashamed of your cousin who's as blind
    as a bat."  

     

    "Stop it, stop it now," Sarah said vehemently. "I don't care what-"
     

     

    "But I do," he almost barked.  

     

    She laughed then. They had passed yet another group of young women
    in the High Street. Every single one of them was staring with open
    admiration at her tall companion. Looking across the way, she saw
    another three women with similarly awed expressions.  

     

    "What's so funny?" he demanded, his expression livid.  

     

    "If you could see the looks on the women's faces as you stroll down
    the street, you would think you were about to be devoured, not talk
    about me being ashamed of being seen with you. Quite the opposite,
    in fact. You might be ashamed of being seen with me."  

     

    "Why? You're beautiful, are you not?" Alexander said, as if the
    matter could hardly be in doubt.  

     

    "Er, no."  

     

    "I know that's not true. Raven-black hair, gray eyes, lovely smile,
    regal carriage, superb figure. What could be lacking?"  

     

    She stopped and stared at him in shock. "How could you possibly..."
     

     

    "I confess, I asked Caleb this morning. But some of it I could tell
    myself. The figure, for example. We've been close physically, and
    you wear no corsets, and-"  

     

    "E-e-enough, enough, I g-g-get the idea," she stammered.  

     

    "And you blush beautifully too."  

     

    "Oh, you are just so clever," she drawled, but then laughed
    good-naturedly.  

     

    "I do try."  

     

    They walked for a time in silence.  

     

    "I'm sorry if I offended you, Sarah. But I'd be lying if I didn't
    admit that I find you an extremely attractive woman who I would love
    to get to know a great deal better."  

     

    His words were more than she could have ever hoped to hear. "Not
    offended at all, my dear Alexander," she said breathily. "Trust is
    all about honesty. I can't fault you for being honest, can I? Just
    beware what you say in front of other people. Which might be a
    problem if you don't know anyone is near enough for you to be
    overheard."  

     

    He nodded. "We need to work out some signals, then, so you can warn
    me."  

     

    "What, you mean like me clamping my hand over your mouth or stomping
    on your foot?" she suggested with a giggle.  

     

    "The first one is too obvious, don't you think? The latter might
    work."  

     

    "Or me squeezing your elbow and pointing you in the right
    direction?"  

     

    "Even better."  

     

    "We can try."  

     

    He sighed. "Better still, we can avoid having any more intimate
    conversations like the last one. I should never have said-"  

     

    "We shouldn't have any more intimate conversations like the last one
    on the street. But in the privacy of our own home, you can say
    whatever you like."  

     

    He smiled in relief. "It's a bargain, then."  

     

    Sarah peered up the street. "Would you like to go into the bakery
    for some chocolate and a cream horn?"  

     

    "Do you think I can manage?" he asked in a doubtful tone.  

     

    "I think so. I shall help, but not in an obvious way, in case you
    get into trouble." She pressed some coins into his palm. "Here you
    are. The waiter will come to ask us what we wish, you tell him, he
    brings it. Put the money in the tray."  

     

    "Just make sure that I don't blunder into anyone going in or out of
    the door."  

     

    "Door. There's a step up. Just don't let go of my arm fully."  

     

    They got in the entrance without incident, but he whispered
    urgently, "Table, chair?"  

     

    "Right one step, straight ahead three, reach out your left hand to
    touch the back of your chair, hold on to my arm, and then touch the
    back of mine."  

     

    She moved at a sedate pace so as not to fluster him. She heaved a
    sigh of relief when they were both seated safely at the table. "Very
    good. I forgot all about the table and chairs part of it when I
    hatched this plan."  

     

    "My heart is pounding. Would you believe it?"  

     

    "I won't think any less of you if you tell me this is too hard, and
    that you want to give up this pretense of normalcy."  

     

    "Where's the waiter?" Alexander demanded with a determined air.  

     

    She patted his arm lightly. "That's my boy. He's coming now."  

     

    Alexander placed his order, and then asked her to describe the view
    out the window.  

     

    "The fabric shop, the sweet shop, and the boot makers are all
    straight across the street, working from left to right. Further down
    is the solicitor's office, and the shop front after that is the
    barber's."  

     

    "How is my hair?"  

     

    She considered his black wavy locks, slightly too long for the
    fashion, but suitable for his handsome face. "Fine. I can do it for
    you anyway, or Caleb. I cut Jonathan's all the time."  

     

    The waiter brought the items Alexander had requested, and placed
    them on the table.  

     

    She waited until he had left, and said, "Cup on the right, cream
    horn on the left. The handle is at six o'clock. The fork is at three
    o'clock."  

     

    He slid his left hand carefully along the table, and found the
    handle. He moved his right hand until he located the pastry plate,
    and moved his hand around to the right to pick up the fork.  

     

    "Very good."  

     

    "I have a good teacher."  

     

    "It's a bit like learning how to dance."  

     

    "That I can't do, though I recall loving it a great deal."  

     

    "A quadrille would be too hard, but there's no reason why you
    couldn't manage a waltz or polka. Anything where you didn't have to
    change partners."  

     

    "I suppose we could try."  

     

    "Yes, whenever you like," she said eagerly, delighted with the
    prospect of the perfect excuse for being in his arms. "Now drink
    your chocolate before it gets cold."  

     

    He began to hum a few waltzes.  

     

    She raised her brows in surprise. "You do remember."  

     

    He shrugged. "I have no idea where it comes from. And it comes and
    goes. I can't recall to order, as it were."  

     

    "I understand."  

     

    "Napkin?"  

     

    "Left hand, eleven o'clock."  

     

    His hand skirted the coffee cup and he wiped his mouth delicately.  

     

    "Cream at the corner of your mouth." She resisted the temptation to
    lean forward and lick it away.  

     

    He wielded his napkin. "Better?"  

     

    "Yes."  

     

    "Thank you."  

     

    "Are you enjoying it?"  

     

    "I feel like a wild animal in a cage on display," he muttered.  

     

    "Perhaps an apt comparison, but I promise you, the only people
    looking at you are simply dying to know who you are, and why you're
    stuck with dull old me for company."  

     

    He laughed. "I'm sure that's not true."  

     

    Sarah nodded. "I think I'm pretty good at reading people's
    expressions. You're certainly not a blind bat. In fact, the only
    animal you resemble is a little field mouse about to be devoured by
    a bird of prey."  

     

    He laughed again, and finished his pastry. "It was very good."  

     

    "And the chocolate?"  

     

    "Bliss."  

     

    "You don't always have to be so easy, you know. If there are things
    you don't like, you only have to say."  

     

    "I am saying what I think. I adore chocolate. Now, would you like to
    go the milliner's to pick up some notions and things?" he offered.  

     

    "Oh, no-"  

     

    "I assure you I'm up to it."  

     

    "It will be much harder. In any event, it will really get everyone
    who hasn't already seen you talking up a storm."  

     

    "Why?" he asked innocently.  

     

    "Well, let's just say that most of the men hereabouts don't take
    much interest in fabrics."  

     

    "Point taken. But you could always leave me here, and-"  

     

    "No, we ought to be heading back."  

     

    He frowned. "Why, what's the hurry?"  

     

    "I want to show you the garden in daylight. It won't make any
    difference to you, but it does to me. I can't read all the seed
    packets in the dark, dear."  

     

    "Very well." He was relieved she did not seem at all ashamed about
    being with him. He also preened inwardly at the way she had spoken
    to him with such affection.  

     

    Alexander clinked the money she had given him onto the tray, rose,
    and held her chair for her. Then he pivoted on his heel and walked
    forward three steps, took one step to the left, and stepped down out
    of the bakery.  

     

    "Very good."  

     

    "We can waltz later," he said with a smile.  

     

    "Yes, please," Sarah breathed. She could hardly wait to press his
    lean body against hers...  
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    After a leisurely stroll through the small town, with Sarah
    providing a running commentary on every shop they passed, they went
    down the road and arrived back at the vicarage. She took Alexander
    straight to the rear garden, and had him pace out further plots for
    the different vegetables.  

     

    "Carrots, beans, turnips, cabbages, lettuce, potatoes..."  

     

    He enjoyed the flower garden best, however, and smelled the rose
    buds enthusiastically, rattling off the names. She checked the
    sticks; he was correct on every count.  

     

    "It will be a while longer before they're at their best," he said.  

     

    "I know, but you can help tend them. I'm sure they will be the best
    we've ever had. Who knows, with your help in the garden, maybe we'll
    take first prize in the County fair."  

     

    "I'll try my best, if you will."  

     

    "It's a bargain." She patted him on the shoulder.  

     

    "Show me where your tools are."  

     

    She let him search through them, warning him only when there was
    anything particularly sharp. "I'll put the more dangerous ones here
    to the right so you don't have to worry about handling the others
    carefully."  

     

    "Good idea. Thank you."  

     

    "And one other suggestion, if I may?"  

     

    "Yes?"  

     

    "Your clothes. Jonathan has a gardening set. Do you want to go in
    and change?"  

     

    "Yes, fine."  

     

    "I'll get them for you."  

     

    While he was changing, she did the same, putting on an old gown, and
    an apron over it. They weeded the flowerbeds in companionable
    silence for over an hour. Then she made him pick some fresh herbs
    for dinner.  

     

    "Parsley, thyme, marjoram, chive...."  

     

    "You see, it's all coming back to you." She smiled, pleased at his
    progress. Then she recollected that he couldn't see her encouraging
    expression, and so hugged him lightly around the waist.  

     

    "I suppose it never left."  

     

    He placed the bunches carefully in her basket, and took it from her.
    Grasping her hand, he walked with her down the path and into the
    house. They took off their dirty boots and left them by the door.
    They entered her small sitting room, where they warmed themselves by
    the fire.  

     

    "Supper will be ready in about an hour. Would you like to rest
    before?"  

     

    "I'm going to wash up and change first, and after, if I may, I'd
    like to try your pianoforte."  

     

    She managed to keep the surprise and doubt out of her tone.
    "Certainly, if you like."  

     

    They both went upstairs to their rooms, and soon she could hear
    footsteps heading downwards once more, then the strains of Mozart
    coming from the sitting room.  

     

    Even more surprising was when he began to sing an aria in Italian,
    one of her brother's favorites.  

     

    "I'm speechless. Italian too," she commented when she went
    downstairs some time later. "You must certainly have known Jonathan
    very well to know that song. I wonder why he never mentioned you in
    his letters. But then, he was always so busy, and I suspect many of
    his missives never even arrived. But the other Rakehells must have
    known you too. I wonder at them never mentioning you. Jet-black
    hair, pale golden eyes, tanned complexion, as I am sure you must
    have had when you looked healthier. Hmm. It's a puzzle."  

     

    Alexander remained silent. He could think of several reasons why his
    brother might not have mentioned him to his sheltered and well-bred
    sister. None of them were pleasant.  

     

    His head began to pound in the achingly familiar way it did when he
    was trying too hard to remember, or when the memories came tumbling
    out, as they had done today. Most of the time he was not able to
    make sense out of them, but Sarah Deveril was a perceptive woman.  

     

    "And the Italian. Can you translate it?"  

     

    "I think so, but- Oh God."  

     

    He pitched forward, crashing down onto the keys with a discordant
    note. She shouted for Caleb and Jenny and pushed in beside him on
    the bench. She put one arm around his shoulder and lifted his head.
    He had hit his head on the sharp edge of the ornamental music
    holder, and a small drop of blood trickled out of the wound. She
    pressed her handkerchief to the gash, and looked up in relief as
    Caleb came running in.  

     

    "Here, help me get him to the divan in the other room."  

     

    They half-dragged, half-carried him to the small sitting room, and
    got the large man onto it with a bit of maneuvering. She drew the
    covers over his chest and brushed back his tousled hair.  

     

    "Do you want me to fetch the doctor?"  

     

    "Yes. Send Jenny. I may need you here to help me lift him."  

     

    He went off to tell his wife, while she stanched the flow of blood.
     

     

    Alexander looked to be in severe pain. His lips were white and
    compressed, and his fingers bunched into fists which clutched the
    blanket.  

     

    Caleb returned a short time later. Sarah sent him out again for the
    vinegar and brown paper. She gave him a list of other necessities
    when he came back again.  

     

    "Some brandy and cool water to bathe his face, in a separate basin,
    please. And get me the caraway and ginger, and some white wine."  

     

    She made Alexander as comfortable as possible given she was not
    quite sure what she was dealing with. She was vastly relieved when
    Dr. Gold arrived a short time later.  

     

    "Jenny told me your cousin just got back from the war, and is very
    ill," the older man with silver hair said without preamble.  

     

    "He has terrible headaches, and just now he seemed to be in pain and
    pitched forward. He cut himself on the edge of the pianoforte."  

     

    "I see. What have you given him?"  

     

    She told him. Then she said, "He had a headache when he arrived here
    last evening. The vinegar and brown paper seem to have helped."  

     

    "I see."  

     

    He examined his head and eyes, and shone a light into them. She
    could see the pupils react.  

     

    "Doctor, his eyes..."  

     

    "What about them? They seem fine to me. He couldn't have hit himself
    that hard if all he did was fall forward while he was seated. They
    aren't black."  

     

    "But he's blind."  

     

    The doctor looked stunned. "Surely not. Did he say that before he
    collapsed?"  

     

    "Not just say it, acts like it. He is blind."  

     

    The doctor re-examined Alexander more carefully, but still found
    nothing to indicate any condition which could result in the symptoms
    she had described.  

     

    He motioned for her to come into the hall with him. "He was in the
    war, you tell me?"  

     

    "Yes."  

     

    "Any idea what happened to him?"  

     

    "Not very much, I'm afraid. He has no memory, and is blind."  

     

    The doctor shook his head. "What physical injuries?"  

     

    "His back is badly scarred. Strips of flesh... And of course the
    scar near his eye."  

     

    "It looks like a deep cut, or even a burn with something searing
    hot. A piece of shrapnel, for example."  

     

    "I don't know. All I know is he's not well now, and can't see, or
    even remember his own name."  

     

    "Then how did he find you, come home?"  

     

    "He had papers identifying him, and that led him, um, home to us."  

     

    Dr. Gold stared at her. "It's a most extraordinary story. How long
    ago was he injured?"  

     

    "About two years. He told me the monks in Spain looked after him,
    and he had to learn how to walk and talk all over again."  

     

    The doctor nodded. "I'll do what I can for him, Sarah, but there are
    many things about men injured in war that we don't yet understand."
    He went back into the room and opened his case.  

     

    "Here, give him some laudanum for the pain, a couple of drops in
    some brandy, but no more, and only a couple of times a day. Here is
    a concoction of herbs I use for brain fever. This bottle will help
    him with his eyes, and I would suggest washing them with arnica and
    chamomile.  

     

    "As for his back, a good soak in Epsom salts, once each day would be
    most beneficial. If you can get him up to Bath that would be most
    efficacious for him."  

     

    "I had planned to," she admitted. "As soon as he was feeling better
    and I could arrange everything."  

     

    He nodded approvingly. "I'll look in on him tomorrow. I would
    recommend you get a couple of other helpers from the village to help
    tend to his needs. Caleb and Jenny are the best of people, but
    they're a bit elderly, and not as strong as they once were."  

     

    "The eldest Miller boy and girl are bright, and discreet."  

     

    "Very good. I'll tell them to come on my way home."  

     

    "Thank you, Doctor."  

     

    She let him out, and returned to her anxious bedside vigil.
    Alexander just had to wake up. He just had to. The prospect of not
    being able to talk with him, laugh with him, seemed almost
    unbearable even though they had only known each other a day.  

     

    She stroked his dark wavy hair back from his brow, took his hand,
    and prayed.  
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    Sarah and her four helpers kept watch over Alexander all night, hour
    after hour. Jenny and Caleb had insisted they wanted to stay to help
    the hapless man. The young Millers were lively and efficient, and
    helped Sarah keep her spirits up.  

     

    Alexander never regained consciousness, though she did nothing but
    hope and pray, bathing his brow, speaking to him in a low tone,
    touching his handsome face, his exquisite hands.  

     

    The clock ticked incessantly, until Sarah began to despair. A
    thousand questions raised themselves in her mind, but she ruthlessly
    quashed them. It didn't matter who he was, where he had come from,
    so long as he lived.  

     

    But he lay so still, Sarah had a dreadful feeling that if she left
    him for even just one moment, she would lose him. And that she could
    never allow to happen. She needed him. He completed her in every
    way.  

     

    She realized with a jolt that she was falling in love Alexander. A
    complete stranger, with no name and no memory, whom she had only
    just met. It was completely illogical. But she knew it was love all
    the same.  

     

    Now she could understand everything she had ever read about that
    elusive emotion. The mad passion, the longing to be as one with the
    beloved. The need for just one more look or touch, yet even as it
    was received, to long for more, and know a lifetime of such would
    still never be enough.  

     

    God forgive her for ever having judged Jane or any other woman
    harshly in the dark of her ignorance. She had thought herself
    broad-minded, but superior. Had believed herself immune to that
    emotion, incapable of ever losing her head in so wild and foolhardy
    a manner.  

     

    But at the first hurdle of temptation, she had not only stumbled,
    but also fallen head over heels. And undoubtedly landed right up to
    her neck in the mire. Lord, Alexander just had to wake up, he just
    had to.  

     

    And could loving him be so wrong? Such a sin? Surely the Lord had
    sent him here to be comforted and aided in his time of darkest need?
     

     

    Or was he the work of the Prince of Darkness, sent here to tempt
    her? Or to dangle the prospect of joy in front of her, only to leave
    her in despair?  

     

    She was glad to have the tall, raw-boned Miller lad and lass with
    her. They seemed so solid and practical, that she was sure that they
    would be able to help if there was some sort of crisis. They
    certainly helped lift her brooding spirits with all her fanciful
    notions and grim forebodings.  

     

    Both were tall and lanky, quite bright, with hearts of gold. She
    noted how careful they both were of Alexander, bathing his temples
    and throat, and watching him like a hawk.  

     

    But there was no sense in them all staying up the entire night. At
    three Sarah told Sally and Jed to follow Jenny and Caleb's example
    and go to bed for a couple of hours' sleep.  

     

    Once she was alone with Alexander, she began to pray like she had
    never prayed before. She took his hand, and willed him to come back
    to her, to draw strength from her.  

     

    When she dared look up into his face once more, she was horrified to
    see he had a terrible nosebleed. She tilted his head back so he
    would not choke, and wadded up some cotton wool to plug his
    nostrils.  

     

    He immediately began to cough and splutter. For a moment she was
    terrified he was choking to death, so strong was the flow of blood.
     

     

    "Alexander! Alexander! Don't you dare! Don't you die on me! Don't
    leave me!"  

     

    She pressed her head to his chest, and could hear only the faintest
    of heartbeats. "No! You can't have him, Lord! Do you hear me! His
    time hasn't come! Why would you put him through all of this
    suffering only to take him now?"  

     

    His breath rattled in his throat, and Sarah went wild with grief,
    pounding his chest with her fist as if she could force it to beat by
    her sheer strength of will.  

     

    "Do you want another bargain? You already have Jonathan's! Was
    Alexander part of that one? Or do you want one from me, too?"  

     

    She pounded Alexander's chest again, but his breath was still coming
    in great rattling sobs. She knew the sound. She had heard it before.
    It was Time's winged chariot hurrying near...  

     

    "All right, you win! Take me! I don't want a happy old age, or even
    a happy middle age! I just want Alexander, for a little while
    longer. My life for his. I don't know how or why, but I love him.
    Take me! Take me!"  

     

    She pounded his chest one last time. As his breath flew out of him
    in a final rush, she clamped her mouth over his for a desperate
    kiss. She was panting heavily, and so distraught that at first she
    did not notice his chest rising and falling in time to her own
    breathing.  

     

    Only when his arm crept around her shoulders and pressed her mouth
    to his in an earnest kiss did she realize he was still alive.  

     

    Her eyes flew open and she jerked away in complete shock. He looked
    up at her with a puzzled frown, studying her so intently that for a
    moment she was certain he could see her.  

     

    "Good morning, Sarah," he whispered. "That was a fine way to wake
    up."  

     

    "G-g-g-good morning," she gasped, her hand over her open mouth,
    staring at him as though at a ghost. She tasted blood, and mopped
    his face hurriedly. She was relieved to see that the torrent from
    his nose had become a mere trickle. The color had come back into his
    cheeks, and he was actually trying to pull her into his arms for
    another warm embrace. She had never seen him look so happy.  

     

    Jenny, Caleb and the Miller children had been roused by the
    commotion, and now piled into the small room.  

     

    "What is it? What's wrong?" Caleb demanded.  

     

    "Nothing now. He's all right," Sarah said with a shaky laugh,
    overjoyed, but so overcome by passion and relief, she had all to do
    not to burst into tears.  

     

    "Thank God," Sally said.  

     

    "Welcome back, lad."  

     

    "Golly, if you didn't give us a terrible fright, sir!" Jed Miller
    exclaimed.  

     

    "What would you like me to cook you for breakfast?" Jenny asked
    practically.  

     

    That got a laugh from Alexander, though prior to it he had been
    laying there with a confused expression on his face as they had all
    exclaimed over him at once.  

     

    "Explanations and introductions can wait until later. Can you bring
    porridge and coffee, and a bacon sandwich right away, Jenny,
    please?" Sarah ordered, doing the utmost to keep her voice steady.  

     

    "I could eat a horse," Alexander admitted, then reached up a
    tentative hand to explore his sticky face. Then he frowned.  

     

    "I do appreciate you all being so solicitous of me. But was it
    really necessary to stick these things up my nose?"  

     

    That got a general laugh, and Sarah relaxed at last.  

     

    The children went back to bed, and Jenny began to cook up a storm.  

     

    Sarah lingered on despite Caleb's numerous attempts to persuade her
    to go to bed.  

     

    "I'll stay here and tend to his sore head. Really, it's fine. I want
    to."  

     

    Alexander smiled at her gratefully, and Caleb gave up trying to
    argue with her.  

     

    Once they were alone again, she nursed him and touched his face and
    chest without any attempt at restraint, almost as if she were
    terrified to let it go, too frightened to allow him out of her sight
    for a minute.  

     

    She was more than relieved that he was still breathing, and seemed
    alert and composed. He also wasn't writhing in pain. But all the
    while as she sat there, she couldn't help but wonder what her
    emotional outburst might have brought down upon her head.  

     

    What sort of bargain with God had she made? she wondered with an
    uneasy shiver, and clung onto his hand as though she would never let
    go.  
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    It was only when she was at last in the privacy of her own room
    several hours later that Sarah allowed herself to give vent to her
    tumultuous feelings.  

     

    She threw herself down on the bed and wept until she could weep no
    more. She had been so scared, so desperate.  

     

    What had happened? What had she done? Had she really brought
    Alexander back from the brink of death?  

     

    She wished more than anything that Jonathan were there. He would
    understand, and possibly be able to make sense out of something
    which was so incredible as to not be believed.  

     

    She was sure he had been dying. He had stopped breathing, his heart
    had ceased. Was this what had happened to Jonathan on the
    battlefield two years ago?  

     

    Even worse was the thought that it could happen again at any time.
    One minute he had been merrily singing and playing, the next, he
    had-  

     

    She couldn't think about it.  

     

    Sarah raised a trembling hand to wipe her cheeks and then moved over
    to her wardrobe to choose a gown. She mustn't brood, she scolded
    herself.  

     

    He was going to be fine. He had eaten heartily, taken his bath
    energetically, and been examined once more by Dr. Gold. He was
    delighted at the change in his patient, and pronounced the crisis
    over.  

     

    Alexander had then eaten a second hearty breakfast, and was now out
    in the garden working happily. She could hear him singing, Barbara
    Allen if she was not mistaken. Even his back seemed better, his gait
    less stiff.  

     

    But if he was well, what had the terms of the bargain been? She
    recalled her desperate words. She had said she did not care for a
    happy old age or middle age, just so long as she could be with him a
    bit longer. How long was that going to be? And in what manner was
    death going to come for her?  

     

    She thought of her brother again. He had not cared about the
    consequences at the time he had made his vow. As soon as he had seen
    to it his friends were safe and on a troop transport back home to
    England with the rest of the wounded, he had waited until it was
    permissible for him to relinquish his commission. He had served
    bravely at Badajoz, and then taken the first ship home that he could
    manage. From Portsmouth he had journeyed to Oxford and thrown
    himself into his studies.  

     

    It was only when he had arrived safely at Oriel College that he had
    discovered that his beloved Jane had eloped with an unsuitable man.
    Had done the unthinkable and broken faith with him.  

     

    That had seemingly been the price Jonathan had paid, but he'd kept
    right on paying when Jane had managed to find her way back to her
    brother Thomas with an infant daughter in tow. Jane had been insane,
    and rife with venereal disease by then. Even if Jonathan had been
    willing to forgive her, there could be no question any longer of
    marriage. Yet her brother had nearly renounced his beloved Pamela to
    keep faith with his original vow.  

     

    Sarah had no one she loved except her family and friends. Was one of
    them going to be sacrificed in exchange for her desperate request to
    keep Alexander alive? Was she herself going to be made to suffer?  

     

    As Sarah moved around the room, she could almost feel the shadows
    closing in on her. But that was nonsense, she told herself firmly.
    God was good and just. She had to believe that.  

     

    Jonathan and his friends had suffered, but their hardships had
    brought them all to an even greater happiness and understanding than
    they had ever possessed.  

     

    Jane had suffered, but she had done wrong by eloping, trusting
    someone she had not examined critically enough. Then she had been
    too proud to admit she had made a mistake. She could simply have
    gone home. Thomas would have forgiven her readily enough.  

     

    Her foolish, selfish actions had affected them all, but they had
    acquitted themselves well. The men responsible for Jane's descent
    into madness had paid the price. Paxton was dead, and the Earl of
    Ferncliffe was in prison for killing the unfortunate mad woman in
    the midst of attempting to kidnap little Sophie.  

     

    Ferncliffe had not yet been executed, but Sarah was confident that
    he would get the punishment he deserved. Especially since there was
    some doubts as to his entitlement to the earldom. He had tried to
    dupe everyone. Now his sins were coming home to roost.  

     

    Sarah had to believe there was not simple man-made justice, but
    divine as well. Even if Alexander were a dreadful sinner, he
    certainly looked as though he had paid amply. As for herself,
    well... She could always do better, but was it really such a sin to
    love a man who matched her so well in every way?  

     

    Sarah paced up and down her room for a few more moments, attempting
    to quell her agitation. She needed to put on a brave face for her
    companions waiting for her downstairs. At last she felt equal to the
    task of facing the rest of the day.  

     

    She took some fresh linens out of her drawer and went down to the
    bathroom, where she splashed her red blotchy face with cold water.
    She undressed and got into the warm tub still full from Alexander's
    ablutions. As she soaked, she struggled to regain her equanimity.  

     

    She might have prayed fervently, but she could not always be waiting
    for a bolt of lightning to strike her dead. If her faith were
    strong, she simply had to accept what had happened, and be thankful
    that Alexander had been spared for however long they had together.  

     

    It might well be her destiny to lose him. In fact, the closer he
    came to finding out his true identity, the more likely that became,
    she reflected, swallowing past the lump in her throat. And look what
    had happened to Jane, not knowing enough about her beau before she
    had committed herself heart and soul. And body too...  

     

    How could Sarah know a man, love and trust that man, when he didn't
    even have the faintest idea who he really was?  

     

    Alexander was not a local landowner. Somewhere out there was his
    real life. She had promised him that she would help him find the
    truth, no matter what that was. And help him she would, even if it
    meant he was married to another, was a family man. Or was something
    other than the good, kind man she thought him to be...  

     

    Sarah had him with her now. That was what counted, she decided. She
    had had all sorts of plans for his rehabilitation, and what had
    happened that morning changed nothing. She would simply take each
    moment as it came, for good or bad, for as long as she could. She
    would try to be a bit more cautious, even though Alexander was
    everything she had ever longed for in a man and more.  

     

    She would enjoy the gift of his company for as long as she could,
    but she needed to be sensible.  

     

    Yet at the same time the bargain she feared she had just made with
    God might mean that their time together was limited.  

     

    She chewed her lower lip, torn between her Christian devotion and
    her longing for love. For passion.  

     

    She sighed, and hauled herself out of the tub. Every action had
    consequences. She would simply have to face them when the time came.
    She would try to look before she leapt, but the fact was she was
    sure she had already jumped straight into the fire with both feet.  

     

    And judging from his completely unguarded kiss when he had come to
    this morning, she had the feeling that Alexander had as well.  

     

    Carpe diem, Sarah decided. Seize the day. She would seize it, and
    the night, for both of them.  

    

 

    [bookmark: 11]Chapter Eleven  

     

    When Sarah came out of the bathroom, Jenny was lying in wait for
    her.  

     

    "You look much better now, Miss."  

     

    "Have Sally and Jed gone home?"  

     

    She nodded. "Yes. I paid them and gave them two baskets of food to
    take back to their Ma."  

     

    "Perfect. Thank you."  

     

    "You ought to go lie down. You were up all night, and must be
    exhausted."  

     

    "I'm fine. Was there something else you wanted to ask me?"  

     

    Jenny hesitated.  

     

    "What is it? What's wrong?" she demanded, worried it might be
    something to do with Alexander, and the older woman didn't want to
    upset her.  

     

    "It's nothing, really. I wouldn't mention it only--"  

     

    "Come on, dear old girl, out with it," Sarah said with a fond smile.
     

     

    "It's just that it's May Day today. You promised a picnic on the
    green for the local people."  

     

    Sarah thumped her head with the heel of her hand. "Drat. I remember.
    I just didn't notice that the days had passed so quickly after my
    brother's wedding. Right then," she said with a glance at the clock,
    "it's high time we were working on the food, wouldn't you say?"  

     

    "Yes, Miss," Jenny said with enthusiasm. "Should we get Alexander in
    from the garden to help?"  

     

    She could hear the steady scrape of the shovel outside. "No, leave
    him for a little while longer, until about eleven. The sun will be
    getting hot by then, and it will be high time for him to come inside
    to rest. Though I wish he would now."  

     

    "He loves it out there. I can't see it doing him any harm if he says
    he feels well."  

     

    "I suppose," Sarah replied, though her tone was doubtful.  

     

    "It's nice to see him so happy."  

     

    "Yes, it is, isn't it?" she said with a winsome smile, pushing all
    of her doubts to one side. He was going to be fine. He just had to
    be.  

     

    Sarah went into the kitchen to knead a mountain of bread dough for
    the party.  

     

    At eleven, she went out to visit Alexander with some cool fresh
    milk. He had already transformed the garden beyond all recognition
    in a few short hours. It was rapidly starting to look like one she
    had seen attached to a Royal residence which she had once visited.  

     

    "What do you think?"  

     

    "Wonderful."  

     

    He turned to her. "And how do I look?"  

     

    She stepped closer, soaking in his raw power. "Very well. Very
    handsome as always."  

     

    He stroked her cheek, inadvertently placing a smudge of dirt on her
    porcelain skin. "I'm sorry if I gave you a scare last night, Sarah.
    I don't remember what happened. Caleb said you were rather worried."
     

     

    She laid her hand over his and leaned into the tender caress. "It's
    not your fault. You couldn't help it. The important thing is you're
    well now. You mustn't overdo things. One step at a time, remember?"
     

     

    "So you're telling me to come in and rest?" he asked, a small,
    sensual smile playing about his finely wrought mouth.  

     

    "Sort of." She stepped closer, and dropped her voice to a low,
    sultry purr. "How do you feel about peeling a mountain of potatoes?
    Today is May Day, and I promised the villagers a celebration."  

     

    He planted the shovel in the ground, and gave a good-natured laugh
    at the prosaic nature of her invitation. She was really a most
    beguiling woman. "It sounds like fun. I'll come now."  

     

    He found his jacket, and reached out to take her elbow as easily as
    if he could see her.  

     

    She resisted the temptation to throw herself in his arms and weep,
    and instead simply rubbed the back of his hand in a sensual caress.
     

     

    "And you?" he asked in a husky whisper of his own which thrilled her
    down to her toes. "Are you all right, Sarah?"  

     

    "Fine. Just a bit tired."  

     

    "I'm sorry."  

     

    "There's nothing to be sorry about. Friends sit up and look after
    each other. Let's not mention it again," she said crisply.  

     

    She settled him in the kitchen at the table with a vegetable
    scraper, and sat as close to him as she dared, with their thighs
    touching under the table, whenever she got the opportunity. It was
    exquisite torture for them both.  

     

    Every nerve ending in her body seemed to scream with awareness of
    his magnificent physique, his magnetic personality. He seemed to be
    blissfully unaware of just how much he affected her sensibilities.
    He simply took the offered implement, rolled up his sleeves and got
    to work.  

     

    Alexander felt so clumsy he was sure would behead himself with the
    vegetable scraper. Were her legs really touching him by accident? Or
    was she sending him a silent message of desire?  

     

    His certainly couldn't be described as silent. He was sure his was
    screaming from his every pore. But though his back prickled and his
    front felt as though it was tied up in knots, he could recall just
    enough about his past to know that something was wrong.  

     

    And in any case it was wrong to want her so, especially after all
    the things she had done for him. He berated himself for his
    depravity even as he allowed his knees to rest against her thighs.
    After all, his hands were full of potatoes. How harmful could the
    contact be?  

     

    By two o'clock they had all the makings of a wonderful feast.
    Hard-boiled eggs, potato salad, green salad, fresh bread, ham, cold
    tongue, roast beef, pickled beets, a variety of pies made from their
    store of preserves, scones, freshly churned butter, crumpets, were
    all loaded into baskets which she piled into the gig.  

     

    Sarah walked the horse along the road, with Alexander holding her
    hand along the way, their fingers twined intimately. She felt as
    carefree and happy as a child, and suppressed a shudder at the
    thought of what could have happened that fine spring morning.  

     

    "Are you cold, Sarah?" he asked in surprise, for the sun was beating
    down mercilessly.  

     

    "No, I'm fine."  

     

    "But you're shaking."  

     

    "I get like that sometimes. Too much coffee, not enough sleep."  

     

    He frowned. "I didn't notice you having any, and we've been in
    kitchen together for hours."  

     

    "I had a strong cup before you came back in," she lied.  

     

    "Is there something troubling you?" he asked in a low tone.  

     

    "Not at all."  

     

    "Now I know there must be something wrong," he declared, his tone
    agitated. "This string of excuses, your short replies. You've never
    behaved like this before. I want to know what's upset you, Sarah."  

     

    "Was it our kiss?" he asked in a low tone when she remained silent.
     

     

    "No, not at all."  

     

    He gauged her tone against what he had learned of her thus far, and
    at length decided she was telling the truth. Was shy, but not upset.
     

     

    "So if not that, what?"  

     

    "It's nothing."  

     

    "If I've done anything to--"  

     

    "Alexander, my dear, I've told you. It's nothing."  

     

    "I thought we were friends," he said, his face clouding with hurt.  

     

    "We are!" she protested.  

     

    "Friends don't lie, Sarah. Tell me what's got you upset."  

     

    She paused in the road, and reached up to touch his face. "I was
    worried about you, that's all. You getting taken so ill last night,
    well, it was a bad shock. And I haven't had any sleep. So if I'm
    quiet, those are enough reasons, without you looking for more."  

     

    He kissed her hand. "All right. But you would tell me if-"  

     

    "I will tell you, I promise. Now let's go. We have a Maypole to
    dance around."  

     

    "It sounds like Heaven. There were times in the hospital I was sure
    I would never dance again."  

     

    "Well, you shall dance as much as you like today, Alexander. Nothing
    but food and fun."  

     

    The villagers had gathered out on the large greensward between the
    two rows of parallel stone cottages which comprised the main part of
    the small hamlet. The residents of the thatched homes had set up
    some tables and chairs from the parish hall around the fringes of
    the clearing, and were now bringing out mountains of food from their
    kitchens.  

     

    The pole had been planted in the middle of the greens. The
    multicolored streamers hung from it, fluttering in the light balmy
    breeze.  

     

    "I shall stay close to the tables, and help unpack the baskets,
    Sarah."  

     

    "You could just sit and rest," she offered, hoping he would not
    wonder at her overly solicitous behavior.  

     

    "No, I shall help you as best I can," he said firmly.  

     

    She brought the gig close to the tables, and said, "Five steps from
    the carriage to the first table. If you put everything on that one,
    we can spread out from there."  

     

    Alexander methodically counted his steps back and forth. She tried
    not to watch as he reached for things from the floor and seat of the
    gig. She had to admit he was fairly graceful considering he couldn't
    see a thing.  

     

    She decided to stop watching him like an anxious new mother with a
    toddler taking his first steps. She kept up a stream of chatter with
    the people who had come to greet her, the better to get them to look
    at her and not stare at her handsome companion too closely, though
    he was so striking, that was nearly impossible even for her.  

     

    There was no way of avoiding making introductions, for they were a
    friendly group of people, and delighted to hear she had such a manly
    cousin. She grasped his elbow and made the introductions. She was
    surprised that he was able to carry on a natural conversation and
    remember all their names. He chatted away about the weather and the
    neighborhood whilst he unpacked the baskets. She had to concede
    inwardly that if she didn't know he was blind, she would be hard
    pressed to find any clues to detect the infirmity.  

     

    She recalled the doctor's surprise when she had told him that
    Alexander was blind. He had said he could find no physical reason
    for it.  

     

    Was there a mental reason? she wondered now.  

     

    Jonathan had told her stories of men aversely affected in their
    minds by the war. Like the memory, could the sight too be
    suppressed? Was he suffering from what the doctors commonly referred
    to as some form of hysteria? Perhaps dosing him with the caraway and
    ginger would do him some good?  

     

    She would continue with the regimen the doctor had suggested, minus
    the laudanum. She did not want him to grow dependent upon it, and
    she would have very little else to give him if he were in serious
    pain the way he had been last night.  

     

    "Sarah, could you come help me with the roast beef?" she heard him
    request.  

     

    "I can't find the knife," he admitted in a low voice when she drew
    closer.  

     

    She searched through several baskets until she found it.  

     

    He leaned closer. "Something is worrying you, I can tell," he
    murmured in her ear.  

     

    "It's nothing, Alexander, really."  

     

    "How can I trust you when you keep lying to me?" he growled,
    exasperated.  

     

    Sarah bristled. "How dare-"  

     

    "I can tell by the tone of your voice, Sarah, so don't even bother
    trying to fob me off with excuses."  

     

    Finally she relented, and took his hand. "All right, all right. I
    was thinking what the doctor told me last night."  

     

    His face fell. "I'm dying, aren't I?" he sighed.  

     

    "No! No, you're not. But so far as he could tell, you're not blind.
    He couldn't find anything wrong with you."  

     

    He grabbed her wrist, holding her close to his body. She shivered at
    his latent power. The grip was not painful, no more than a loop
    around her limb, but she was certain she couldn't have broken free
    no matter how hard she tried.  

     

    "So you think I'm lying to you, is that it?" he demanded.  

     

    "No, no, not at all," she insisted in a firm tone, for indeed the
    thought had never occurred to her until now. "I was just wondering
    what on earth could have happened to you that would be so terrible
    that it would cause you to not want to remember. Not wish to see.  

     

    "I don't think you're lying. But Dr. Gold says there's nothing wrong
    with your eyes. They react to the light, and aren't physically
    damaged so far as he can tell."  

     

    "But I can't see," he insisted.  

     

    "I know. But at least now there's hope. We need to find the
    solution. Jonathan will get my letter, and he will give us some
    answers. You know him, I'm sure of it. The tattoos, the songs, it
    all fits. You have far too much in common with the Rakehells not to
    be known by one of them.  

     

    "So since Jonathan has always been the most outgoing of the group,
    I'm sure he'll be able to help. So until we get a reply to my
    letter, we have a most important project. We need to get you fit and
    well for when he comes back, or sends word to us as to who you are,
    and what he suggests we should do next.  

     

    "Now please let go of my arm and stop scowling, or people will start
    to think we're having a lover's quarrel."  

     

    He released her at once, looking appalled at the way he had lost
    control. "I'm sorry, Sarah. I didn't mean to hurt you-"  

     

    "You didn't. I'm fine," she reassured him. "Just finish emptying the
    baskets. I'll get us some plates and we'll eat."  

     

    "I'm so sorry--"  

     

    "Don't be. It's fine. No hard feelings," she said in a light,
    bantering tone.  

     

    He still looked pensive and more grim than she had ever seen him.
    But the sunny day was far too lovely for such bleak thoughts, and he
    eventually began to thaw once more. At last he gave her a tentative
    smile.  

     

    Soon they were sprawled out on the grass with full plates of food
    and a glass each of white wine. Alexander only picked at his repast.
     

     

    Sarah caressed his shoulder tenderly. "I'm sorry you're upset. I
    didn't want to tell you what the doctor said until later. I didn't
    want to spoil the festivities. Please, Alexander. It's a gorgeous
    day, and we're both young and alive. It's all we can hope for, and
    worth enjoying, is it not?"  

     

    He nodded. "You're right. Brooding won't make things any better."  

     

    "No, only taking things one step at a time. So if you're finished
    rolling that egg around your plate, I think we should go dance."  

     

    "Are you sure?"  

     

    "It is only a hornpipe. How bad can it be?"  

     

    "But I might be a terrible dancer."  

     

    She laughed. "You're the most graceful man I've ever met, blind or
    sighted. I don't think I need have any cause for concern."  

     

    She was correct. His legs might have been stiff, his back sore, and
    he greatly out of practice, but being in his arms was like dancing
    on a cloud. They laughed and joked, and everyone marveled at the
    change in the normally quiet and shy vicar's sister. They were
    delighted to see she had fallen in love at last, and to a good 'un,
    as Jenny said. Pity about what had happened to him in the war,
    but...  

     

    She refrained from giving any specific details, however, and just
    left them guessing. Caleb warned her not to speak of his infirmity.
    It was no one's business but Alexander's own, and Sarah's if she
    chose to fall in love with him.  

     

    And while the old chap was a respectable God-fearing man, he did not
    underestimate the power of young love, and hoped for another family
    wedding as soon as possible, and a little one on the way. Hopefully
    in that order.  

     

    But he wouldn't be the least surprised if it wasn't, he thought with
    a small shake of his head as he watched the lovely couple dance and
    laugh together as though they had known each other all their lives.
     

     

    He was terribly fond of them both. He just prayed they both knew
    what they were letting themselves in for, because he was sure their
    path was not going to be a smooth one.  

    

 

    [bookmark: 12]Chapter Twelve  

     

    Sarah and Alexander lingered around the Maypole all day, laughing,
    teasing, and enjoying the excellent music provided for them by
    various players from the district. Were it not for what had happened
    earlier in the morning, Sarah would have said it was the most
    perfect day of her life.  

     

    But in her experience, happiness often came with a price attached.
    She kept waiting for him to pitch forward and have another episode
    like the one he'd had the night before. She almost dreaded it when,
    after they had packed up everything and headed home in the gig, he
    said he would play the pianoforte before supper.  

     

    But nothing dreadful happened. He played some popular country tunes,
    and when she asked him to play her brother's aria and sing it, he
    said he could not recall all of it, and moved on to a rousing
    rendition of The Blacksmith's Song which had her giggling and
    blushing.  

     

    After they had eaten, and the rooms had been tidied, Caleb and Jenny
    prepared a light supper and cleaned up the remnants of the May Day
    feast. Alexander asked Sarah to read to him, and chose The Country Wife by Wycherley.
     

     

    "Er, it's not exactly suitable for a vicar's sister," she said
    wryly.  

     

    "I know, but it's pretty amusing."  

     

    "Don't tell me, you played Horner in a college review."  

     

    "How did you guess?" He smiled.  

     

    "Because my brother-" She stared. "What did you say? Can you recall
    the college?"  

     

    He thought for a moment. "No."  

     

    "The words?"  

     

    Alexander's face lit with pleased recognition. "Let me think. Horner
    comes in and says, 'A quack is as fit for a pimp, as a midwife for a
    bawd; they are still but in their way, both helpers of nature.' Then
    the Quack comes in and he asks, 'Well, my dear doctor, hast thou
    done what I desired?'"  

     

    She found the correct place in the book and delivered the Quack's
    line. "I have undone you forever with the women, and reported you
    throughout the whole town as bad as an eunuch, with as much trouble
    as if I had made you one in earnest."  

     

    "But have you told all the midwives you know, the orange wenches at
    the playhouses, the city husbands, and old fumbling keepers of this
    end of the town? For they'll be the readiest to report it.  

     

    "Then they chatter on for a while about the nature of gossip in the
    town, and I say, 'Doctor, there are quacks in love as well as
    physic, who get but the fewer and worse patients for their boasting;
    a good name is seldom got by giving it one's self; and women, no
    more than honour, are compassed by bragging. Come, come, Doctor, the
    wisest lawyer never discovers the merits of his cause till the
    trial; the wealthiest man conceals his riches, and the cunning
    gamester his play. Shy husbands and keepers, like old rooks, are not
    to be cheated but by a new unpractised trick: false friendship will
    pass now no more than false dice upon 'em; no, not in the city.'"  

     

    "Very good. Can you remember any more?"  

     

    He laughed. "A few of the more bawdy scenes which I will not subject
    you to."  

     

    "I don't mind in this case."  

     

    "Ah, but I do. The next thing you know, you'll be asking me to
    recite passages from Tom Jones and Candide."  

     

    She laughed. "There are worse things to read than bawdy novels, I'm
    sure."  

     

    "And far better ones." He shook his head in bemusement. "Well, I can
    see I won't win any prizes for sainthood."  

     

    "Neither would Jonathan, even after becoming a vicar. We are none of
    us perfect, but better tolerant than priggish."  

     

    "I wouldn't want to be accused of impertinence."  

     

    "Never that. You enjoy amusing things, but you're not a rattle."  

     

    "Only because I can't see. I'm sure if I had a chance to observe
    people, I should find an infinite variety of things to criticize and
    mock."  

     

    Sarah smiled and stroked his cheek. "I'm sure not. Your discourse
    seems most sensible, for the most part, and I don't think you the
    type to be deliberately cruel."  

     

    "If I am no Snake, you are certainly no Lady Sneerwell."  

     

    "And what play is that from?" she tested him.  

     

    "The School for Scandal by Sheridan."  

     

    "Very good. And one of my brother's favorites, by the way."  

     

    "I can see we have a great deal in common."  

     

    She nodded, and took up another stocking to darn. "Yes, it's odd how
    well you seem to have known each other. Perhaps you were acquainted
    with each other at Oxford before the war? But I can't for the life
    of me recall anyone whom the Rakehells mentioned as being so
    particularly an intimate friend apart from each other.  

     

    "But you know how it is. My brother was so popular, knew so many
    people, it was not likely I would have paid much attention. I'm a
    few years younger than he, and was no doubt wrapped up in my own
    concerns.  

     

    She paused in her needlework as another idea struck her. "Perhaps
    Henry Stone might be able to help us, though. He's over in Millcote
    at Stone Court. He might recollect you, or remember his brother
    Clifford mentioning someone like you.  

     

    "Then there is our friend Dr. Blake Sanderson. He'll be coming home
    from the war soon. He's a doctor, but also went to school with the
    Rakehells. It's a lot to ask, I know, but I'm sure he would come
    down to Somerset to examine you if I asked him. He might even know
    you. He's served as an Army surgeon since the start of the war."  

     

    "He sounds a good man to know."  

     

    "Indeed." She resumed her darning. "Or there's Malcolm Branson. He
    and Henry are the youngest of the Rakehell set, but still. Someone
    is bound to know of someone who loves roses and speaks with your
    accent."  

     

    "My accent?" he said in surprise. "I wasn't aware I had one."  

     

    She put her hand on his shoulder for a brief moment, then resumed
    her needlework. "Yes, definitely from the South. Southwest is my
    best guess. It is not as broad as a Cornishman's, or even someone
    from Devon, but it's not quite Somerset either. Too musical. Of
    course, a lot of it would have been polished off at one or the other
    of the schools you evidently attended."  

     

    "You think I went to a good school?"  

     

    "I'm sure of it. You recall a college review, after all, so you must
    have."  

     

    "Not a private tutor?"  

     

    "Possibly, but you would have been a handful. You're exceptionally
    bright, as much so as any of the Rakehells. They went to Eton.
    Perhaps you knew them then, or at Oxford."  

     

    "I don't think I was that wealthy. Perhaps my father was a teacher?"
     

     

    "Hmm. Perhaps, though at the risk of sounding snobbish, I would say
    you appeared to have been raised in a much more refined manner than
    a schoolmaster's wages would allow."  

     

    He kissed her cheek, no more than a boyish peck, but enough to peak
    her nipples and set her pulse quickening. "Thank you, I think."  

     

    "At any rate, we can take a ride over to see Henry in the gig one
    day when you're feeling up to it."  

     

    "That's fine. There's no hurry."  

     

    She raised her eyebrows. "I'm surprised to hear you say that."  

     

    Alexander sighed. "You're the person who told me to take things one
    day at a time, Sarah. And that I need to build up my strength first.
    So if you'll forgive me, I'm just going to eat and retire to my
    room."  

     

    She felt instantly bereft as she saw his retreating back. "Now who
    is keeping things from whom?" she accused gently.  

     

    Alexander turned, shaking his head slowly. "Not keeping things from
    you, no. Another headache is coming on. I don't want you to nurse me
    all night again. You've been up two nights running. I can't keep
    wearing you down like this."  

     

    "I don't mind."  

     

    "Well I do," he said in a firm tone.  

     

    "Would you like me to ask Jenny and Caleb to stay the night again?"
     

     

    "No, they're weary as well."  

     

    "At least have something to eat before you go up."  

     

    "Aye, I will, thank you. Soup and sleep are the best medicine for
    me."  

     

    They talked of inconsequential matters as they ate, replaying the
    lovely day they had had around the Maypole.  

     

    "I just hope you didn't overdo it with all the dancing."  

     

    "I'm sure not. No, I think it's just my head that hurts."  

     

    "Shall I get the vinegar and--"  

     

    "No, really." He set his spoon down, wiped his mouth with his
    napkin, stood up and bowed. "Good night, Sarah. Sleep well." He
    smiled tightly.  

     

    "And you."  

     

    She listened pensively to his footsteps carefully ascending the
    stairs. Now all alone, she wandered through the suddenly
    empty-feeling house locking up. She headed into the kitchen to say
    good night and thanks to Caleb and Jenny.  

     

    "How is he?" he asked.  

     

    "He's not that well," she confided. "He seems to get terrible
    headaches whenever he recalls things. It's like a dam opening, I
    suppose. So much power, things just rushing though, well, it's bound
    to be unsettling."  

     

    "He's lucky to have you to take care of him. Do you want us to
    stay?" Jenny offered.  

     

    "No, it's fine," she refused, taking pity on the old couple, who had
    already done so much for the stranger who had come into their midst.
    "I'll see you in the morning."  

     

    Sarah locked up the back door securely after they'd left, and went
    upstairs. She peered in on Alexander, but he seemed to be sound
    asleep. She resisted the temptation to go over and check his heart
    and his breathing. He was going to be just fine. He had to be.  

     

    Once in her own room, she brushed out her hair by the window, and
    gazed out at the stars. She donned a loose wrapper, and kept a
    candle burning just in case she had to look in on him in the middle
    of the night.  

     

    She stretched out on her bed under the covers, and felt the tension
    melt from her body. She tumbled into sleep like a boulder over a
    cliff.  

     

    It seemed as if Sarah had only been asleep for a moment when her
    eyes flew open and she sat up quickly. She had forgotten to draw her
    curtains and the first rays of dawn were starting to stream in
    through the window. She lay bathed in sunlight and listened to the
    birds singing for a few moments, until she heard it again.  

     

    "No, no! Marielle! No! Leave her alone! Nooooooo!"  

     

    She ran to Alexander's room and found his thrashing about on the
    bed. "I'm here, it's all right. You're safe, Alexander, you're
    safe."  

     

    He clutched her to him convulsively. She lay on his chest, listening
    to his rapid heartbeat gradually subside into a more normal rhythm.
     

     

    "Better now?" she asked softly, hardly daring to breathe, the
    contact of her crested nipples against his chest through the thin
    fabric of her nightrail an exquisite torment.  

     

    "Yes," he sighed. His grip loosened, but moved down to her waist. He
    rolled her off him slightly and tucked her in close to his side.  

     

    She forced herself not to stiffen at the intimacy. It was startling,
    but nowhere she didn't want to be.  

     

    "Can you remember anything about the nightmare?" she asked once his
    breathing had evened out.  

     

    "No, nothing."  

     

    She didn't press him. She didn't want to know. A jealousy such as
    she had never known burned in her breast. She knew it was selfish
    and unreasonable of her. She might have known that he was already
    spoken for. A handsome virile man like him, it stood to reason. He
    probably had several children who would be delighted to see their
    father. Though of course, a lot could happen in a couple of years,
    including a wealthy widow being persuaded to re-marry.  

     

    She forced the myriad of conflicting thoughts and imaginings from
    her mind. It was enough to lay there with him as the dawn peeped
    through the trees and the music of spring filled the room. It might
    indeed have to be all she could ever have of him.  

     

    "Sarah, are you asleep?" he whispered against her hair, hugging her
    to him even more tightly for a brief moment.  

     

    "No, I'm just resting, and glad you're all right."  

     

    He stroked down her back with one hand, while the other reached up
    to put her head more snugly on his shoulder. His gradual steady
    breathing told her that he'd fallen back to sleep, and she closed
    her eyes. Just a few more minutes couldn't hurt...  

    

 

    [bookmark: 13]Chapter Thirteen  

     

    When Sarah awoke a few hours later, the sun was up fully, pouring in
    through the wide windows, bathing the bed in a golden glow. She and
    Alexander were twined around each other most intimately, legs and
    arms tangled, his hands upon her waist and hips.  

     

    She was tempted to simply close her eyes and enjoy the feel of his
    breathing, the sound of his heartbeat. But the clatter of pots and
    pans downstairs intruded, alerting her to the fact that Jenny and
    Caleb were getting breakfast and a bath ready for them both. They
    would no doubt come to look for them soon if they did not go down
    themselves.  

     

    She lifted her head from his shoulder sleepily and peered into
    Alexander's handsome face.  

     

    He smiled up at her. "Good morning."  

     

    "Good morning."  

     

    "This is a fine way to wake up. I thought I was dreaming for a
    minute. I'm afraid I checked to make sure you were solid and real."
     

     

    "I'm not complaining," she said breathlessly as his hands moved over
    her with devastating assurance.  

     

    "Can you do something for me?"  

     

    "What is it?" she asked with some trepidation.  

     

    "Kiss me, please?"  

     

    She touched his cheek and bent her head, kissing him tenderly on the
    lips. The heat flared between them in an instant. She gasped as his
    tongue probed her mouth, searching and tasting her most intimately.
     

     

    "Breakfast!" Jenny called from below.  

     

    They sprang apart guiltily, diving to opposite sides of the bed.
    They kept their backs to each other while they fumblingly adjusted
    their clothes.  

     

    It was just as well. His hands had already begun to seek for her
    bare flesh underneath her loose wrapper. Sarah knew if Alexander had
    begun disrobing her, she would never have had the strength to stop
    him.  

     

    "We'd better go," she said, scurrying around the foot of the bed and
    heading for the door.  

     

    "All right," he agreed reluctantly, but reached over to try to snag
    her wrist and pull her to him for one more kiss. He aimed far too
    high and accidentally brushed her breast through the thin fabric.
    Her nipple sprang to life under his hard palm, thrusting against it
    eagerly.  

     

    "Alexander," she gasped, and then they were hip to hip, thigh to
    thigh, chest to chest. She murmured his name once more against his
    heated mouth.  

     

    He took that as a sign of encouragement, and cupped her breast with
    erotic intent, kneading gently, stroking and titillating, until she
    daringly parted her robe and clasped his head, letting him suckle
    and nibble at her tender flesh.  

     

    Her body rose up to meet him, her nipples on a quest of their own,
    fitting into his mouth as though they were made just for his
    delectation as he alternated between them.  

     

    She clung to him urgently, weak in the knees, her whole world
    spinning as his tongue twirled and teeth teased. She could feel a
    building tension between her thighs, a peculiar moistness she had
    never experienced before, and a torrid heat and tautness in her
    abdomen.  

     

    He moved away slightly and she whimpered, fearful he would leave
    her. But he was only moving toward the other breast again to give it
    the same sensual attention. Her nails dug into his bare shoulders as
    she desperately tried to right her reeling world. His hand moved
    down to splay against her bare stomach, one finger parting her robe
    still further to explore her navel in a most suggestive manner.  

     

    "Alexander!" she whispered again.  

     

    Her hips thrust against his rock-solid thigh convulsively. She was
    almost begging for some kind of release from the tension that had
    built within her so rapidly and was now coiled like a spring.  

     

    Sensing her urgency, and his own need as well as ambivalence, he
    gave one last long lingering lick to each nipple, and lifted his
    head. He kissed her collarbone, the side of her throat, her chin,
    lips and eyelids, schooling himself to be tender, so that she would
    not feel any shame. Nor ever suspect what the matter really was. The
    mind was a powerful thing, but not where the flesh was weak. And
    they would both hate him if he were ever so selfish as to try to go
    beyond what he had already allowed himself to in his longing for
    closeness, feminine warmth. She was Sarah, his friend, not some
    trollop. But he would ruin her irrevocably if he dared touched her
    again, despite his body's failings.  

     

    "I'm sorry, Sarah. I can't- I went too far. I had no right. I'll go
    downstairs and keep them busy. You come down when you're more
    composed. I'm sorry. Please don't blame yourself. I was playing with
    fire, but you were the one who got scorched. Go, now."  

     

    He led her toward the door quickly. She was as unresisting as a rag
    doll, and made no demur when he practically pushed her out the door,
    then shut and locked it.  

     

    She stood on the landing in an agony of shock and indecision,
    stunned at all that had happened. And how quickly. And how he had
    got rid of her even more rapidly. She gasped and finally fled to her
    room, horrified at what she had allowed to happen, and at the fact
    that she had let him.  

     

    That he had been the one to do the decent, sensible thing and stop
    before things had gone too far. And just how far they might have was
    not something she really wanted to stop to consider.  

     

    She sat quaking at the foot of the bed. If he had begged her, said
    he couldn't live without her, would she have let him? she thought,
    shivering like a wet pup. Isn't that what all seducers said?  

     

    Except he hadn't said a word. He'd asked for one kiss. Had
    accidentally brushed her breast. It was she who had melted like
    butter in the bed. And had gone off like a Congreve rocket with one
    touch of her nipple, the pulling caress of his mouth sparking off
    the powder keg she had never even suspected lay within.  

     

    Lord in Heaven, how could she ever face him again? But of course she
    had to. He had nowhere else to go, and they were supposed to be
    friends, after all. He had been her friend, caring enough to not
    allow her to fall any further into folly. At least she would not
    have to face the embarrassment of him having seen her naked flesh,
    or put up with any pitying or reproachful looks from the man who had
    just witnessed her begging for his lovemaking like a Haymarket
    whore.  

     

    She shoved her heavy fall of raven hair out of her eyes and grabbed
    some fresh clothes from of the wardrobe. Instinct made her snatch up
    her riding habit. Like many of the women in her rural area, she
    dressed most sensibly, the habit being little more than a voluminous
    split skirt over a pair of breeches, the better for her to sit
    astride.  

     

    She found sidesaddles far too precarious, and not something every
    household took the trouble to invest in. A simple white cotton
    blouse not much more fancy than a man's shirt, a dark jacket with a
    full skirt, and a small hat perched atop her dark hair completed her
    ensemble. She pulled out her riding boots, and dusted them off.  

     

    All her restless energy could be expended upon a good gallop in the
    country, she was sure. Anything had to be better than being confined
    in a small chamber, a small house, with the man she had almost
    allowed to bed her.  

     

    As soon as Sarah was sure that Alexander was safely downstairs, she
    went into Jonathan's room and took out his riding clothes. The best
    thing to do was to keep Alexander busy, and not spend more time
    alone with him in the house than necessary. It led to all sorts of
    temptations and foolish thoughts, and addled her. She could not let
    him ever get so close to her, touch her in that manner again. Her
    breasts still tingled from his clever tongue and lips' tender
    ministrations.  

     

    As soon as Sarah heard him in the dining room with Caleb, she
    scurried into the bathroom and immersed her throbbing skin in the
    warm water. She lathered the soap, and washed herself, but every
    swipe of the flannel over her engorged breasts only reminded her of
    the rasp of Alexander's lightly bristled chin against her tender
    flesh. Washing her stomach and thighs caused her to groan with
    desire. What on earth was wrong with her? Was she ill?  

     

    She was indeed. She was sick with longing. Alexander had touched her
    heart, soul and body in a way no other man ever had. It was just too
    incredible, too wondrous. Too dangerous. She had no idea
    who he was, what his past commitments were. How on earth could she
    allow herself to fall in love him?  

     

    But as Sarah sat with him at the breakfast table, completely
    aquiver, the lightest touch of his hand causing her stomach to
    clench with longing, she asked herself another question.  

     

    How could she not allow herself to fall in love with such a man?  

     

    What was there not to love? He was intelligent, witty, and handsome,
    the best man she had ever known. But Alexander was not hers, and
    possibly never could be, she reminded herself harshly.  

     

    In any event, he had stopped short of making love to her, rejected
    her. Practically carried her out the door and closed and locked it
    upon her with a decided air of finality. As if their incredible
    interlude had been one absurd error never to be repeated.  

     

    It was just as well, she told herself bravely. She did not want him
    mistaking gratitude for her help with something more. It would cause
    far too many complications when he eventually had to leave.  

     

    And leave he would. He had another life out there. And she was
    doomed to be a spinster. For surely she could never allow anyone to
    touch her thus ever again. And certainly not a man like Alexander,
    whom she wasn't even sure she could trust. His loss of memory was
    not his fault, but even the thought of committing adultery made her
    ill. There was a wife, or other important woman somewhere, she was
    sure of it after his words that morning. A family. He was absolutely
    forbidden to her. She had to thank God he was alive, but never
    forget her bargain with Him. She had to give up any nonsensical
    romantic notions about her erstwhile cousin. She had to. For the
    sake of her family, her soul, she simply had to.  

     

    "So what are our plans for today, Sarah?" he asked with a false
    brightness which she couldn't fail to note.  

     

    "We're going riding this morning," she said firmly.  

     

    His face fell. "Oh, no, I-"  

     

    "No arguments. I don't understand your reluctance."  

     

    "I don't either," he admitted. "I suppose it's just that I'm more in
    control when I'm on my own two feet."  

     

    "It'll be fine, I promise."  

     

    "All right," he agreed reluctantly.  

     

    After breakfast she helped Caleb saddle two geldings, glad to have
    something to do to keep her hands busy and off her handsome
    companion. She helped Alexander onto the mounting block and Caleb
    got his leg over the horse. She tied a rope to the horn of each
    saddle, and let it play out until they could safely gallop around
    the open field together.  

     

    Separated thus, she began to relax at last. There was no opportunity
    for any accidental sensual contact so many yards apart.  

     

    "We'll just go straight on for the moment. No trees to get worried
    about."  

     

    He soon picked up the rhythm, and his pace. "It's sort of like being
    aboard a ship. I prefer them to horses," he observed with a
    tentative smile.  

     

    She filed away the comment for future reference. She also observed
    his seat upon the horse, his touch upon the reins. He might not
    remember about his past life, and was sorely out of practice, but no
    one could mistake his fine seat and assured command in the saddle.
    He most certainly had come from a good family.  

     

    Later he remarked, "This is a fine piece of horse flesh. He must be
    worth what, about fifty or sixty guineas?"  

     

    "Sixty."  

     

    She remained relatively silent, not wanting to distract him with
    idle chatter when he was once again remembering his past life as a
    gentleman. She was also couldn't help but be in turmoil about what
    had happened that morning, and knew from what he had said yesterday
    that he could detect many different subtle nuances in her voice. God
    forbid he should ever suspect she had fallen in love with him.  

     

    But it was difficult to avoid chatting forever. He seemed almost
    anxious to talk today, as though inconsequential chatter could drown
    out the loud throbbing of her heart, the vibrant humming between the
    two of them. As if speaking could negate what hung in the air
    unspoken.  

     

    As he chatted away about the wine they had had the day before at the
    picnic, she registered that this was yet another hobby of his. She
    would have to start writing all of it down. Even the most
    insignificant detail might be important if they were to discover his
    true identity.  

     

    "You're awfully pensive," he commented after a while.  

     

    "I'm sorry. I'm still a bit tired, and-"  

     

    "I was completely at fault this morning, Sarah, for which I truly
    apologize. I should never-"  

     

    "Then let's not speak of it," she said shyly.  

     

    "But we have to, don't you see? There are a handful of selfish
    reasons why I did what I did, Sarah, and an equal number of
    hopefully virtuous, decent and sensible ones for why I stopped."  

     

    "Fine."  

     

    "I don't want you to feel rejected."  

     

    "I said it was fine."  

     

    "Or think that you did anything--"  

     

    "Alexander, that's enough!" she ordered raggedly.  

     

    He tugged on the rope connecting them, forcing her to rein in her
    horse or risk injuring them all.  

     

    "Damn it, Sarah, will you please listen! None of this was your
    fault, and I'm buggered if I'll let you take the blame upon
    yourself. Or think that you're anything less than the most desirable
    woman I've ever met in my life."  

     

    "That you can remember!" she sniped.  

     

    "Fine," he snapped back. "I deserve that, well and truly. Which is
    why I stopped this morning, Sarah. The truth is that I don't know
    who I am. I have no idea if I'm single or married. I'd like to think
    I would be able to recall something as important as that, but it's
    all a blank. As are any other women in my life apart from the
    vaguest senses of temporary solace long ago. Long before I was ever
    injured, in case you were wondering. So believe me when I say that
    so far as I know, you are the only woman in my new post war life.
    The only woman I've ever kissed, caressed. Longed for."  

     

    "Oh, Alexander--"  

     

    He shook his head. "But that isn't your problem, it's mine. I don't
    want you to get into bed with me because you feel sorry for me. I
    feel sorry enough for myself."  

     

    "It isn't like that!" she admitted, throwing all caution to the
    winds. "I feel for you, Alexander. I've never-"  

     

    He sighed. "I do feel something for you, truly. But beyond the
    pleasure of kissing you, I'm not sure at this point what else I can
    give you, my dear. I'm damaged, crippled, blind. I'm, well, I'm not
    the man I once was. I may never be that man again. It isn't fair to
    you to just build your hopes up only to tear them down.  

     

    "I'm sorry, Sarah. I wish it could be different, but I have no
    control over my circumstances. I have no past, and no future either.
    I refuse to lead you into any further sin, any potential heartache
    if what we should discover about me is, well, terrible.  

     

    "Even if it isn't, I'm not the man to make you happy, Sarah. To give
    a woman as joyous and loving as you all you deserve. So once again,
    I'm sorry. Please, never blame yourself. If you want to be angry or
    curse someone for being a fool, then choose me."  

     

    "Oh, my dear Alexander, I understand."  

     

    "No, you don't," he gritted out, "and I hope to God you never do.
    But I thank you for trying to. And for being so kind to me. It's
    more than I deserve."  

     

    "Don't be silly. You deserve to be helped, cared for--"  

     

    He shook his head again, his mouth set in a line of firm refusal.
    "Not when I can give nothing in return."  

     

    Sarah protested, "The garden, the cooking yesterday, that isn't
    nothing--"  

     

    He laughed bitterly and shook his head. "No, I suppose not," he said
    in a mocking tone which confused her completely.  

     

    She stared at him for a time, but he remained silent, his face shut
    against her like an iron castle gate.  

     

    Well, if she couldn't breach his defenses, she might be able to get
    around them. "Are you ready to ride in a full circle?" she asked
    quietly, managing to keep her tone neutral.  

     

    He lifted one shoulder in a shrug of resignation. "I've come this
    far. Why not."  

     

    They rode for another half-hour, until she suggested they ought to
    go indoors. "Or else you'll be saddle sore for the rest of the week,
    and that would never do."  

     

    They returned to the house and washed and changed. While the air had
    not exactly been cleared between them, at least they weren't both
    feeling in such complete turmoil as they had been before the ride.  

     

    They met up in her small parlor an hour later, where she was sitting
    writing down all she had learned about him in a little notebook.  

     

    "I think I'll go out into the garden for a while," he said, though
    it sounded like more of a question than a statement.  

     

    "All right, but don't forget your hat."  

     

    He raised his hand to stroke her shoulder, but rammed it back down
    to his side. "I won't. Thank you."  

     

    "Dinner will be ready soon."  

     

    "I know, I can smell it. Venison. I can't wait."  

     

    She was glad to be alone with her thoughts. He was such an
    overwhelming distraction at the moment, one she simply couldn't
    afford. He was so, well, larger than life, it was as if he filled
    the vicarage. As if he had filled her life in the few short days he
    had been there.  

     

    But there was more to life than Alexander; there had to be. He would
    leave, and she would be on her own once more. With her virtue and
    dignity intact.  

     

    After all, it wasn't as if she didn't have a full life without him
    being there. There was knitting, sewing, all sorts of other chores.
    There was a mountain of wool to be carded and spun into thread, and
    given to the local weavers. The sheep needed to be shorn, and with
    the wedding and everything, it had got pushed back quite a bit
    already.  

     

    She took a clean sheet of paper and made a list of the chores that
    needed to be tackled. Then she divided the list into things
    Alexander could do even without eyesight. It would not be easy, but
    he could help with the shearing, carding and spinning. He could milk
    a cow or sheep, and he could tend the garden. It might not be the
    sort of life he was accustomed to, but it was good honest work that
    her brother had no qualms about indulging in.  

     

    Jenny came bustling in an hour later and asked if she was ready for
    dinner.  

     

    "Yes, thanks. If you could just call Alexander?" she requested,
    marveling as she did so that it seemed so natural to share so many
    simple things with him, to have him by her side. She realized that
    though he was only out in the garden, she had missed him.  

     

    "Yes, of course."  

     

    She listened to his movements around the house with half her
    attention as he cleaned up in the bathroom and joined her at the
    dinner table. She took his hand to orient him at the table, and he
    tucked into the food with a good appetite.  

     

    "I'm sorry I was so reluctant about riding with you," he said as
    they ate. "I did rather well today, I thought. I wish I had let you
    talk me into it sooner."  

     

    "Let's see what else we can talk you into," she said with a laugh.  

     

    "Why, what did you have in mind?" he asked with a wary expression.  

     

    "Our flock of sheep need to be tended, shorn. We get milk for
    cheese, of course, but now the wool will be made into yarn, which I
    sell to the local weavers. If you're willing to help, I think we can
    get that chore taken care of before we head to Bath."  

     

    He nodded and smiled. "Very well. I doubt I'll be much use, but I'm
    willing to try."  

     

    Sarah could tell that he was very pleased to have been asked, and
    grinned back. Then she caught herself. She had to try to remember
    that he couldn't see her.  

     

    Secretly, Alexander was even more relieved at her mention of Bath.
    At least she was not planning to throw him out of her home any time
    soon. He had half-expected, half-dreaded it after his appalling
    behavior, his confession and admission.  

     

    But Sarah not only wanted him to stay, she was planning on several
    more weeks with him, a special trip in his company. It was almost
    too good to be true. So the least he could do to repay her for all
    her kindness and generosity was to tackle a few smelly sheep.  

     

    Hell, he would walk over hot coals to stay with such a heavenly
    woman. Though he would have to leave sooner or later, for the
    present, there was only now. And he was going to enjoy ever minute
    of it with her, even if he never could be her lover. Or her husband.
     

     

    No. He shuddered.  

     

    Not now, not ever.  

     

    Not another hostage to fortune...  

     

    He swallowed hard, forcing the food down as the nightmares
    manifested themselves. They always hovered just on the edge of his
    consciousness. They weren't real. They couldn't be real.  

     

    He clutched his fork so tightly he could feel it bend. Sarah was
    real. And the vicarage. And the garden, the shovel, the sheep and
    horses. He had to just cling onto them for as long as he could.
    Never let her know how he felt about her. Never let her guess who he
    was, what he had done...  
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    Sarah and Alexander commenced the shearing the very next morning.
    After a relaxing evening by the fire with her reading poetry to him,
    and him playing the pianoforte, and a peaceful night for the both of
    them, they awakened, bathed, and then put on some old brown cotton
    clothes.  

     

    Caleb mixed the vat of dip to keep the vermin off the sheep once
    they were shorn. She and Alexander began to herd them into the pen
    with the help of a couple of lively dogs borrowed from one of the
    neighbors down the road.  

     

    Alexander clapped his hands together and shouted, "Shoo!"  

     

    For the most part they did as they were told, and went into the pen.
    A few of the more fractious ovines tried to break away, but one of
    the other people who could see would round them up. Jenny also
    showed him how to milk an ewe amid much laughter and teasing.  

     

    After they were all milked, Alexander felt around until he grabbed a
    sheep and heaved it upwards to expose its stomach. His muscles
    rippled and bulged as the woolly beast struggled, then lay still.  

     

    Sarah worked quickly with the shears, whilst Jenny, paired with
    Caleb, did the same. When each fleece had been removed, the sheep
    was immersed in the trough and sent away bleating.  

     

    It was a glorious day, full of hard work and fun. Sarah felt she had
    never been so happy in her life, though it was a rather odd notion
    of perfect bliss. She and Alexander joked, fell over into each
    other's arms, supported each other, and worked well as a team. He
    might have been a gentleman in his past life, but he seemed a
    perfect match for her, humble and unspoiled despite his background.
    Every moment she spent with him was a new revelation, of both his
    character and her own. If this wasn't love, she wasn't sure what
    love was.  

     

    But she also knew she ought not to push him too hard after all he
    had been through. And after what he had said about him having no
    past or future. She couldn't keep basing her longings on a man who
    might not even exist. A man who was as insubstantial as air, for all
    he was right within arm's reach.  

     

    At one point, she asked, "How's you back?"  

     

    "Not the best I've ever felt. But I'm having fun, and am glad to
    help."  

     

    "We can stop and rest if you like."  

     

    "No, not at all. I want to keep going."  

     

    "If you're sure."  

     

    "We're doing well, I think. The weather is glorious, and the sheep
    all gathered in the pen. We should keep it up."  

     

    They took occasional breaks for water or milk, but Alexander was
    determined to finish. So they labored on until the sun was just
    going down.  

     

    "All finished?" Alexander asked.  

     

    "All done. Besides, the sun is setting."  

     

    "That makes no difference to me," Alexander said with a smile.  

     

    "Well, it does to us. Besides, it's getting a bit chilly."  

     

    He nodded, and held his hand out to her, squeezing hers warmly,
    while he grinned from ear to ear, proud of what he had accomplished.
     

     

    She took his arm and led Alexander back to the house. Jenny and
    Caleb went back to their own cottage. Sarah excused them despite
    their protests, telling them that they had done more than enough for
    one day.  

     

    Once they were bathed and changed, she served them soup, bread,
    cheese and cold meat, washed down with some beer.  

     

    "That was wonderful. I really enjoyed it."  

     

    "No memory of ever having done it before?"  

     

    He shook his head. "None."  

     

    "Tomorrow you shall learn how to card and spin. You'll certainly be
    busy with that for the next few days."  

     

    "I don't mind, so long as you let me go into the garden every so
    often, or ride."  

     

    "You can even work out in the garden if it's nice."  

     

    "With all of us working with the wool, we'll finish it in no time."
     

     

    "You sound almost eager to get to Bath now," she observed.  

     

    He nodded. "I want to get well. Each time I have a good soak, I feel
    myself improving."  

     

    "I'm glad to hear it," she said, at least half truthfully. She tried
    to silence the more selfish other half which told her once he was
    well, he would leave forever.  

     

    "What would you like to do now?"  

     

    "How about play cards?" he suggested.  

     

    She stared. "Cards? But you can't-"  

     

    He grinned. "Caleb was kind enough to suggest it. He's pricked out a
    deck for me, so if you're willing to be patient, we can try."  

     

    He showed her the deck, and how he could feel the raised bumps on
    the cards, which told him number and suit. Caleb had painstakingly
    pricked each picture on the card, and then a little heart, spade,
    diamond or club in one corner.  

     

    She laughed, but was also touched at the old man's kindness to
    Alexander. "All right, we can try to play, but no gambling, and I'm
    shuffling."  

     

    They started with vignt-et-un and graduated to rummy. Then he
    attempted a couple of games of patience.  

     

    "Not bad at all," she praised, when he had won the second hand.  

     

    "And do you play chess, draughts, backgammon, cribbage?" he asked
    hopefully.  

     

    "I do. As long as we have the deck of cards here, I shall fetch the
    cribbage board and see how you get on."  

     

    After playing a couple of hands and already being down thirty
    points, she said with a laugh, "I can see this is another thing
    you're very good at."  

     

    "Beginner's luck."  

     

    "Hah. You must have fleeced everyone in the officer's mess."  

     

    He frowned in concentration. "I don't think so. I can't recall."  

     

    "But you know the rules."  

     

    He shrugged one shoulder. "Not much to do around a hospital all
    day."  

     

    "Oh, I'm sorry, I never thought-"  

     

    "It was one of the monk's ideas."  

     

    "Well, it was a jolly good one."  

     

    When Alexander eventually won the game, she stretched and yawned.
    "It's been a long day. You must be worn out."  

     

    "I am. Time for bed."  

     

    She stifled a yawn herself. "I need to make an early start in the
    morning, washing and carding."  

     

    "I'll look forward to it."  

     

    "No you won't. A sensible man would opt to stay in bed and sleep."  

     

    Alexander laughed. "You're lucky I'm mad then."  

     

    "Don't say that!" She let out a shaky sigh. "It is just that, well,
    they said Clifford's wife Vanessa was mad."  

     

    "And was she?" he asked curiously.  

     

    "No, of course not. Just extremely educated, with a peculiar
    half-brother."  

     

    "I see. You can tell me the story some time. But not at the moment.
    Now you need your rest." He patted her on the shoulder.  

     

    She picked up her candle and ascended the stairs. "Good night."  

     

    "Good night."  

     

    Suddenly, he broke every good resolution he had ever formulated. He
    stooped down and kissed her masterfully on the lips.  

     

    Sarah's common sense tumbled like the house of cards they had just
    had fun building. She kissed him back ardently, unable to help
    herself, or to quell her pent-up yearnings. Their tongues mingled
    and her heart hammered in her chest. She stretched up against his
    huge muscular frame, but he made no move to embrace her.  

     

    In fact, he raised his head shortly afterwards and sighed. "I'm
    sorry, Sarah. That was nothing to be upset over. Just a kiss between
    friends, all right? Good night."  

     

    She watched with a heavy heart as he vanished into his room and
    locked the door.  

     

    Why was he so standoffish one minute, so, so passionate the next? It
    was dreadfully frustrating! Her whole body throbbed with need, yet
    he had shut the door almost in her face twice now. What on earth was
    he playing at? And why wasn't she more relieved that he had some
    control and decency?  

     

    Sarah entered her room and had to restrain herself from slamming the
    door. She unbound her hair so that it flowed freely over her back,
    stripped off her clothes, and in a fit of daring, slipped between
    the sheets naked. She had her robe nearby just in case. In fact, she
    hoped he would have another nightmare. At least it would give her an
    excuse to be close to him, wrong though she knew the desire to be.  

     

    She thought she would toss and turn, too keyed up to sleep after
    that soul-wrenching kiss. Yet soon she felt a heavy drowsiness
    overtake her limbs, and glided into a deep slumber full of sensual
    dreams in which Alexander's hot hard hands were upon her. Caressing,
    exploring, teasing her most provocatively. Her breasts, belly,
    thighs, curl-clad mound.  

     

    She could feel the rush of sensation flood through her lower limbs,
    and opened her eyes as a movement in the room caught her attention.
    She saw the door close, and shot upright in alarm. It was still
    dark. She wasn't quite sure what she had seen.  

     

    Had Alexander been in her room, touched her so, so intimately? She
    felt her nipples thrusting against the sheet, an unusual warmth to
    her skin. Had he been sleepwalking, or had he come into the room to
    finish what they had started the other morning? And he had then left
    her to sleep? Changed his mind?  

     

    She rose and put on her wrapper, and went down the hall. She opened
    the door, and peeped in. He was sitting on the edge of the bed in
    his dressing gown.  

     

    "Alexander? Are you ill?"  

     

    He laughed shortly. "You could say that."  

     

    "Can I help?"  

     

    "Believe me, you've tried," he said raggedly, sounding as though
    near tears.  

     

    "I'm not sure I understand."  

     

    "Never mind, Sarah! Just go to sleep."  

     

    She wished she could see his face, but the room was shrouded in
    darkness.  

     

    "Were you, were you just in my room a moment ago?"  

     

    "I thought heard something," he lied.  

     

    "I see." She did not dare voice her suspicions aloud. It was just
    too difficult to talk about.  

     

    "Are you sure I can't get you anything?"  

     

    "No, nothing, thank you," he replied, his tone clipped.  

     

    "Well, good night, Alexander."  

     

    "Good night."  

     

    Sarah had no idea what was troubling him but she was too exhausted
    and overwrought to spend any more time trying to decipher his
    moodiness.  

     

    Her whole body was trembling, and the hot brand of his fingers on
    her abdomen and most secret space continued to burn even when she
    crushed her legs together with a frustrated sob and thrust her hips
    into the mattress hoping the chafing of the sheets would wipe away
    the memory of his touch.  

     

    It only brought more confusion as she felt herself tremble and
    writhe, and finally fall asleep fitfully. She gave up on further
    slumber at seven, feeling as though her flesh were on fire.  

     

    By the time she got downstairs, her two servants and house guest had
    already begun washing and hanging out the wool, and she had no
    chance to speak with Alexander privately about the incident in her
    room.  

     

    Even when she suggested a break, her wishes were thwarted, for he
    informed her that he had already breakfasted.  

     

    In any event, what could she say to him over their eggs and bacon?
    They had talked of being honest with each other, but it was not
    exactly something she could blurt out and ask him.  

     

    Besides, she was fairly sure she knew the answer. Her body had been
    stroked to a fever pitch, and not by her own hands, of that she was
    sure. She had never felt such torrid heat between her thighs before.
    Only his touch could possibly have evoked so many thrilling new
    sensations.  

     

    Alexander worked like an African slave all day, never resting, never
    still. She could not understand the change in him. It was as if he
    were trying to flee from something. What it could be she had no
    idea. Had he had more nightmares? More memories? Had he recalled
    something about a wife and family which made him so standoffish?  

     

    Again, she could only guess. There was no privacy to talk of such
    things, not in front of the servants. Besides, every time she tried
    to initiate a conversation with him, he changed the subject to
    something neutral like the weather, or the latest news Caleb had
    heard in the village.  

     

    When the wool was dry, she showed Alexander how to card, and the
    four of them worked companionably in the bright sunshine, shaded by
    the trees, and kept cool by a light breeze.  

     

    He chatted amiably with Jenny and Caleb, who obviously thought the
    world of him. They did not ask any probing questions, but kept him
    entertained with descriptions of the old vicarage and the
    surrounding countryside.  

     

    "The building was put up in my grandfather's time. Good stone, that.
    And the number of rooms. It was like a mansion in my day. It's
    considered small now, but in its time it was a fine place, with a
    vicar who had lots of children running a lively parish. But a lot of
    the young people have gone off to look for work, and to war, of
    course.  

     

    "Sheep are not as much of a good business as they once were. Ever
    since the olden days, the Speaker of the House of Parliament has sat
    on a woolsack to show that was where England got its power. But
    times are different now," Caleb said with a sad shake of his head.  

     

    One of the sheep looked at them quizzically and bleated.  

     

    Sarah laughed and told Alexander he was being stared at.  

     

    "I can't imagine anything less regal looking than a sheep,"
    Alexander said with a grin. "But yes, they were once king of the
    hills."  

     

    "Change can be good," Caleb said thoughtfully, "But this damned
    war--" He shot a look at Alexander and lapsed back into silence.  

     

    "Indeed," he sighed.  

     

    "Your pardon, Sir, I didn't mean--"  

     

    "It's all right, Caleb. I know that. I can't be offended by you
    speaking the truth, now can I." He withdrew into himself again
    visibly, Sarah observed with a pang, though he never moved a muscle.
     

     

    She wished she could penetrate his silence. But short of starting a
    quarrel right in front of the others, she had no choice but to press
    on with her work silently.  

     

    Once they had carded a goodly amount of washed and dried wool, it
    was time to try the spinning. Sarah discovered that he had an
    excellent feel for the whole process.  

     

    "That's very good. You have a natural talent. We'll be finished in
    no time at this rate."  

     

    "Another day or two, anyroad," Caleb guessed, carding until his old
    gnarled hands looked aching.  

     

    They broke off their labors as the sun went down, and Caleb and
    Jenny said good night and departed.  

     

    Once alone with Alexander, she hoped to draw him out at last, but he
    made heavy weather of it. She noticed he had been good company with
    Caleb and Jenny for most of the day, so after a relatively silent
    supper, she was worried.  

     

    She became even more concerned when she brought out the chessboard
    that night and asked him if he was interested in playing, and he
    seemed tongue-tied.  

     

    "Is there something that you've remembered that has you worried?"
    she asked at length, after he had rebuffed all of her conversational
    efforts.  

     

    "Not exactly."  

     

    "Well, what-"  

     

    "Please, Sarah, I know you mean well. But there are some things that
    a man simply does not discuss with a lady."  

     

    "I see. Er, is it someone you remember?"  

     

    "I'm not sure. I think so." He took a deep breath. "Look, Sarah,
    there's no polite way to say any of this. So I'm just going to come
    right out with it, even at the risk of offending you. I have to be
    honest with you." He took a deep, ragged breath. "I do consider you
    the dearest friend I've ever had, and I would never want to hurt
    you. You're not a foolish woman. You must see the way things are
    between us. I'm very attracted to you. But I could never act upon
    it. I'm beginning to wonder if it's such a good idea my staying
    here. You're such a, well, a temptation to me in many respects, and
    I'm a selfish man to take up so much of your time. Perhaps I should
    go to an inn and wait until your brother returns."  

     

    She stared at him for a moment. A temptation? Her? She was stunned,
    but rather pleased with the notion. It made her sound like something
    other than a dull spinsterish vicar's sister.  

     

    "You're much more comfortable here than you could possibly be in a
    public place with strangers. I'm not sure what has you so upset, but
    -"  

     

    "I was in your room last night," he blurted out.  

     

    "Yes?" she said, feeling all the blood rushing to her face, and the
    breath surging into her throat like a fist.  

     

    "I kissed you, touched you. You know, the way we did the other
    morning," he confessed in an agonized whisper. "Only worse. I
    touched all of you. Everywhere." He swallowed hard. "You were
    sleeping naked. I can't tell you how excited I became."  

     

    She tried to suppress the shudder of desire and panic which coursed
    through her. She'd been right. It had been him stroking her to that
    heated dampness and rowelling sense of urgent need. "And?"  

     

    He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. "And nothing."  

     

    "Why did you not wake me? Why did you stop, er, touching me?" she
    asked softly, though even thinking the question opened up a world of
    possibilities. And admitting to both him and herself most of all
    that she wanted him. Despite reason, honor, decency, common sense,
    the consequences which loomed, she wanted him.  

     

    Oh Lord, she prayed. Help me to do the right thing. Even if it means
    doing the wrong one.  

     

    "Because I felt so hopeless," he sighed.  

     

    She sat up straight. "Hopeless? I don't understand." She was fearful
    now, recalling only too well the subject of suicide and despair. Her
    palms sweated, and her need and fear were palpable in the small of
    her back and the nape of her neck.  

     

    "How could you? You're a sheltered young lady from a decent family.
    You can't possibly understand about men like me."  

     

    "You're a good man, Alexander. You've been injured, alone. For a
    long time. And men have certain needs, I've been told. I've
    volunteered in the clinic, spoken to women from all walks of life,
    helped deliver babies. I'm not that naive. I know how, well, rams
    and ewes get lambs, if that's what you mean," she said, her cheeks
    heating.  

     

    He snorted bitterly. "Not exactly the most romantic comparison, but
    yes, that is what I mean. Except as much as my mind tells me I want
    to um, tup you, I fear my injuries have left me naught but a
    wedder."  

     

    She stared at him. "Oh, um, did you, uh, I mean-" She blushed and
    tried again. "Are you injured down there as well?"  

     

    "No, that's just it. I'm not."  

     

    "Did you talk to Caleb?"  

     

    "I can't believe we're talking about this over the bloody
    chessboard!" he shouted, standing up, and running the fingers of
    both hands through his flowing dark locks in frustration.  

     

    She stood up and approached him tentatively.  

     

    He turned his face away from her, and a spirit of determination rose
    up within her, though it was probably the last thing she should have
    been feeling. For it would only bring about ruin.  

     

    And joy too, her heart whispered, as she felt her struggle with her
    conscience evaporating like the mist of a summer's morning in the
    face of his obvious agony. "I'm sorry. I know I'm inexperienced, but
    I'm trying to understand. Really."  

     

    "What is there to understand other than what I've told you?" he
    ground out.  

     

    She grasped his arm and turned him to face her. "But your blindness
    isn't physical, is it? Not according to the doctor. Might not this
    be the same thing?"  

     

    He sighed and threw his hands wide in a gesture of despair. "I don't
    know anything any more, Sarah. All I know is I recall what it's
    supposed to be like between a man and a woman. What we have is not
    all that it should be. I desire you more than anything I've ever
    wanted in this lifetime, but it's mostly in my mind, not fully in my
    body.  

     

    "And in any case, I shouldn't even be thinking of you in these
    terms, not when I'm a guest in your house. After all you've done for
    me. It's like the worst form of betrayal. What the hell kind of a
    man am I to repay you thus?"  

     

    "Alexander--"  

     

    He held out one hand and shook his head. "No, let me finish. You're
    a respectable woman, a vicar's sister, for Heaven's sake. I can't
    debauch you. It would be the worst sin imaginable. I have no future
    to offer you, surely you must see that. Even if I knew I were free,
    had money, a home of my own, I could never saddle you with a blind
    cripple for a husband. To deny you children if I can never again,
    er--"  

     

    "But surely--"  

     

    "No, Sarah. There's no point in trying to discuss this any further.
    You know I'm right. I wouldn't even be talking about this now were
    it not for the fact that you trusted me, and I violated that trust
    with what I did to you last night. I think I should leave tomorrow."
     

     

    She stayed him with her hand upon his wrist. "You're upset and
    confused. But leaving is only going to make things worse for you,
    cast alone amongst strangers."  

     

    "But how can I stay after all that's been said and done? I can't
    take any of this back. And damn it, Sarah, I want you so badly I
    wouldn't even wish to."  

     

    She squeezed his hand. "Then don't take any of it back. And we can
    go on as before, truly. Perhaps come to something even stronger,
    better. I do trust you. I'm flattered, not horrified. And I have
    never thought of you as a burden or cripple. I think this problem of
    yours is like your memory. It can't be forced. And it can't all be
    gone, dead, lost to you, the um, pleasure."  

     

    She swallowed hard, thinking of all she had overheard various women
    say over the years about men. She ventured bravely, "You said you
    wanted me, so clearly you feel something physically. And there must
    be other enjoyable aspects to the act of love besides the actual
    thing itself. Things which can't be so terribly wrong.  

     

    "Touching my hand, for example, or my arm, my breast, doing what you
    did yesterday morning, which I think we both enjoyed. Or my touching
    you. Surely that must be pleasant," she asked, reaching up to stroke
    his face. "Surely you must have enjoyed what we did together
    yesterday morning. And no one was hurt by it."  

     

    He seemed to be calmed by her hand upon his cheek, but when she
    moved to kiss him, he tried to step away.  

     

    "No, we mustn't. Not now, at any rate. I can't--"  

     

    She hugged him to her. "You'll be all right. It'll be fine."  

     

    "But what if I can't ever-"  

     

    "Don't say that. And I'm sure, even with my limited experience, that
    there are other ways to thrill me besides what you are speaking of.
    All you have to do is touch me, and I nearly faint."  

     

    "Really?" he whispered.  

     

    "Really. I was on fire yesterday morning, last night. It was sheer
    bliss, truly."  

     

    He still looked doubtful, so she took his hand and placed it on her
    breast. He tried to pull back, but she held it in place and stepped
    closer to him.  

     

    "That, for example, is wonderful."  

     

    He kissed her hard, and cupped her against him, then broke away. "I
    feel strange. I'm going to bed. By myself," he added, when she took
    his hand and tried to go with him.  

     

    She was left alone in the sitting room feeling like a fool, and not
    a little wicked at how she had become the aggressor, the person in
    control. Not just the passive recipient of passion, but the
    instigator. It was a heady feeling.  

     

    But she let him go readily enough. She knew these things could not
    be rushed, and he was still in a lot of pain with his back. The work
    on the shearing had taken its toll upon him whether he wanted to
    admit it or not. There was nothing she could do about the way he
    felt except be patient, and let him know that she found him
    desirable no matter what.  

     

    For there was no sense in hiding it any longer, trying to lie to
    herself. And while every single reservation was still a valid one,
    she feared his despair, and her own nature. If she let him go
    without exploring more of the joys only he could give, she would
    regret it for the rest of her life.  

     

    It had taken a lot for Alexander to admit what he had to her of all
    people. That trust was rare and precious. She couldn't force him to
    confide in her, or indeed do anything else with her. But she could
    make him feel loved and desirable.  

     

    For he most certainly was. Her heart skipped a beat every time he
    came into the room, or smiled, or took her hand. She understood it
    all now, a love so powerful it was worth risking everything for. So
    much so that she could let herself go into his bed, and count the
    rest of the world as nothing.  

     

    She might have regrets the morning after, or several months after if
    she were not careful, but not every woman got caught out. And she
    would never marry if not Alexander.  

     

    As for her reputation, well, everyone in the district adored him.
    There were mitigating circumstances...  

     

    Sin was sin.  

     

    She put her head in her hands hopelessly. She had been sorely
    tempted, and was failing the test. Yet how ironic. She was resolving
    to become his lover even as he had told her it was philosophically
    and physically impossible for him. But unless he was pretending in
    the same manner that Horner did in the play The Country Wife in
    order to trick her, he posed no threat to her as Paxton had done
    Jane.  

     

    Alexander wasn't trying to seduce her for his own selfish ends.
    Quite the contrary. He was trying to give her up.  

     

    She wasn't willing to let him. Or to give him up herself.  

     

    He was at his wit's end. He needed help. On every level, but most of
    all on this fundamental one. He already thought little enough of
    himself as a man without this added burden.  

     

    It would be all right. One day at a time, she had told him. One day,
    and one night.  

     

    Sarah checked the house, locked up, and went to bed with a heavy
    heart. As she said her prayers, she asked God His forgiveness for
    willingly choosing the path of sin in order to save the man she
    loved.  

     

    She wondered even as she did so if this were the bargain she had
    made the night he had nearly died. That loving him was not something
    that could be done by halves, or with reservations. That loving him
    was never going to be easy, but fraught with trials and
    tribulations.  

     

    Well, here was another problem for the infinitely practical Sarah to
    solve. She smiled wryly at the thought as she climbed into bed. She
    was nothing if not good at dealing with problems. She just had to
    think, recall all she knew second-hand from the clinic for fallen
    women she helped run.  

     

    Alexander might not feel completely manly, according to his
    definition of the word, but at least he was still alive, and that
    was all that mattered to her. Love would find a way, of that she was
    sure. She would find a way for them both.  

    

 

    [bookmark: 15]Chapter Fifteen  

     

    The following morning Sarah was up early, but found Alexander
    already spinning away out in the garden when she came down.  

     

    "My, you look like you've been up all night."  

     

    "I work well in the dark," he replied, his expression closed and
    guarded.  

     

    "I had noticed."  

     

    "Go have your breakfast," he said gruffly.  

     

    "Aren't you coming, Alexander?"  

     

    "I'm not hungry."  

     

    "Bad night?" she asked gently, stroking back a tendril of hair from
    his forehead.  

     

    "Not one of my best, no."  

     

    "I'm sorry."  

     

    He sighed. "Sarah, go eat breakfast, and forget what I ever said
    last night."  

     

    "I will if you promise not to worry about it so much."  

     

    He nodded. "All right, I promise."  

     

    Easier said than done, she knew, but now was not the time to argue.
     

     

    Sarah gave him a peck on the cheek which he did not shrink away
    from, and returned to the house.  

     

    She had breakfast and then went back out into the garden to continue
    with the carding and spinning. It was another glorious day, and as
    she sat working by his side, her resolution of the night before, and
    a half a plan, jelled in her mind, took on solid form and essence.  

     

    She loved him. It was a magical gift. One she could bestow in
    return. In whatever way she could.  

     

    Alexander did wonders with the spinning wheel, while the other three
    carded. The four of them worked all day side by side in the fresh
    air. Alexander was pleasant, but still distracted, his handsome face
    marred by a grim shadow Sarah wished she could do something to
    dispel.  

     

    Perhaps a conversation with Dr. Gold would help? She would try to go
    see him in the next couple of days, but it would be a dashed awkward
    discussion for the unmarried sister of a vicar to have. He would
    certainly know the man in question to whom she was referring. And
    would wonder exactly what the two of them had been getting up to in
    the vicarage.  

     

    Or not getting up to, she thought with a sigh, recalling the
    character of Horner in The Country Wife, who pretended to be
    impotent so that men would trust them with their wives, and women
    would want to help 'cure' him.  

     

    Surely Alexander wasn't deceiving her in so gross a manner, she
    reflected again, still recalling uneasily what a plausible rogue
    Paxton had been.  

     

    Or Ferncliffe. Why, Ferncliffe had even paid his addresses to
    herself and Elizabeth Eltham at Bath. Nearly married Pamela himself.
    Yet he had been a foul ravisher, and had taken advantage of and
    finally killed poor Jane.  

     

    But no, Alexander wasn't like that. He remembered nothing of his
    past, but she would stake all she owned that he was a decent, good
    man. He was far too upset and distressed, too sensitive upon the
    subject. He was being honest with her, she was sure. He had used the
    word hopeless, which bothered her more than anything. She simply
    couldn't allow him to give way to despair, not when he was getting
    better each and every day.  

     

    Perhaps with proper food and rest, and move improvements with his
    back and mobility, all would be well. Stimulating the flesh,
    circulation... And Bath was said to cure all manner of ills.  

     

    She could think of any number of things they might be able to try.
    She hadn't worked in the clinic for nothing. And she was a firm
    believer in the healing power of touch. He would get well. She was
    determined he would.  

     

    But to what end, if he were already married...  

     

    She shoved that thought aside. It didn't matter to her. There were
    plenty of couples who shared intimacy who weren't married. He was
    the only man she had ever met who could turn her inside out with a
    simple kiss. She certainly wasn't going to give him up without a
    fight. Not when they had both come so far. Especially her. The only
    thing more wrong than falling in love with him would be to turn her
    back on him when he trusted her. Needed her.  

     

    "Are you all right, Sarah?" he asked at one point when Jenny and
    Caleb had gone inside.  

     

    "Fine. Why?"  

     

    "You're so quiet."  

     

    "I could say the same of you."  

     

    "I'm sorry. Please don't hate me."  

     

    Sarah laughed abruptly. "You ought to know by now that that's the
    last emotion I could ever feel about you."  

     

    "Sarah--"  

     

    "Keep spinning, Alexander. We'll be done in no time. We can talk
    later."  

     

    "Indeed. Talk is all I'm good for."  

     

    "Stop that right now," she ordered. "It will do neither of us any
    good."  

     

    Alexander heaved a ragged sigh and worked on, though his back was
    burning and his fingers felt raw. Anything for the wonderful woman
    who made him feel so bathed in warmth and tenderness he could weep.
    Weep for joy, and for all he had lost. All he could never give her.
    Or indeed any other woman.  

     

    Not that he could ever imagine wanting anyone more than he wanted
    this lovely lady, but she seemed so far out of his reach even though
    she was sitting right next to him that he found himself asking, "Can
    I look at you, please?"  

     

    "Pardon?" she gasped.  

     

    "With my fingers, on your face," he clarified, letting go of his
    wool and stopping the treadle.  

     

    "Yes, I suppose so," she said, hoping her misgivings weren't too
    obvious.  

     

    He was conscious of Jenny and Caleb in the kitchen only a few yards
    away, but he didn't care. He reached out for her tentatively, and
    his hand landed squarely on the top of her head. He stroked her soft
    hair then moved down to her high, delicate forehead, elegant curved
    brows, fine straight nose. His fingers lingered on her cheekbones,
    enjoying her petal soft skin with the underlying strength which
    supported it. It was just like the rest of her, soft but steely when
    need be.  

     

    He rubbed his thumb over her lower lip, caressing its fullness,
    longing to match his mouth to hers. But before he gave into the
    temptation, he let his fingers glide down to her chin, and her firm
    jaw.  

     

    He tried to make light of the tempest of swirling emotions in his
    body and mind. "Beautiful, but daunting for most men. They either
    assume that you are too much of a woman for them, or that you're so
    splendid you can't possibly be available. So you remain alone. What
    a pitiful waste."  

     

    She lifted the chin he was still lightly clinging to. "Not all men
    are so easily scared away. But nor have any been welcomed into my
    world, my home," she said, making a pointed reference to his living
    there with her. "And my life is not wasted simply because I have no
    beau. As you can see, my life is a busy one."  

     

    "But is it the one you've chosen, or the one your brother gave you?"
    he challenged.  

     

    "I've chosen it," she said defensively. "It's a good one. That is
    not to say I would not be willing to alter it to suit that of any
    man who did come into my life. I would like to think I'm adaptable.
    And I'd be happy to see more of the world. I love Somerset, but I
    carry it and my family and friends in my heart no matter where I
    go."  

     

    He stepped away from her then, taking the hint, but certainly not
    willing or able to commit himself when his head swirled with such
    uncertainties.  

     

    "You might well say you were willing to give all this up, but a man
    who truly loved you might deem it cruel to take you away from the
    setting which is the perfect foil for you."  

     

    "I am no jewel, sir, but a flesh and blood woman. Not meant to be
    kept in a glass case and simply admired, but appreciated daily,
    allowed to shine and sparkle."  

     

    "And get chipped, marred?"  

     

    "Working in the clinic, I have seen that women are capable of
    withstanding rough handling, dirt and grime, but can still shine for
    all that."  

     

    He stroked his hand down her back. "Ah, yes, but a man who truly
    cared for you would never allow you to be so besmirched."  

     

    "Woman's honor is said to be her jewel, and it's price above rubies.
    But a woman has free will, choice," she said in a low tone that only
    Alexander could hear.  

     

    "She is not a passive partner, unless of course she is grossly and
    forcibly taken advantage of you. But where she loves, she is a
    willing participant in the delights that only a man and woman can
    share. There is nothing gross or unpleasant about that. Not where
    there is true respect and esteem."  

     

    She swallowed hard, stunned by her own argument. It was all true.
    But it all hinged on the man being sincere...  

     

    Alexander nodded, and sat back down at the spinning wheel. "I shall
    keep that in mind. Thank you. I see things so much more clearly now.
    You are as beautiful as I suspected, as Caleb told me. Far too
    lovely for me to bemire you with my dirty hands."  

     

    She gripped one of them, felt the oily slick of the lanolin from the
    wool. "I'm equally dirty, am I not? It's nothing a little soap and
    water won't wash away."  

     

    "If only it were that simple," he sighed.  

     

    "It is. Jesus washed away the sins of the world, after all."  

     

    He shook his head and resumed his work. "I just wish I could
    remember. Or have some inkling that I might one day be more, well,
    normal."  

     

    "You are walking and talking now, two things I am sure the doctors
    wondered if you would ever do again. Perhaps if you stop worrying,
    it will all fall into place. Or if it will help, speak with Dr.
    Gold."  

     

    "All right, I shall try not to worry so much. Thank you, my dear."  

     

    "Time for dinner," Caleb called a moment later.  

     

    Alexander rose eagerly, and headed off to the bathroom for a wash.
    All through the meal he seemed calmer, more at ease, and was far
    more chatty as they resumed their work after the meal.  

     

    Sarah sat close to him and touched his arm or shoulder at every
    opportunity, making Alexander well aware of her feelings. She
    certainly didn't think of herself as defiled for being with him,
    wanting him to touch her, kiss her. If only he would put his
    scruples to one side long enough to allow himself to feel...  

     

    He didn't draw away, and in fact she was sure he leaned into her
    caresses.  

     

    She smiled to herself. She simply had to be patient. She was in
    unknown territory, but he was a good man, scrupulous to a fault. All
    would be well, she was sure of it.  
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    At six that evening, Sarah stood up from her stool and stretched
    like a cat. "Will you look at that. We've finished," she said with a
    delighted smile as she looked in each basket and found them all
    empty.  

     

    "I'll go get supper."  

     

    "That's fine, Jenny. You and Caleb can head off now. You've worked
    so hard, you deserve an early night. I'll get supper for us."  

     

    "Are you sure, Miss?" Jenny asked.  

     

    "It's fine. I'll see you tomorrow."  

     

    She waved goodbye to them both, and then began to take all of their
    supplies back into the house.  

     

    "What would you say to a ride before supper, Alexander?"  

     

    "All right."  

     

    She noted his unenthusiastic tone. "We don't have to if you don't
    want to."  

     

    "No, I would enjoy it. But I smell a storm coming."  

     

    "We won't stay out long, then."  

     

    Sarah led him to the stables, and they saddled the horses together,
    him doing it by feel, and she checking his work to make sure
    everything was secure.  

     

    "Very good. You're getting very skillful at so many things, it's a
    wonder."  

     

    "I try hard. It's difficult, though, especially knowing most
    five-year-olds could do better than me," he said, unable to keep the
    bitterness out of his tone.  

     

    She shook his arm. "I don't know any five-year-old who can saddle a
    horse, or spin as well as you have. Stop being so hard on yourself."
     

     

    "All right, I will try." He relaxed visibly. "Sorry to be so
    churlish."  

     

    "You're in physical and mental anguish. I can't even imagine how
    difficult this must be for you. All I can say is, if you need me,
    you know I'm here to help you."  

     

    "I know. And I'm grateful, even if I act like a moody brute at
    times."  

     

    "How about we canter up?" she proposed in an effort to dispel the
    gloom of their conversation.  

     

    "All right."  

     

    Sarah and Alexander reached the top of the hill, where she described
    the scenery over in the next valley for him.  

     

    "It sounds so lovely. I wish I could see it."  

     

    "You will, Alexander. I feel sure of it. It just takes time. The
    doctor says there's nothing wrong with you."  

     

    "Not my eyes, no," he said with snort of derision.  

     

    "One day at a time, remember? And one night."  

     

    "All right. I will try. It's the least I can do after you've been so
    patient with me."  

     

    "It's my pleasure, all of it," Sarah said shyly.  

     

    "Mine too," he admitted. "But we need to get back. That storm is
    definitely on its way."  

     

    They were just starting to head back for the vicarage when the skies
    opened up. Within seconds they were both drenched, and the grass
    underfoot became slippery, the bridle path a stream of mud. They
    were about half way down when Alexander felt himself sliding forward
    over the neck of the horse.  

     

    "Alexander! Hold on!"  

     

    Sarah threw her arm out to try to halt him, but he went flying and
    landed with a huge splash straight in a viscous puddle. Fortunately
    he had not been going too fast.  

     

    She jumped down off her mount and ran over to his prone form.
    "Alexander! Are you hurt?" she asked, clutching his chest and
    searching his arms and legs for any broken bones.  

     

    "I think the only thing bruised is my dignity," he wheezed.  

     

    She slipped one arm around his lean, hard body, and helped him up.  

     

    "Can you walk?"  

     

    He took a few tentative steps, and then nodded. "Nothing broken."  

     

    "Here, we'll walk them both."  

     

    He shook his head. Water droplets flew from his drenched hair.
    "It'll take ages to get back. I can try to get back on," he offered.
     

     

    "There's no point. I don't want to run the risk of you falling off
    again. You might really injure yourself next time. Come on, let's go
    before the storm worsens."  

     

    She took the reins of both horses in one hand, and his arm in the
    other, and carefully led Alexander over the various obstacles on the
    path until at last they reached the bottom of the hill.  

     

    They got back to the stables in record time, but were still soaked
    to the skin. They led the horses back into the stall, and she shook
    some oats into their feed troughs.  

     

    They stood panting together for a few moments, dripping into the hay
    and flicking their streaming hair out of their eyes.  

     

    Sarah said, "I'm going to go inside to put the boiler on for our
    baths. Can you manage the saddles and rubbing them down?"  

     

    "I think so."  

     

    "I won't be long," she promised.  

     

    Sarah went inside and lit the fire under the boiler, then removed
    her soaking garments in the bathroom. She wrapped herself in a towel
    and went upstairs to get clean clothes for them both. She paused. It
    was evening. They could simply wear wrappers. She put out the
    clothes anyway in preparation for the morning, but put on her
    dressing gown and brought his also, and some blankets.  

     

    After washing her hands carefully, she went into the kitchen. She
    put on some spilt pea soup to heat, and gathered together a tray of
    bread, cheese, beer, and apple crumble, which she took into the
    sitting room. She pulled up the wooden settle right to the stone
    hearth, and banked up the fire into a roaring blaze. Then she threw
    a cloak over her dressing gown and went back out to check on
    Alexander and the horses.  

     

    "How are you managing?"  

     

    "I think they're glad to be back home. So am I."  

     

    "I'm sorry. I should have listened to you about the storm."  

     

    "Not your fault. I enjoyed the ride."  

     

    "Did you hurt yourself?"  

     

    He tested his back and shoulders. "No, I think I'm all right. I just
    got winded, that's all."  

     

    "Still, you're bound to be bruised."  

     

    "I'll need to get Caleb to put some cream on me tomorrow."  

     

    "I can do it tonight, if you like," she offered boldly.  

     

    His mouth went dry. "Oh, no, that's fine."  

     

    "I don't mind, honestly. In any case, you're going to need some help
    in the bathroom."  

     

    "I can't ask you to-"  

     

    "I'm happy to do it. You do trust me, don't you?" Sarah asked.  

     

    "Yes, but you're-"  

     

    "I know, a little shrinking violet."  

     

    "A decent woman."  

     

    She laughed. "I don't sound too decent at the moment, do I?"  

     

    "It's fine, Sarah, really. I can manage."  

     

    "We can put a cloth over you, and I've seen you in your drawers
    anyway. It's nothing to worry about."  

     

    He slipped away from her, looking very uneasy. "We can talk about it
    later."  

     

    Sarah, determined to help, decided she was going to do more than
    talk. But for the moment she simply asked, "Are you famished?"  

     

    "Fairly hungry."  

     

    "We'll eat in the sitting room, on the settle, then bathe."  

     

    "Fine. Just let me know if I'm ruining the carpet."  

     

    "I'm in my dressing gown and cloak. You'll be fine if you take your
    boots off as soon as we get in, and sit by the fire. The last thing
    we need is for you to take a chill."  

     

    They finished tending to the horses and headed up the path to the
    house. She helped him off with his boots, and led him to the
    bathroom. Alexander stripped off his dripping jacket and waistcoat,
    and washed his hands.  

     

    She brought him over to the settle and served his meal. With his
    dark hair plastered against his head and wrapped in a blanket, he
    looked like a small child. His rare golden eyes were the only part
    of his face which belied that impression, for instead of shining and
    lively, they were lifeless and flat.  

     

    She hated the cruelty that had resulted in his condition, and longed
    to hold him to her heart and try to make his life better. With a new
    sense of power surging through her, she set about to do just that.  

     

    She sat closer to him on the settle than was warranted, but he
    seemed to make no complaint. Soon his long hard leg was pressed up
    against the length of hers. Clad in only her soaking breeches, he
    was able to feel her long firm thigh and calf, and had to admit he
    felt some acute stirrings of temptation.  

     

    As soon as Alexander told her that he had had enough to eat, she got
    up to make coffee and clear away the meal. When she returned with
    the coffeepot and cups on a tray, she sat down close to him, and put
    her arm around him.  

     

    "What's that for?" he asked softly, when she had placed a light kiss
    upon his cheek.  

     

    "No reason. Lots of reasons? I don't know. A thank you for you being
    here with me. A thank you for helping with the shearing and the
    carding and spinning. Anything you wish."  

     

    "Because we like each other?"  

     

    "I'm not so sure about the word like. It's pretty timid."  

     

    "Admire, then. Respect. Trust. Esteem," he supplied.  

     

    "Because we're close friends, and would like to get even closer,"
    she murmured.  

     

    He swallowed hard. "Yes, that's a good way of putting it."  

     

    She kissed him on the cheek again.  

     

    "But Sarah, you know what I told you last night."  

     

    "I did. And while I'm no expert, I would like to think there might
    be something that I can do to help. I mean, I know there are certain
    things that paid companions-"  

     

    "Good God, what are you saying?" he exploded, leaping up from the
    settle.  

     

    She caught his arm to stop him from stepping into the hearth. "I'm
    simply pointing out that what happens between a man and woman isn't
    just all the responsibility of the man. The couple can both enjoy
    and, um, participate, can they not? You don't have to be some great
    hero who sweeps me off my feet."  

     

    "Hah! I can barely sit a horse," he gritted out.  

     

    "Well, then, let's sweep each other off our feet."  

     

    "Sarah, I don't think--"  

     

    "That's right. Don't think, just feel," she urged.  

     

    He let out a deep, heartfelt groan and pulled her to him at last. "I
    want to. The Lord knows how I want to. But--"  

     

    "Then you shall. Come, my love."  

     

    She took his unresisting hand and led him to the bathroom.  

     

    She opened the hot and cold spigots, and the tub began to fill.  

     

    "Really, I don't think you should-"  

     

    Sarah stretched up and kissed him. His arms tightened around her,
    and his heart began to hammer in his chest.  

     

    "I'm not sure about this," he whispered.  

     

    "I am."  

     

    He sighed and kissed her again. "All right, I'll surrender myself to
    your gentle ministrations."  

     

    "I shall try to be tender, but you need to teach me, help me."  

     

    "I'll do my best, though I know little enough myself apart from
    instinct. Now turn around for a minute."  

     

    He reached over and turned off the taps. He stripped off and sat in
    the tub. He placed a small towel over his loins, and then said,
    "There. I think I'm ready."  

     

    She turned and saw his back fully for the first time. It was
    crisscrossed with scars, and with one mark where a bullet had lodged
    itself in his shoulder. It was worse than she ever could have
    imagined. She felt almost sick looking at him, thinking what he had
    suffered. But without a moment's hesitation, which she was sure he
    would have sensed and taken umbrage at, she picked up the sponge and
    soap and began to lather him all over.  

     

    She worked on him with her bare soapy hands, massaging his aching
    muscles, feeling to make sure that he didn't have any new wounds
    from his fall.  

     

    "Gosh. Did you break this rib?"  

     

    "Old injury. Fell out of a tree."  

     

    "How old were you?" she asked in a casual tone.  

     

    "About ten. Crooked collar bone too."  

     

    "Yes, I see it. Nice tattoos, though. A lot smaller than my
    brother's and his friends."  

     

    "Excuse me?" he gasped.  

     

    She laughed to hear him sounding so shocked. "Sorry. It is not as
    bad as it sounds. They all tear their shirts off and show them on
    special occasions. We've walked in on them a few times."  

     

    "We?"  

     

    "Their wives and I. And Thomas's sister Elizabeth, who's a few years
    younger than me. A lovely girl."  

     

    "Yes, my tattoos are smaller, and only the initials, because I found
    the whole process so painful."  

     

    "I see." It was yet another piece of useful information from his
    past that had slipped out when he was relaxed and not trying too
    hard to remember.  

     

    But Sarah was not so worried about his past at the moment as she was
    about the present, and the future. She was determined to try to take
    it into her own hands, literally as well as metaphorically.  

     

    She worked her way down his back, and then down each of his arms.
    Next Sarah worked her way back up, and began to massage his neck,
    and the base of his head. She washed his hair, massaging his scalp
    until it tingled.  

     

    "Good?" she whispered.  

     

    "A dashed sight better than Caleb, that's for sure," he said with a
    wry smile. "He practically takes my skin off with that sponge."  

     

    She giggled. "He means well."  

     

    "I know. But you feel wonderful. Maybe too good."  

     

    She laughed out loud in delight. "Is there such a thing?"  

     

    "I don't know. I'm feeling a bit odd."  

     

    "Your head, your back?"  

     

    "Um, no, lower."  

     

    She dipped her hands lower, bringing them around to soap his chest,
    and soon slipping them down his abdomen.  

     

    He tried to grasp her hands, but her nimble fingers were working the
    most incredible magic on his long-untouched flesh. The barrier of
    the towel was the only thing which stopped her from moving even
    lower, but she sensed he was still not quite ready to trust her. She
    nuzzled his cheek with hers and planted a kiss near the corner of
    his mouth. It all felt so wonderful, so right.  

     

    The nagging voice of her conscience had been quelled, at least for
    the moment. It was fine, only a bath. He couldn't hurt her. She was
    safe. She had wanted to touch him like that since the first night
    they had met, when she had looked at his tattoos. Why continue to
    lie to herself?  

     

    While he relaxed in the tub, she grew more excited. Her eyes were
    continually drawn back to the secrets hidden under his towel. To the
    elegant curve of his buttocks as he leaned forward to be scrubbed.
    She found herself wanting to kiss the two dimples which indented his
    back. To suckle the nape of his neck, where his own unique woodsy
    smell seemed to radiate from, filling her to the brim with longing.
     

     

    He groaned. "I appreciate what you're trying to do, Sarah, but-"  

     

    "Just trust me. Calm yourself, and trust me."  

     

    He lay back and released his grip on her wrists. She sat on the edge
    of the tub and lathered him with both hands. She moved down past the
    towel which concealed his most intimate parts to soap his legs and
    feet.  

     

    It really was the most marvelous sensation, he thought, as he
    reached up to open the fastenings of her dressing gown to cup her
    full breast lightly.  

     

    A little pant flew out of her. Then she exclaimed, "Oh, how sweet."
     

     

    "Sweet?" he echoed dryly, bristling once more.  

     

    "Your foot."  

     

    "Oh, that." He laughed in relief. "I forgot all about it."  

     

    "I hadn't noticed before. It's cute. Hidden in between."  

     

    "Anne Boleyn had six fingers on one hand and they planned to chop
    off her head for being a witch."  

     

    "Well, that was if they couldn't get rid of her any other way. But
    the charge of treason worked. Don't worry, I won't accuse you of
    trying to practice witchcraft upon me."  

     

    "I think it's you who are practicing it upon me, Sarah, my love."  

     

    "Does this feel nice, then?"  

     

    "It feels like magic," he admitted with a sigh, wiggling all eleven
    of his toes.  

     

    He stroked both of her breasts gently in turn as she worked her way
    back up his legs. When Sarah got above his knees, she slid her
    thumbs between his legs, spreading them slightly so that she could
    get past the small towel he had draped over his loins. He tried to
    grab her wrist, but she was too fast for him. She flicked the towel
    aside with one hand, and stared.  

     

    He was magnificent, there was no denying it. That part of him was a
    gorgeous as the rest of his body, all fine lines and silk over
    steel. He wasn't fully erect, but nor was he completely at rest.  

     

    Reaching for his hand, she placed it and her own upon him lightly.
    He jumped and shivered.  

     

    She marveled at her own boldness, but her heart surged with pride as
    she saw the effect of the gesture.  

     

    "Oh, Lord," he groaned, feel as though the pain and pleasure was
    more than he could bear. His longing was so intense, he convulsed
    again and gripped the side of the tub with his other hand.  

     

    "Does it hurt?" she asked in consternation, easing up on her
    fingertips. She saw his face turn red and white by turns.  

     

    "God, no, it's-"  

     

    "You don't look like a wedder to me, Alexander," she said softly,
    putting her other hand into the water to trace the apex of his
    thighs with one tentative finger.  

     

    "Lord, Sarah, where were you brought up? In a house of Paphians?" he
    gritted out.  

     

    "You mean you like it?" she asked with an embarrassed laugh.  

     

    "Like it? I can't control myself for much longer."  

     

    "Do you have to? I mean-"  

     

    She never got to complete the sentence, for he wrapped his hand
    around her own and slid it twice over the satiny softness of his
    sliding skin. She curled her fingers around him willingly, knowing
    she had the power, was in control. She felt a surge of elation at
    being able to give him so much pleasure as he gasped out his joy and
    thanks.  

     

    A small tidal wave rose in the tub, leaving Alexander thrashing and
    gasping, almost slipping under the water as he tried to escape from
    her hand. And failed, to both their delights. She held him steadily,
    her other hand anchoring his upper thigh, and moved forward until he
    could turn his face into her shoulder to sob out his passion.  

     

    "I'm sorry," he managed to pant out when his climax had at last
    subsided.  

     

    She leaned down to kiss him. "I'm guessing what just happened there.
    I'm glad for you. There's nothing to apologize for. So long as I
    didn't hurt you."  

     

    "Hurt me? No. You've revived me. I can't tell you how grateful I am.
    It was a gross liberty, taking your hand like that, but I hope you
    can forgive the selfishness. Understand--"  

     

    "There's nothing to forgive," she said breathily. "I was glad I
    could please you so well."  

     

    He sat up straight, relief evident on his handsome face. She was
    almost certain his golden eyes were glowing. "You did indeed. But
    now I think it is going to be my turn. I'll dry off and dress, and
    you get in the tub."  

     

    "Are you sure? You seemed to be enjoying the bath so much."  

     

    "Not just the bath, but your lovely touches," he confessed.  

     

    "I'm glad I did it right."  

     

    "Oh, darling, if only you knew how right it was."  

     

    "Beginner's luck, my dear," she said with a shy laugh.  

     

    "It was just perfect. And there are other ways to enjoy each other.
    I'd like to explore a few more of them with you, if I may?" he said
    eagerly, his grin like that of a happy little boy.  

     

    Almost all of his doubts and fears had vanished in an instant, and
    he was more than ready to explore more of his body's capabilities.  

     

    She kissed him warmly on the lips and said truthfully, "I don't mind
    at all."  

    

 

    [bookmark: 17]Chapter Seventeen  

     

    Sarah stood up and stripped off her clothes, while Alexander
    finished washing and rinsing his hair. She took his hand to help him
    up from the tub, and dried his back and shoulders.  

     

    "I can take it from here, thanks," he said, giving her a kiss which
    curled her toes, but resisting the temptation simply to drag her
    into his arms and bear her down onto the floor. It was all too new,
    too precious to be rushed. And his desire was still too
    unpredictable, he admitted, wondering how long it might be before he
    could make love to her in every way.  

     

    And he had never had a virgin that he could recall. She deserved
    every care and consideration. She had been so loving and generous,
    he was determined to reciprocate. Having found such an unexpected
    treasure, he was damned if he would simply grab at it greedily. Not
    after all she had done for him. The way she completed him in every
    way.  

     

    Sarah added a bit more hot water, and stepped into the tub,
    curiously unshy about her body. She knew he couldn't see, but that
    was not to say he couldn't reach out, pull her into his arms. But
    no, she was sure she could trust him. He was enormous in every sense
    of the word, but had always been gentle and patient with her. She
    had nothing to fear from this man, and everything to look forward
    to.  

     

    It all felt so perfect, like it was meant to be. She left her inner
    voice of reason along with her garment as she slipped into the tub.
    She was a new woman now. Powerful, assured, in control. And
    alluring. With that certain something she had seen in her friends
    which enticed their husbands, seduced them even. She thought of
    Vanessa and Clifford, Charlotte and Thomas. How sultry they looked
    together, how intimate. She understood now the nature of the secrets
    they shared. As all happily married couples in love should, with no
    fear or doubt.  

     

    She was married to Alexander heart and soul. The license the world
    needed was as nothing in the face of her longing as she stared in
    awe at Alexander's rippling physique.  

     

    She began to soap herself all over with brisk, efficient scrubs.
    Soon he sat on the edge of the tub and asked her for the bar.  

     

    She placed the small disk in his hands. He rubbed it between them
    before reaching out to locate her back.  

     

    "Oh, I can see what you mean about this feeling wonderful," she
    sighed happily, pressing backwards into his hands.  

     

    After a time he paused. "Let's try the front of you now, shall we?"
    he asked in a husky purr.  

     

    Sarah forced herself to relax.  

     

    He moved his hands to her neck and shoulders, and gradually down to
    her breasts. He began to lather them tenderly, starting with the
    sides.  

     

    She instantly went on fire, her nipples peaking, her belly rippling,
    her face flaming. His hands moved down over her stomach next. She
    held her breath, hardly daring to move, or believe this wonderful
    man was about to touch her in so lover-like a manner. That he
    desired her.  

     

    She had been asleep last night. Her head was spinning so much she
    was afraid she would faint, and struggled for control. She didn't
    want to miss a thing. Wanted to lock this in her memory, treasure it
    forever.  

     

    Just when she thought he was going to touch her most secret place,
    he slipped past her hips and down to her legs, and lathered the
    length of them until he reached her feet. Once there he counted her
    toes like a happy boy.  

     

    She heaved out a shaky breath at last, and began to breathe more
    evenly, if still shallowly. "Ten only," she laughed. "And those
    rather ticklish."  

     

    "What perfection. All of you is absolutely beautiful, Sarah. So
    soft, so voluptuous."  

     

    "I can honestly say the same of you, darling. You're incredible. So
    manly."  

     

    She caressed his arm, and put her hand on his thigh, stroking him
    through the silk of his dressing gown. She could see him responding
    to her again, and flicked the robe aside to run her hand along the
    soft down of his muscular thigh. She was fascinated with the
    difference in textures. And even more enthralled with what she was
    able to see at just about eye level. She slowly slid her long
    fingers upwards toward his impressive male attributes, which were
    growing more and more impressive by the second.  

     

    "Oh, you are the most loving woman," he sighed. "But I'm so wicked."
     

     

    "Is this wicked, do you think?" she whispered, watching his
    burgeoning erection.  

     

    She knew many women found it disgusting, if not downright
    ridiculous. But Sarah could only feel proud, and humble. She was
    doing this to him. She had the power.  

     

    But it was also from within him, something she couldn't even begin
    to fathom. A force of nature so wild and free, which could be curbed
    but not contained. He was magnificent, enthralling. She felt like a
    pagan goddess worshipping at his altar.  

     

    "Well, no," he admitted with a whoosh of breath as her fingers
    teased the crisp hair at the edge of his mons pubis. "Not wicked. It
    feels, well, natural. So very right. Do you think so?"  

     

    "No, not at all wicked," she said, wishing he could see the naked
    admiration in her eyes for his perfection. "I think you're beautiful
    too. I think this is the way we're meant to be. I won't lie and say
    I'm not scared. I'm terrified, but so full of longing too. It's
    like, well, like every minute of my life has led up to this point.
    That this between us is meant to be."  

     

    He laughed tremulously, and rubbed the back of her questing hand. "I
    don't mean to rush your bath, my dear, but if you keep doing that
    I'm not going to be able to wait long enough to get to the bed."  

     

    "That doesn't sound so bad."  

     

    "It would be for your first time. I want to fulfill your every
    dream, make you happy."  

     

    "You do. I'm happy whenever we're together. You don't have to plan
    or control it. We can just relax and let it happen, as you did in
    the tub. "  

     

    She took the soap from his nerveless fingers to wash herself all
    over. She put his hand on her breast as she rose from the tub and
    kissed him.  

     

    "I want it to happen for you too."  

     

    "I'm sure it will. It did the other night," she confessed. "At least
    I think it did."  

     

    "Really?" He sounded delighted, and relieved.  

     

    "Yes, darling. I love the way you touch me. In every way."  

     

    "In that case--"  

     

    She held still as if in a trance as Alexander took the towel from
    her to dry her off, rubbing her back and breasts, and her thighs
    with long sweeping strokes which had her almost purring like a cat.
     

     

    She pulled away at last and re-donned her dressing gown. Making sure
    the fire was out in the small heater, she led him to the foot of the
    stairs and kissed him.  

     

    He pulled her to him tightly, his arms enveloping her like a sensual
    cocoon. She could feel his hardness pressing into her stomach
    urgently, but knew no fear. She rubbed against him, the silk of
    their robes whispering against each other and the bare flesh
    underneath. The rasp of his skin on her chin thrilled her, and she
    began to nibble down his throat and chest.  

     

    "Bed. We need the bed," he gasped, his tone increasing with urgency
    with every word.  

     

    "I'll take you." She knew he was still offering her the chance to
    change her mind, but she knew what she wanted. Who. She wanted him.
     

     

    She led Alexander to her room and closed and locked her door. Once
    inside the chamber she sat him on the edge of the bed. She stroked
    his hair, face and shoulders, raining little kisses all over his
    cheeks and mouth. She held her breath as he grasped her hair ribbon
    and tugged it, sending her dark hair cascading down her back in a
    satiny wave.  

     

    He untied the fastenings of her robe, and slipped it off her
    shoulders. The cool air on her bare skin was a sensual delight, made
    all the more heady by the warmth of his breath as he pressed her
    onto the mattress gently and began to kiss his way down her body
    from chin to breasts.  

     

    He took his time, savoring every inch of her with his lips and
    tongue. She felt as though she were on fire, as if her skin was
    electrified, crackling like lightning, and the sparks intensified
    his need.  

     

    He kissed her breasts reverently, forcing himself not to hurry,
    though every fiber of his being urged him on to the ultimate bliss
    of joining with her.  

     

    By the time Alexander had reached her abdomen, Sarah was almost
    incapable of rational thought. She laced her fingers through his
    hair, embarrassed by the intimacy of what she guessed he intended to
    do, but longing for more.  

     

    When he nudged her legs apart gently and began to lick upwards on
    the soft flesh of her inner thigh, a torrid groan told him that she
    too was not going to be able to last very long.  

     

    Then his fingers and tongue began to trace her intimately, gently
    exploring and stretching her tightness until he was certain she was
    wet throughout and more than ready for him. She thrust her hips hard
    against his hand and mouth and whimpered, desperately seeking
    release.  

     

    Alexander paused, uncertain. This was the point of no return. He
    wanted her to be satisfied, not regretful. His back was painful,
    there was no denying that. But he was not going to let it stop him
    either. As she said, it just required some patience and tenderness.
     

     

    He lifted his head at last and moved up to lie next to her. "Sarah,
    my love, I need you to turn to me, help me a little."  

     

    Drugged with passion, she did as she was told without hesitation,
    and laid on her side. Alexander pulled her close. Removing his robe
    and towel fully to drop them on the floor, he pulled one of her legs
    over his hip. He rubbed his hard shaft against her silken softness,
    now dewed with longing.  

     

    She looked down at his masculine beauty, so close to her own most
    secret place, and knew a moment's worry. If anything it was even
    more impressive than it had been in the tub. "My goodness, can we
    really--"  

     

    "We can. If you help."  

     

    She nodded and kissed him, pressing closer. His tip probed her, and
    she moved closer still. He clasped her bottom, and entered her with
    one smooth fluid movement of his hips, determined to make this as
    easy as he knew how.  

     

    The single thrust was enough to transform her from girl to woman.
    Sarah's world crashed and burned all around her. She clung to his
    shoulders as the earth spun off its axis.  

     

    Hardly aware of what she did, oblivious to any pain at his initial
    stroke, Sarah pressed more and more tightly against him, moving her
    hips up and down, forcing him onto his back and driving along the
    full hard length of his manhood.  

     

    The natural rhythm came to her instinctively, driving her forward
    with its elemental power. Alexander clutched her hips convulsively,
    and practically begged for mercy as his climax went on and on.  

     

    Her own fulfillment came a heartbeat later, her whole back arching
    and bowing with every shuddering contraction, which clenched him
    even harder, bringing even more delight for them both.  

     

    At last, drenched with perspiration, she collapsed onto his broad
    chest, exhausted and utterly fulfilled.  

     

    He clung to her like a drowning man grasping his last chance at
    life. "My love, my Sarah."  

     

    "My dearest Alexander. My goodness." She let out a shaky laugh.
    "That was, well... Words could never begin to do it justice."  

     

    "I was about to say that myself," he laughed, rolling her back down
    onto her side, though he scooped her hips close enough to his for
    them to still remain joined. For a time they could hear nothing in
    the room except breathy sighs and murmurs of pleasure as they
    continued to kiss and caress, lost in wonder at the other's body.  

     

    Her hands touched him everywhere, exploring, massaging, worshipping.
    As the candle sputtered out, he sparked anew, and moved within her
    in a slow, sensual glide.  

     

    "There's more?" she asked with shy but happy surprise.  

     

    "So much more," he said, moving intently inside her. "That was only
    the beginning."  

     

    She carefully stroked his back and buttocks, trying to ease his sore
    muscles. But all his pain and stiffness was forgotten as he reveled
    in the woman who had brought him back to life.  

     

    He might not know his own name, or where he came from, but in Sarah
    he had found his true love, his real home. It might be selfish of
    him, and he might well have to pay the piper on the morrow, but
    Alexander surrendered himself body and soul to her, and she
    responded in kind.  

     

    Love was so much more than she ever could have imagined. The man she
    had come to know as a friend, and had fallen in love with, completed
    her body and soul.  

     

    She grew brave at the power she had over him and explored his lean
    hard physique and all of its joys more and more boldly until the
    dawn crept up over the horizon.  

     

    "Are you sure there aren't any other interesting tattoos you'd like
    to show me?" she giggled, rolling off him at last.  

     

    "No, dearest, I think you've found every single one. And might have
    even given me a few more."  

     

    "Did I hurt your back too much?" she asked, her tone chagrined.  

     

    He laughed. "The only thing I felt was pure pleasure, believe me."  

     

    "I do. I was there, felt it myself first-hand."  

     

    "Both hands, you mean." He grinned with delight. "If I didn't know
    better I would say I had met the most expensive and skilled
    lady-bird in London."  

     

    She blushed at his words, but oddly felt no shame. She was his. What
    could be more natural than to love and treasure him?  

     

    "I must have a naturally wanton disposition. But only when you're
    within ten miles of me."  

     

    "Just try to get me to go that far from you."  

     

    Her face grew serious as she traced the lines of his lips with her
    forefinger. "I hope you never have to leave."  

     

    "I pray God I never have to either." He paused, obviously
    hesitating. "Sarah, I know it may be wrong of me to ask this of you,
    my love. To take on a burden such as myself. But I can't imagine a
    future without you, my lovely darling. I want you to marry me, as
    soon as we can manage. Love me always, the way I plan to love you.
    Forever. No matter what." His golden eyes glowed with a new warmth
    of expression she'd never seen before.  

     

    Sarah was stunned. All the time she had been admiring him, falling
    in love with him, he had been doing the same? Or was he only saying
    this because he was such an innate gentleman he felt he had to?  

     

    Alexander kissed her hand, and began to trail kisses down her wrist,
    to her elbow, and up to her shoulder, before moving to her breast,
    and placing his head upon her chest.  

     

    "I can hear your heart beating in time to mine. We're one heart now,
    one flesh, Sarah. I'm never going to leave you. I don't care about
    my old life. I don't want any more questions answered. I belong with
    you, to you, and you alone. Everything I need to know is right here.
    Everything I could ever want is here too." He wrapped his arms
    around her as though he would never let her go.  

     

    Her bargain with God popped into her head for a fleeting moment, but
    it was enough to fill her with alarm. Sarah began to pull away by
    small degrees. She had no regrets, though she knew there could well
    be consequences for her and her whole family were she to fall
    pregnant. But even more alarming was the prospect of loving him too
    much only to lose him.  

     

    But his clever fingers on her sensitized body soon had her thrumming
    with desire.  

     

    When he pulled her to him tightly, she surrendered herself and her
    worries gladly. There was no such thing as loving too much. At least
    not with a man like Alexander.  

     

    They made love once more under the glowing rays of the sun which,
    with their lovemaking, warmed their bodies better than any blanket.
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    Sarah opened her eyes sleepily, and looked out the window. Another
    glorious spring day beckoned. She yawned and stretched, and started
    as she came up against something rock-solid in the bed. Turning her
    head, she stared at the huge, lithe form of Alexander.  

     

    She looked at her own naked body and his, and gaped. He was even
    more splendid in broad daylight than he had been last night. He was
    lying prone on his back, one arm tucked under his head, his other
    hand stretched along the pillow under her head. He was completely
    bared to her gaze, nothing hidden, all revealed.  

     

    Her cheeks grew heated, her breathing ragged. She feasted her eyes
    on him taking in every inch of his magnificent maleness. His face
    was boyishly handsome in repose, more gorgeous than ever before.
    Perhaps it was just because she was looking at him with the eyes of
    love?  

     

    But no, there was more to it than that. For the first time since she
    had known him, the frown of studied concentration had vanished. He
    looked happy and carefree. Like a man in love.  

     

    She admired him for a few moments, her heart racing at a breakneck
    pace. Unable to resist his splendor, she leaned over to kiss him.
    Her hand stroked over his shoulder, across his chest, and down to
    his hand. She grasped it firmly in her own, and stroked up that arm,
    pulling herself more closely to him.  

     

    He roused slightly, and murmured, "I'm having the most wonderful
    dream."  

     

    "It's no dream. It's all real."  

     

    "It must be a dream. I never want to wake up."  

     

    She kissed him more warmly, until his arms encircled her. "Not a
    dream. Real flesh and blood. And all yours."  

     

    "Mine," he sighed. He stroked her almost tentatively, and she could
    sense an odd distance in his response.  

     

    "Are you very tired and sore from last night?" she asked.  

     

    "No. But I think you might be."  

     

    "No, I'm fine. Neither of us will be going out riding for the next
    couple of days, though."  

     

    He gave a short laugh. "No, not unless I want a mud bath."  

     

    "What, not even if you get one of my special ones afterwards?" she
    whispered teasingly.  

     

    "Well, when you put it that way." He rolled over onto his side to
    kiss her long and hard, and slid one knee up the side of her leg
    from calf to mid thigh. But she noticed he still did not put his
    hands on her, just held her lightly. Was he just so much of a
    gentleman, or was something else troubling him?  

     

    She stroked his face and chin, and rubbed her cheek against his
    light bristles. She kissed from his chin to his neck, before
    planting nibbling kisses down to his nipples. She was delighted to
    see that they hardened to her touch, and swirled her tongue around
    them just as he had done to her.  

     

    "Nice?" she asked.  

     

    "Wonderful," he sighed, stretching the word out lazily like a purr.
     

     

    She took one of his hands and placed it on her own bosom. He
    hesitated for a moment, then relaxed and began to stroke her breast.
    She moved back up to his mouth to kiss him, while her hand dipped
    ever lower. He held her wrist for a moment, but she continued to
    wriggle her fingers, and he surrendered with a sigh.  

     

    She was not sure why he was holding back, but a little devil inside
    of her was determined to make whatever barriers he was constructing
    for himself crumble to dust.  

     

    She moved her hand onto him, and let it travel down lower, to the
    apex between his thighs, before stroking upwards lightly. She knew
    she had to be careful with some parts of him. She recalled the agony
    of her brother once when he had been kicked in the groin area.  

     

    Alexander groaned now, but it was a sound of raw pleasure. "What are
    you doing to me?" he gasped.  

     

    "Can't you guess?" she whispered huskily.  

     

    "Sarah, it's good of you to-"  

     

    She giggled. "Good of me? Not quite. Most people would say it was
    wicked. But I love you, Alexander. I don't want to ever spend
    another night apart from you."  

     

    "You say that now, but what if I discover... We discover..."  

     

    She kissed him before moving to straddle him. "This is all I need to
    know. The way we are now. Past and future don't matter. I love you.
    I want you. It can't be wrong."  

     

    He tried to hold her back, but she slid down him until he groaned
    and grasped her hips. Still he hesitated.  

     

    "Go on, touch me, love me. I won't break, Alexander, I promise." She
    moved against him, and he was lost.  

     

    Holding her tightly with one hand, he flipped her over on her back
    and drove into her with powerful hot strokes which set her to
    shuddering. Her sanity splintered, and she could hear herself crying
    out his name with a desperate urgency as he brought her higher and
    higher. They climaxed together, long pulsings of delight which
    seemed to last an eternity.  

     

    At that he groaned and pulled away. "Oh, Lord, Sarah, I can't
    believe I forgot myself like that."  

     

    "I did it too." She clung to him fiercely. "Is it so unusual then?
    From what you can remember, I mean."  

     

    He shook his head. "I don't know what to think, what to feel. Part
    of me is telling me not to. The other part of me is swirling with
    all sorts of passions and needs, and doubts."  

     

    "I trust you," Sarah reassured him. "With my life. Body and soul."  

     

    "I know you do. I just don't trust myself." He sighed and turned
    over onto his back, his head leaning against the board. She moved up
    with him, and rested her head on his chest. Both still trembled with
    the aftershocks of their incredible lovemaking.  

     

    "Sometimes a person can think too much. Look at my brother, for
    example. He tried to do the noble thing and give up Pamela, when all
    the time he loved her. I don't want you to think you have to be
    noble and give me up. I love you, Alexander. I don't care what you
    can and can't remember. I don't care if you can't see."  

     

    He put one hand on her shoulder and shook her slightly. "You say
    that now, my love. But you might come to care."  

     

    "I didn't care about your, er, problem. We took steps and we solved
    it. We can do the same with your other ones."  

     

    He scowled. "I don't want to be a burden to you, a problem that has
    to be solved, Sarah. I want to be a husband, a true partner in life,
    not a millstone around your neck."  

     

    "You know you aren't!" she argued, cupping his cheek. "Look how much
    we've accomplished together in the past few days. We work well as a
    team, you know we do. You don't have to look after me or protect me.
    I'm not some silly young girl."  

     

    He shook his head. "I never said you were, Sarah. I would marry you
    tomorrow if I could be sure I wasn't married already. It's been
    wonderful being like this with you, but we have to think of the
    consequences. If you should fall pregnant-"  

     

    "We'll cope with it together," she said firmly. "I'm an independent
    woman with my own fortune. And with good friends who would might be
    shocked, but would never cast me out or judge me."  

     

    "The rest of the world will not be so tolerant," he predicted in a
    grim tone. "You know how the world works."  

     

    "I don't give a fig about the rest of the world," she said bravely,
    though deep inside she felt torn. All of her principles and scruples
    were not so easily overset, no matter how much she loved him.  

     

    "At least you have no reason to care. You have no family or friends
    that you know of. I will guess that Jonathan considered you a
    friend, though, so he wouldn't think less of you now. You're making
    the best of a very hard set of circumstances, and we're in love.
    Aren't we?" she added, suddenly wracked with doubts. She had been so
    sure of her own feelings, but she knew love was different for
    everyone...  

     

    "Yes, yes, we are, I think. It's a new feeling for me. It makes me
    want to always be with you, protect you. It also makes me fearful,
    and well, almost sad, and also..."  

     

    "Also what?"  

     

    "I was going to say angry. But that doesn't sound right," he said in
    puzzlement.  

     

    "Hmm. An interesting word. Jealous, maybe?"  

     

    "Maybe," he admitted.  

     

    "Why fearful?"  

     

    He kissed her. "Fearful of losing you, hurting you, touching you."  

     

    Her brows rose as she stared at him. "Why of touching me?" she asked
    softly.  

     

    "Because women don't like to be mauled or pawed. The hair, the
    gown... Women don't have those desires, not like men, or so they
    say. But she lied. I've seen her- And the boys-"  

     

    He made a choking sound and sat up. She looked at him in alarm as he
    clutched his head and groaned.  

     

    "It's all right, Alexander. I'm here with you. I'm not going to
    leave you." She held him to her, her arms around his shoulders, her
    chest pressed against his back until he quieted, soothed by her
    presence, her open trust in him.  

     

    "What is it, what did you see?" she whispered.  

     

    "I'm not sure. But they were all dead."  

     

    She felt herself go cold all over. "Who was?"  

     

    "Two small boys. And I think a woman. I can't be sure if she was
    dead, or asleep. Just pretending." His voice took on a hard, unreal
    quality. "It was all pretend. She was in shadow. Beautiful, but
    sharp, hard. She looked soft. Like a rose, but with huge thorns. She
    smiled, but she lied. She touched me, but drew away, and left me
    naked and alone. She went off- And then they came, and the boys-"  

     

    He rolled onto his side away from her and sat up at the edge of the
    bed. "Damn it, Sarah. I told you last night, I don't want to
    remember!"  

     

    He sounded as though he were in agony.  

     

    She moved over to him and hugged him hard. "You don't have to. I
    won't ask any more. I love you, Alexander. You're mine now. Mine and
    safe. And I'm yours, yours, and safe and happy."  

     

    She kissed him, and he groaned and pulled her to him desperately.
    Despairingly. He ravished her mouth with his own, making love to her
    all over again as if he was trying to flee the visions he had just
    experienced.  

     

    His embrace was fierce, all encompassing. She should have been
    frightened, but instead of withdrawing, she opened to him like a
    flower to the fierce rays of the sun.  

     

    She stroked, caressed, and pushed him on, exorcising his demons as
    he entered her as though worshipping the very breath in her, before
    his male need took over and he thrust into her with a primitive,
    possessive rhythm as old as time, and begged her for more.  

     

    "It's all right. You can have all of me, Alexander. All of me right
    now, as hard as you like, as much as you need."  

     

    He shook his head, looking almost wild with need and fear. "But I
    might hurt-"  

     

    "No pain, only pleasure, darling. Harder, deeper. Give me all of
    you."  

     

    The rhythm of his hips changed at once, almost pounding into her
    tightness. "Yes, my love, oh yes."  

     

    Finally, just as she was sure she couldn't tolerate another second
    of the exquisite pleasure, he let out a huge, shuddering groan, and
    collapsed on top of her.  

     

    She cradled his head against her bosom. Exhausted, they both slept.
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    When Sarah awoke several hours later, she could tell by the position
    of the shadows in the room that it had to be well on into the
    afternoon. She had no idea what Caleb and Jenny were going to say
    when they eventually descended the stairs. She hoped they would
    understand and not be too critical of them. She did not fancy trying
    to lie, but nor could she bear their censorious gazes.  

     

    At any rate, she did not have to worry for the moment. Alexander was
    still sound asleep, and still planted firmly between her thighs. In
    fact, more than firmly, she thought with an inward giggle of shocked
    delight.  

     

    She had certainly opened the floodgates of his passion, she thought
    wryly. Of course she would not dream of complaining. What she had
    learned was worrying, though. He had been married, and had lost his
    family. The marriage had not been a happy one, with every indication
    pointing to his former wife having been less than honest with him,
    perhaps even unfaithful.  

     

    How had his sons died? An uneasy suspicion popped into her head.
    Once it was there, it was not so easy to get rid of. Had he done
    something in a fit of jealousy, to the boys, his wife, all of them?
     

     

    But no. Alexander was not that kind of man, she was sure of it. He
    had been hurt, wounded by his former wife's indifference and her
    lies. But to resort to violence or cruelty? It didn't seem possible.
     

     

    Yet he had been a soldier so far as she could tell. Violence and
    cruelty were all too common in the Army. Had they been killed in the
    war?  

     

    She considered this possibility for a time as she lay reveling in
    his huge hard body. Dazzling desire coursed through her, rendering
    her almost incapable of thought.  

     

    But she needed to concentrate. Their lovemaking also appeared to
    have opened the dam of his memory. He had been despairing enough
    before. She didn't want him to grow even more despondent, for it had
    been hard enough reaching him then, without him pulling even further
    away just when she thought they were truly moving forward with their
    lives.  

     

    Had his wife been with him in his regiment? It seemed unlikely. He
    was too well bred to have had a wife as a mere camp follower, and it
    was very difficult for married officers to obtain permission for
    their wives to travel with them. Usually only six were ever
    officially allowed, and they had to prove willing to fit in with
    army life, nursing the men, helping with sewing, laundry and so on.
    The process of gaining permission was an arduous one, based upon
    seniority and only permissible if the quota were not filled. It
    would have been even harder to take along two children.  

     

    Perhaps that was why he had fled to the Army? To get away from an
    unhappy marriage?  

     

    She had so many questions, and so few answers. But she had promised
    Alexander she would not pry. That was going to be difficult,
    however, with her whole future resting on the central point of
    whether or not his wife was still alive. They could not marry as
    long as they suspected this to be true. And they would be committing
    adultery every time they touched.  

     

    What would it be like to live with him, have children with him, if
    she was constantly living in fear of the other woman turning up to
    claim him? It would blight their entire existence.  

     

    Sarah tried to find a way around her difficulties. Having known the
    joys of sharing his bed, she wasn't willing to give him up without a
    fight. She knew she was a fallen woman now. In the eyes of many she
    would be deemed no better than the poor unfortunates she dealt with
    in the clinic.  

     

    But her circumstances were very different, she told herself firmly.
    She had not been seduced, tricked, betrayed. Alexander would never
    willingly hurt her. Never deceive or abandon her. She was wealthy in
    her own right. She could make her way in the world, provide for them
    both. And if his wife was still alive, a divorce could be arranged.
    She wasn't sure, but she thought the marriage would be null and void
    if they were separated for seven years. If she did turn up, well,
    there were certain conditions that would make it possible and easy.
    The party deemed at fault any the divorce might not be able to
    re-marry, though, she reminded herself, worrying her lower lip
    between her teeth.  

     

    His former wife seemed to have been to blame, at any rate. It might
    not be too hard to secure a divorce if his wife wanted to be free of
    a man whom she had never much cared about before he had been
    injured. She would most likely be even more glad to be rid of a
    blind and handicapped spouse with no memory.  

     

    Sarah pushed these thought aside quickly as he stirred against her
    in his sleep. She was determined not to think about it. She had told
    Alexander they would take it one day, and one night at a time. She
    had to keep her side of the bargain.  

     

    All she needed to know was that she loved him, would do anything to
    be with him. She was not going to let any past troubles, or any
    potential future ones, spoil the miraculous gift of love they had
    been given. Many would blame her for sticking her head in the sand,
    but it was the only way to get through this, this turmoil.  

     

    Alexander moved his head to kiss her cheek sleepily. "Good morning,
    Sarah."  

     

    "Good afternoon, Alexander."  

     

    "This is a wonderful bed. A very fine mattress."  

     

    She laughed with delight at his little joke, but gasped as he moved
    deeply within her. "Oh, Alexander, you can't..."  

     

    His last lovemaking had been desperate and urgent. Now he moved
    leisured and slow, with long, deep sensual strokes which drove her
    to new peaks of delight. Torrid kisses and his magical hands soon
    reduced her to a quivering mass of need.  

     

    She clutched his buttocks, writhing her hips, urging him to touch
    just that right spot, the elusive seat of sensation which set her
    soaring.  

     

    He found it easily, as she knew he would. He forced himself to hold
    back as she surrendered to the overwhelming pleasure. When she had
    quieted, he began all over again.  

     

    "My love, are you sure?"  

     

    He moved his hips by way of reply. Rising up to meet him, they
    matched kiss for kiss, stroke for stroke, until finally, they both
    gasped and gave way to the ultimate release.  

     

    "I love you, Sarah," he panted.  

     

    "I love you, Alexander."  

     

    At last he was able to move. He rolled off her, laughed shakily, and
    swung his legs out of the bed. "Goodness, I hate to think what Caleb
    and Jenny are going to say about this." He felt around the
    furniture, and vanished behind the screen in the corner.  

     

    "They care about both of us. They won't mind," she said, crossing
    her fingers and praying it would be true.  

     

    She rose and found her wrapper, then handed him his silk robe. "I'll
    go down and get the boiler lit, and come up with some food."  

     

    "No, don't bother. I'll eat downstairs in a minute. I just want
    something to drink." He emerged from behind the screen and smiled at
    her.  

     

    "Coffee?" she asked, giving him a peck on the lips.  

     

    "Mmm. And yes to the coffee too."  

     

    "Get back in bed and rest. I'll return shortly."  

     

    She padded down to the bathing chamber for a moment to perform a
    quick morning toilette. Then she took a deep breath and steeled
    herself to enter the kitchen.  

     

    To her infinite relief, Caleb and Jenny acted as if her spending
    half the day in bed was the most natural thing in the world.  

     

    "Good morrow to you, Miss."  

     

    "And you, Jenny."  

     

    "Coffee for you and Mr. Alexander?"  

     

    "That would be lovely."  

     

    "The water is hot. I've had the boiler on for a while."  

     

    "Thank you, Caleb."  

     

    "Jenny and me are going to go out back for some vegetables for
    dinner, so we'll leave you and Mr. Alexander alone. Can he manage
    with his bath, do you think?"  

     

    She blushed. "Yes, I think so. Thank you."  

     

    "There is a pot pie in the oven, just about done, and some potatoes
    in the warmer, and fresh bread and cheese all waiting for you in the
    dining room."  

     

    "Thank you, Jenny. You're a treasure."  

     

    The old woman smiled at her and vanished out the back door.  

     

    Sarah chuckled to herself, and went up to give Alexander his coffee.
    He drank two cups thirstily, then pulled her to him for a kiss.  

     

    "Were Jenny and Caleb upset, do you think?" he asked quietly.  

     

    "Quite the opposite. They have everything ready for us downstairs,
    and have gone out into the garden to give us some privacy."  

     

    He chuckled. "How sweet."  

     

    "Mmm, sweet." She savored the kiss. "The water is hot."  

     

    "I'll let you go first."  

     

    "We can go together."  

     

    "So long as you promise me you won't, well, soap me all over."  

     

    "Complaining already?" she said with a light laugh.  

     

    He shook his head vehemently. "Not in this lifetime. I just don't
    want to hurt you. Overdo things, or not be sensitive to your
    delicate state. I fear I've already overdone things for you."  

     

    "I've discovered muscles and parts of me I never knew I had, but you
    certainly didn't hurt me. You won't. I adore every minute we're
    together, every inch of your flesh, especially when it's inside of
    me."  

     

    He shuddered with barely suppressed desire. He had all to do not to
    drag her back into the bed and fill her once more. She stripped the
    bed of its sheets, which showed ample evidence of what had been lost
    and found last night. She took them down with her to wash and hang
    to dry anywhere but on the line outside the vicarage.  

     

    Then it was their turn to be washed. They soaped each other
    everywhere, but a different kind of hunger beckoned despite the
    fleshly temptations, so they dried each other off and promised they
    would continue the eager exploration of each other's bodies later.  

     

    Once Sarah was dressed, she went out to put the food on the table
    while Alexander shaved. As they dined, she tried to keep the
    conversation on neutral topics. She had promised not to pry, so she
    wouldn't.  

     

    "I still have that pile of letters to read through, and we ought to
    go visit the Millers, to reassure them that you're fine."  

     

    "Good. After we eat. For now I just want to sit here and bask in the
    warmth of being with you like this." He took her hand.  

     

    "Like what?" she whispered, squeezing his fingers lightly.  

     

    "So warm and happy. So in love with you I feel like I'm going to
    explode from joy."  

     

    "Funny, I feel the same way too. It's wonderful."  

     

    "Mmm, so is this food. Come, darling, eat up. You need your strength
    after all the rampaging last night. Or was it marauding?"  

     

    She giggled. "Yes, I do believe the word was marauding."  

     

    As soon as they had eaten, she gathered their outerwear and helped
    get him ready. He took her arm and held her close. She wondered at
    the wisdom of going out with him in public looking as he did. Every
    move and gesture seemed to connote that they were lovers. In the end
    she put a brave face on it and told herself she didn't care who knew
    how intimate they had become. While they strolled down the lane, she
    talked of Bath.  

     

    "Now that the shearing is done, there's no reason why we can't go at
    the end of the week."  

     

    "No reason except that you've neglected your parish duties because
    of me."  

     

    "Not at all. We've been busy, you know."  

     

    "But they need you here."  

     

    "You need me too. It will only be for a fortnight or so. Where's the
    harm?"  

     

    He shrugged. "I suppose."  

     

    "If you don't want to go, you have only to say," she remarked,
    wondering at the change in him.  

     

    "I would love to go, but I also love it here." He sighed, and added
    a short time later, "And I'll admit to being afraid."  

     

    "Afraid of what?" she asked softly.  

     

    "Going out into the world, of things changing between us, Sarah. You
    not being happy with me as I am. Being ashamed of me. Me bringing
    shame down upon you because of what we've become to each other."  

     

    She halted in mid-stride and turned to face him. She grasped both
    his shoulders and shook him lightly. "It won't change, Alexander.
    Except to keep getting better. We don't have to go. But the waters
    at Bath are supposed to be most salutary. Immersing yourself twice a
    day, plus good food and walks and company, will do wonders for you,
    I'm sure. We can go to concerts and lectures, even the theater if
    you think you will enjoy it.  

     

    "But the main thing is to help your back. We can wait a few weeks if
    you like. However, you need some new clothes now that you're filling
    out again, and nothing very important seems to be happening here
    that Jenny and Caleb can't take care of whilst we are away. And I
    could never, ever be ashamed of you and what we've shared. I love
    you."  

     

    His tempestuous expression calmed somewhat. "If you really think the
    Baths will help..."  

     

    "I'm sure. We have nothing to lose by trying, do we?"  

     

    "No, I suppose not."  

     

    She could still see his doubts clearly written on his face. "I tell
    you what, we'll talk about it later. Wait to see how you feel at the
    start of next week. I can write to the Duke's housekeeper at any
    time."  

     

    After their walk, they went into the village to look in on Sarah's
    special cases, and to say hello to Mrs. Miller. Alexander gave her a
    hand with the garden again, and afterwards they went for chocolate
    at the bakery.  

     

    Quite a few of the women wanted an introduction to the handsome
    gentleman they had seen the spinsterish bluestocking Sarah Deveril
    with a few days before. She spoke with the ladies cordially, while
    he pleasantly inquired after their health.  

     

    "We haven't seen you for an age, Sarah. Do you want to come with us
    to look at fabrics?" fluff-brained little Miss Minton asked, looking
    at Alexander as though she would be more than glad to examine his
    yards.  

     

    "Perhaps another time," she hedged.  

     

    "Oh, do please join us," Miss Agnews begged, simpering up at
    Alexander.  

     

    "We might as well, as long as we're here, my dear. A woman can never
    have too many gowns," Alexander said.  

     

    "Or a man too many shirts and cravats and waistcoats. Though some
    men would do better without," one of the other women tittered.  

     

    "Very well, Miss Treeves, you've convinced me," Alexander consented
    with a smile.  

     

    He took Sarah's arm and led her across the street.  

     

    "You don't have to do this, you know," she whispered.  

     

    "I can tell by your voice you'd like to have a look."  

     

    "For you, yes."  

     

    "Very good. You can have my opinion instantly."  

     

    "But in front of all these vultures?" she whispered worriedly.  

     

    He laughed. "If I can pass muster with them, I can pass muster with
    anyone."  

     

    "But they're going to know, and will gossip everywhere."  

     

    Alexander shrugged. "We'll all just have to get used to it, won't
    we?"  

     

    "You don't mind?"  

     

    "Not if you don't, dearest. About me being blind, or being your
    lover."  

     

    "I don't mind anything, my love, so long as you're happy," she said
    firmly, squeezing his arm tightly against her breasts for a brief
    second.  

     

    He nodded. "I am happy, darling. Just tell me what to expect in the
    shop, and I'll do my best."  

     

    "Two steps up. Tables on either side of a long aisle. I'll have to
    tell you the colors."  

     

    She watched in fascination as he ran an unobtrusive finger over the
    fabrics as he walked past, and was able to tell her what they were
    in an instant.  

     

    "Something like this one for the shirts," he said, picking up a
    gorgeous snowy linen.  

     

    "And these for the waistcoats and cravats," he said, selecting some
    very fine silks.  

     

    "They are wonderful. And just the right color for your gorgeous dark
    looks."  

     

    "And some fabric for a new gown for you?" he suggested, moving over
    to the next table. "I think this spotted muslin, and this jaconet."
     

     

    She was startled at how well he was able to identify the fabrics.
    "The spotted is fine. It's white. The jaconet is primrose, and would
    make me look rather sallow."  

     

    "This one, then?"  

     

    "A lovely rose damask. Yes, just the thing."  

     

    The women who had invited her to enter watched in fascination and
    envy as they bought the fabrics they fancied and moved on to the
    trimmings.  

     

    He felt the lace, and could tell the quality of each of them without
    hesitation. She chose the buttons for his waistcoats, and pronounced
    herself finished.  

     

    "Stockings and so on?"  

     

    "No need. Some gloves for you, perhaps?"  

     

    He chose some fine black kid ones in a trice, and an elegant cotton
    pair for dancing.  

     

    Sarah confirmed that they were white, and had the shopkeeper wrap
    the purchases. She furtively took the money out of her reticule and
    palmed it to Alexander. He paid for the purchases without so much as
    fumbling, and took his change with equal skill.  

     

    Once they had chatted with the other women and the shopkeeper for a
    short time, they said goodbye, and stepped out into the street.  

     

    "That was a most remarkable performance, Alexander."  

     

    "I have the feeling I've done this before."  

     

    She nodded. "I would say so. The only thing you didn't get was the
    color. But you got the fabric and the quality immediately."  

     

    "So I suppose I was in trade?"  

     

    "Unless you had an entire harem of mistresses," she said a trifle
    waspishly.  

     

    He shook his head. "Do I strike you as a rake?"  

     

    "No, actually. Despite all we've shared in bed, no."  

     

    "Glad to hear it," he said dryly, "though some men might be less
    than flattered."  

     

    "I have no complaints, darling. I'm just trying to grasp who you
    really are. A wealthy merchant is my best guess."  

     

    "Then why go to war?"  

     

    She shrugged and put her arm around his waist. "I don't know. The
    same reasons Jonathan did? To be patriotic?"  

     

    "Or because I had a terrible marriage."  

     

    "It could be," she admitted quietly, trying to ignore the jealous
    surge which nearly choked her.  

     

    "I just wonder, if she's alive, what she's done to try to find me."
     

     

    "If she even bothered," Sarah said with a sigh, then immediately
    regretted how dismissive her words sounded. "I mean, if you were
    unhappy, and she didn't hear from you for a while, she might assume
    you were dead, or that you had deserted her."  

     

    "Unless she told me to leave. Or knew why I left."  

     

    "We don't have to talk about this if it upsets you," she said
    stoutly, her tone betraying her own distress.  

     

    He shifted the parcels he was carrying, and got a firmer grip on her
    arm. "I only care because I want to marry you as soon as possible,
    Sarah. The only reason I would want to find the lady in question, if
    she's still alive, is to get a divorce. Please believe me."  

     

    "Yet you must have cared about her once. Loved her?" she added in a
    tiny voice.  

     

    Alexander squeezed her arm. "If I ever did, I have no such memory of
    that sensation. Or if I cared about her, it wasn't love. It might
    have been a business affair, an arranged marriage. They're common
    enough.  

     

    "Perhaps I didn't know better, until I realized there was a great
    deal I was missing in my marriage. I don't have any recollection of
    warmth, companionship, delight. None of what I've shared with you in
    the few short days since we met. Since we've become lovers."  

     

    She risked one question. "Have you any recollections of your sons?"
     

     

    He paused. "Fun, happiness, then disappointment, anger. Grief, and
    relief, and shame at being relieved. I didn't blame them, but I
    hated Marielle for making a fool of me."  

     

    "So you think she tricked you into marrying her?"  

     

    "That's always possible. If I thought she cared about me, or I had
    compromised her in some way. Then I found out she was unfaithful,
    with a man her father didn't approve of."  

     

    "But he approved of you?"  

     

    "Of course," he said promptly, with a hint of aristocratic hauteur.
    "A good Catholic family, a long line of noblemen stretching back for
    centuries, closely associated with the monarchy. Of course the
    Revolution changed all that, but we had family holdings in Portugal,
    Spain and England that we were able to use as bases of operations to
    help the emigres fleeing from the Terror. Gather information to help
    the English send them packing back to their own country."  

     

    He shuddered then, as though the information had been wrung from him
    by force.  

     

    She digested this startling burst of information briefly before
    asking, "And your wife's lover?"  

     

    "A Bonapartist sympathizer. Glad Spain had allied itself with France
    to crush poor little Portugal. He had to be got rid of," he said in
    a cold tone so unlike his usual one that she shivered despite the
    heat of the day.  

     

    "And Marielle?" she asked in a chilled whisper.  

     

    He clutched his head, dropping their packages. She clung onto him as
    he groaned, and tried to prevent him from falling into the road. She
    thanked God that at least they were not in the center of Brimley.  

     

    "Come, darling, sit down on this rock," she urged, dragging him to
    the side of the road.  

     

    Alexander sat down heavily, panting and gritting his teeth, his head
    buried in his hands.  

     

    Despite the sun beating down on them, she felt frozen to the bone,
    and wrapped her arms around herself, rubbing the upper parts with
    both hands to stop her shivering.  

     

    Well, why not? The Revolution had affected many families. He would
    have been a small boy when his parents had been forced to flee
    France. They had made a new life for themselves in England, had had
    extensive holdings in the Iberian Peninsula. He had been able to
    work and live in a number of countries with his language skills. It
    was logical for him to be a merchant. It all made sense to her now.
     

     

    But still it made her very nervous. He was certain his wife and her
    lover were dead. How could he be so sure?  

     

    Because he was involved with their deaths, came the terrible
    thought.  

     

    Or the French had killed them during the war? Or someone else? His
    sons were dead too. That suggested their home had been attacked, and
    he had survived somehow.  

     

    "Are you all right?" she asked softly, when he continued to sit
    there with his head hanging low between his shoulders.  

     

    "It was so powerful, like a bolt of lightning though my brain."  

     

    "Did you recall it all?"  

     

    "No. There are still some things in the shadows. But, well, for a
    moment, I thought I could see you."  

     

    "What do you mean?" She knelt down in front of him to look into his
    eyes, but they seemed the same to her.  

     

    "I saw you standing in the hall at home, at the vicarage. There was
    a storm, pounding, something breaking. You had something shiny in
    your hand. Then there was blood and I heard a scream."  

     

    "It couldn't be me. It was something you remembered."  

     

    "No. Marielle was fair-haired. You're dark, like a raven's wing. It
    was you I saw, Sarah."  

     

    She tried to keep her tone patient. "But Alexander, you can't even
    see the hall. How would you know it was ours?"  

     

    "Please, just trust me," he begged, gripping her hand hard. "It was
    you. You need to be careful." He clutched her to his chest
    convulsively.  

     

    "I will be," she promised, stroking his cheek and leaning into his
    embrace. "But you have to take care too. All of these memories
    gushing out. It isn't good for you. I nearly lost you the other
    night when you were so ill."  

     

    "What do you mean?" he asked in horror. He gripped her shoulders
    hard. "What do you mean?" he asked again in a more urgent tone,
    shaking her lightly  

     

    She could have kicked herself for blurting it out. She had sworn she
    would not tell him...  

     

    "Are you well enough to walk, or would you like me to fetch a
    conveyance from Brimley to take us home?"  

     

    "I can walk now," he said, though he didn't look it.  

     

    Hut he got to his feet. She gathered their scattered parcels
    quickly, took his arm, and helped him along. As they walked, she
    told him the story of what had happened in the wee dawn hours on May
    Day.  

     

    "I don't want to sound like a superstitious fool. But I'm sure you
    were dead, just as Jonathan was sure his friends were. I don't know
    what I have that could possibly bargain away, other than my life.  

     

    "Now I'm terrified of losing you. Each of these headaches of yours,
    I'm sure they can't be good for you. I don't care, I don't want you
    to remember any more, Alexander. I want us to just assume Marielle
    is dead, get married, and move on."  

     

    "But don't you see, I need to know why they wanted me dead! We might
    never be safe otherwise."  

     

    "Because you were an enemy of France, helping your family, helping
    the aristocrats," she said impatiently.  

     

    He looked doubtful, the frown creasing his brow once more.  

     

    "Think about it, Alexander. It makes perfect sense. They wanted to
    leave France, take their wealth with them. Maybe you were helping
    Army deserters. You speak Spanish and Portuguese as well as French
    and English. You could have helped the partisans, told them of the
    troop movements, I don't know. All I do know is you have no love for
    Bonaparte."  

     

    "Do you think your brother knew somehow?"  

     

    She nodded. "I think he must have. You would have needed someone to
    help get those people to safety. Who better than an old friend from
    school? At some point you must have given it up though, or been
    discovered, for otherwise you would never have dared have the tattoo
    of George and the Dragon put on your chest."  

     

    He looked grim at this.  

     

    "What is it?" she asked.  

     

    "I get the awful feeling that I've put you in danger, you and your
    family. I was a spy, wasn't I. Not in the Army at all, at least not
    until the end. Someone betrayed me, wanted me dead."  

     

    "True, they might have found out. Or you just decided you would be
    more useful in the Army, hence the commission papers. I'm guessing
    that you bought Jonathan's rank after Badajoz, when he gave up the
    service to take his orders. You were probably injured there."  

     

    He shook his head. "I don't know--"  

     

    "We'll be fine, Alexander. There's really no need to panic," she
    said in her most reassuring tone, while all the time her mind was
    swirling with a million questions. "No one from your past could know
    you're here. You were traveling under the name Jonathan Deveril,
    remember?"  

     

    "Is there anyone in the road now?" he demanded suddenly.  

     

    She looked around. "No. Why?" she asked, puzzled.  

     

    He threw his arms around Sarah, clinging to her as though he would
    never let her go.  

     

    She could only hold him close and rub his back. "You're going to be
    fine, darling, I promise. It will be all right, Alexander. Nothing
    is going to happen to you. I give you my word. I should never have
    told you about the other night."  

     

    "No, I'm glad you did," he said, bestowing a tender kiss upon her
    lips. "It puts a whole new perspective on things. There isn't
    anything I wouldn't do to keep you safe."  

     

    "The same is true for me where you're concerned, my darling."  

     

    "I know."  

     

    "Come, let's get you home. You must be exhausted."  

     

    He took some of the parcels from her hands, and walked on. "I do
    feel drained, I have to admit. This is just so much to take in."  

     

    "Let's not talk now. Just rest your mind for a while. Try not to
    think or worry."  

     

    "I only wish I could."  

     

    "You'll be fine. Come." She re-adjusted the parcels she was
    carrying, and they pressed on.  

     

    When they reached the cottage, she led him into the small parlor and
    insisted he stretched out on the day bed for a rest.  

     

    "All right, I agree. But you have to promise me that after supper
    you'll give me a shooting lesson, and help me with my fencing
    skills."  

     

    She gaped. "But Alexander, you can't-"  

     

    "I can try," he said in a firm tone that brooked no refusal. "All I
    have to be able to do is shoot at a noise."  

     

    "And what if it's an innocent person? Think for a moment!"  

     

    "I am thinking," he maintained. "We need to be safe."  

     

    She sat down beside him and placed her palms against his cheeks.
    "This is some morbid fancy brought about by--"  

     

    "I know what I see in my mind's eye. It's not my imagination, some
    horrid nightmare. It was real, Sarah, all of it. I saw my wife
    killed in cold blood. My sons too. I've lost far too much, and
    brought danger with me. I watched three people I cared about die. I
    will not let it happen to the woman I love more than my own life. Do
    you understand?"  

     

    Sarah stared. "Are you sure? Are you sure she was killed?"  

     

    Alexander shook his head. "Not exactly, but almost. Please, my love,
    just believe in me?"  

     

    "I do, darling, truly I do. All right, if you really want to
    practice, I'll think of something."  

     

    "Thank you, Sarah."  

     

    "Come now, rest. And I'll see you later."  

     

    She tucked him in, kissed his lips tenderly, and held his hand until
    he fell into a fitful doze.  

     

    Then she headed to the top of the house, her eyes and throat
    scratchy with suppressed tears. Lord, what was she to do now? He
    swore his family was gone, but she could tell he wasn't sure. And
    his sense of danger might be just some morbid notion, but she felt
    nervous all the same.  

     

    She climbed into the attic and took down the launcher for clay
    pigeons which her brother had trained with as a young man. Every
    gentleman was expected to have good shooting skills, but eventually
    her brother and the Rakehells had come to disapproving of killing
    anything that would not then be eaten.  

     

    She found a good supply of the clay discs, and several of Jonathan's
    old fowling pieces and some ammunition. Then she took out his old
    Army swords, brutal straight-edged weapons used for hacking people
    to pieces on the battlefield.  

     

    They were not exactly the weapons of a gentleman, let alone a lady,
    but Jonathan secretly had allowed her to make a fourth in his
    dueling practice with his friends. "Father would have been livid,"
    she murmured. "As it was, Mother forbid me to spend time alone with
    the lads without one or the other of my sisters when she found out." 

     

    But it had been fun, and she had been good. Very good, or so her
    brother and the Duke had said. She sighed. Those days had seemed so
    simple, so uncomplicated...  

     

    She brought the items down into the garden, and went back up to
    change into her riding breeches and a shirt.  

     

    "Good lord, if anyone in the village sees me, they'll think I've
    gone mad," she muttered to herself as she stood in front of the hall
    mirror and flicked a sword to and fro.  

     

    She brought the things to the back of the barn. She was sure they
    would not be spotted there if anyone came up the road. "I am bloody
    mad. He can't see," she said with a shake of her head.  

     

    But if it made Alexander happy, she would gladly do it.  
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    When Alexander got up an hour later, Sarah led him to the secluded
    spot behind the barn where she had set up all their things for
    battle practice. She tested the launcher, and watched the clay
    pigeon fly.  

     

    He stripped off his jacket and waistcoat, and came up behind her. He
    put his hands over hers and followed the movement as she traced the
    arc of the skeet flying through the air.  

     

    "I ought to be able to hear the whistling sound as well."  

     

    "Right. I'll be your launcher. But first you have to load the
    weapons yourself. Everything you need is right there."  

     

    He sniffed and felt them. "They're pretty well-cared for."  

     

    "Caleb tends them every so often. We had a good spring clean a
    couple of weeks ago. We can tell him to keep them well-oiled and
    loaded. You can come practice any time with him if you like."  

     

    "That sounds like a good plan."  

     

    He spent a half an hour firing at the pigeons, until his shoulder
    was sore from the kick of the musket. He had hit only about forty
    percent of them. But for a blind man it was pretty remarkable, and
    she told him so.  

     

    He ignored her praise. "Let's see what I can do with a sword."  

     

    "They are only his old Army blades, I'm afraid."  

     

    "They'll do," he said, weighing the weapon in his hand with an ease
    which betokened great familiarity with such a weapon. "Come at me,
    hard, and see if I can parry."  

     

    "I don't want to hurt you."  

     

    "You won't."  

     

    His assurance made her feel sorely tempted to show off. She made
    sure the weapons were corked at the tip, and handed him one. He held
    it out in front of him, and she locked swords with him for a moment,
    before swinging her weapon with full force against his abdomen. A
    whoosh of air flew out of his lungs.  

     

    "If that had been the sharp edge, your guts would be decorating my
    garden now. You're just going to have to face the fact that there
    are some things your physical condition will not allow to you to
    do."  

     

    "I don't accept that!"  

     

    "Perhaps you'll just have to."  

     

    "Well, I don't," he said with an angry scowl.  

     

    She gave a short laugh. "Fine, let's see YOU get pregnant and have a
    baby."  

     

    He managed to smile at her joke. "All right. I give in. There are
    some things in life I willl never be able to do myself. But practice
    can make perfect in other areas. Just give me some practice with my
    arms."  

     

    "What, both of them?"  

     

    He flipped the sword between his hands easily, and now began to
    fight with his left.  

     

    "An interesting trick."  

     

    "My father let me learn with both when I was young. even though the
    monks would beat me for writing with my left hand. The left is sinister.
    Evil."  

     

    "Latin as well. I don't suppose you would care to introduce yourself
    and tell me your real name so I can stop calling you Alexander," she
    said boldly. 

     

    His formerly cheerful expression grew somber. "I'm Alexander
    Deveril," he said in a firm tone. "I don't want to be anyone else."
     

     

    "But you are," she reminded him softly.  

     

    "I'm the man who loves you, Sarah Deveril. The name makes no
    difference," he insisted.  

     

    "All right then, Alexander Deveril. En garde."  

     

    She did not have his strength, but she had speed, and agility on her
    feet. And her eyesight, of course. He conceded defeat after a short
    time, but had her practice all of the different defensive positions
    with him.  

     

    "Very good," she praised.  

     

    "You too. Especially for a vicar's sister."  

     

    She giggled. "I told you, Jonathan wasn't always a vicar. He was a
    rather boisterous and jolly young man, actually, though not rakish
    or wicked in any way. Just full of youthful high spirits and zest.
    Very talented, very popular with both men and women, which is a rare
    thing in my experience."  

     

    "Like you, you mean."  

     

    "Oh, no, not at all. He was much more glamorous, the difference
    between the male peacock and his drab peahen. Which was fine. I
    hated fancy feathers anyway. I was a terrible hoyden, always wanting
    to follow he and his Rakehell friends around. To do all the same
    things they did.  

     

    "I can assure you, many's the time they had to stop me from cutting
    my hair, putting on a uniform and going after him to Portugal and
    Spain."  

     

    He laughed indulgently, for he couldn't imagine anyone less boyish
    than his ladylove. "I can well believe it, with your gritty
    determination. But his friends. I mean, you and they never..."  

     

    "Never. Not so much as a bit of handholding. I promise. No one,
    until you."  

     

    He bent to kiss her. "Lucky me."  

     

    "And me."  

     

    "Supper and bed?" he proposed in a sultry undertone.  

     

    She stroked his chest boldly. "Bath first?"  

     

    "Yes, please. And speaking of, I've decided. I want to go to Bath."
     

     

    "Really?" she gasped in delight.  

     

    "Yes."  

     

    "What made you change your mind?" she asked softly, hoping he wasn't
    simply doing it to mollify her.  

     

    He gave a lift of his chin. "Because we can't hide from the world
    forever. It would only make you unhappy."  

     

    "Sometimes I'm sick of the world," she sighed.  

     

    "But there's so much out there to see and do."  

     

    She hugged him. "Everything I need or want is right here."  

     

    He stroked her cheek tenderly. "You say that now, love, but you may
    change your mind in a few months."  

     

    "No, I won't. You're my life now, Alexander. The truth is I was
    feeling awfully sorry for myself until you arrived. With so many of
    the Rakehells finding their own happiness, I was waiting and hoping
    for love to come into my life too. I didn't really believe it would
    ever happen.  

     

    "Then you arrived on my doorstep. I opened the door and looked at
    you, and it was like glimpsing my whole future in a split second.
    Opening the portal to a whole new life. In an instant I knew. We
    belong together, Alexander, for all time. You don't have to go to
    Bath just to prove something to me."  

     

    "Maybe I have to prove it to myself, Sarah. I really do want to get
    better."  

     

    She kissed him on the lips tenderly. "So long as you're doing it for
    yourself, not me."  

     

    "I want to do it for both of us," he said, wrapping his arms around
    her as though he would never let her go.  

     

    "Very well, I will write and tell the Duke's servants to expect us
    at the townhouse a week from Friday. Now let's go get that food and
    bath."  

     

    "And bed?"  

     

    She laughed lightly. "Especially bed. Even if it's only to cuddle
    and rest."  

     

    "It sounds sublime," he purred, drawing closer.  

     

    "It will be, for both of us, I promise."  

     

    "I know it will be. So long as it is for you as well."  

     

    "More than you can ever guess," Sarah said with a happy sigh.  

     

    "Then tell me, my love."  

     

    "Can you tell me?" she countered.  

     

    His fierce kiss contained a thousand words, a paean of love and
    longing, and a promise to fulfill every desire and need. He took her
    hand gently, and led her back to the house.  
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    The ensuing ten days seemed to just fly by for Sarah and Alexander.
    She performed her parish duties with a new enthusiasm and
    understanding. She was in love and blissfully happy, and her life
    seemed as if it couldn't be more perfect.  

     

    But of course there were larger forces at work which she had no
    control over, and perfection was too much to hope for. And
    happiness, as she had realized, came at a price.  

     

    While there were no more huge revelations of Alexander's past,
    neither did he have any more of his painful episodes. She could not
    tell if he was deliberately not remembering, or did remember but was
    not talking about it with her. She had promised not to probe, and
    she was fairly certain he had done nothing wrong other than help
    family and friends.  

     

    He could not have killed his wife. It was not even certain that she
    was dead. No matter what he had gone through, she could not believe
    Alexander was a cold-blooded murderer. He was tender, affectionate,
    devoted and thoughtful, not cruel. She could understand jealousy for
    the first time. Any woman looking at him intently set the emotion
    burning in her breast.  

     

    But to kill his wife and her sons? Unless she had posed a danger to
    him in some way because of her pro-Bonapartist sympathies, she could
    not imagine it.  

     

    In any case, though Sarah knew she was living in a fool's paradise,
    she did not care. When her brother got home, if not before, she
    would find out his name, where he came from. A letter from Jonathan
    could tell her what she needed to know any day.  

     

    For the moment, all she wanted to know was the way he made her feel
    when he held her in his arms and kissed her. When they were alone in
    bed together. Their fierce passion grew stronger with each passing
    day, and night. She had no intention of giving Alexander up, no
    matter what she thought he might have done.  

     

    In the eyes of society, she would be condemned as a wanton and a
    fool, but she didn't care. She loved him beyond all reason or sense.
    Without shame or embarrassment. He took her in his arms and the
    whole world fell away. She belonged to Alexander now, irrevocably.
    He had put his stamp on her, in more way than one.  

     

    For as the days passed and her cycle did not appear regularly, she
    began to suspect that the thing he had feared had actually come to
    pass. She was thrilled. The thought of a new life growing inside her
    was more moving than anything she'd ever experienced. Alexander's
    child. Proof of their love.  

     

    But also proof of their sin for all to see. In her heart they were
    married, one heart, one flesh, one soul. Not everyone would take so
    tolerant a view, however.  

     

    She knew she was going to have to make some plans for the future.
    She would have a few months yet. The one thing she did not want to
    do was disgrace her brother. The trip to Bath would enable her to
    look at her options. It would mean leaving Brimley, moving to a new
    neighborhood where people would believe they were really married.  

     

    Then they would have everything they had ever dreamt of. She would
    find things which would fulfill Alexander, even blind as he was, and
    with her money, they would be provided for amply.  

     

    Much as she longed to blurt out the news, she knew he would only
    worry. So when it seemed a logical time, she pretended her monthly
    courses had come.  

     

    "But we can still share the bed, be intimate in other ways," she
    hastened to add when she saw his face fall.  

     

    "I'm glad. I don't want to spend a single night without you."  

     

    He clung to her fiercely. She wondered again how much he really
    remembered about his past with his wife. He said it had been an
    arranged match, but he was a passionate man. It must have hurt him
    deeply to have been rejected thus and treated so cold-heartedly.  

     

    She went out of her way to be affectionate towards Alexander. If he
    was ever hesitant about touching her, she gave him every
    encouragement. She was not afraid of a mussed gown or hair, or even
    what people said when they were affectionate in public. Not when she
    had the regard and love of this incredible man.  

     

    She was delighted with her pregnancy despite her fears for the
    future. The thought of a new life growing inside her filled her with
    elated wonder. There would be time enough to think, to plan, to make
    appropriate arrangements.  

     

    For the moment, she just wanted to hug her joy to her, forget about
    the rest of the world. The gossip, whispers, the ugly names and
    looks. She was sure the only person in the world she could love as
    much as Alexander was his child. How could their love be deemed
    wrong when it felt so incredibly perfect?  

     

    But complete and perfect happiness was as elusive as a rainbow. The
    long unread batch of letters she forced herself to comb through one
    rainy afternoon as she put her feet up in front of the fire in her
    study brought with it most devastating news from Randall Avenel. His
    brother Michael had in fact been killed at Toulouse. That was why
    they had not heard from their faithful correspondent. She read the
    letter with trembling hands, hardly able to take it in, and turned
    to Alexander for comfort.  

     

    "I know it was silly to think that all the Rakehells and my other
    friends could come out of it unscathed, but losing Michael is hard.
    He was so lucky for so long."  

     

    "Did you love him?" he asked, his voice as raspy as a file.  

     

    She kissed him warmly by way of reassurance. "Not in the sense you
    mean, no. Like a much, much older brother, though he was almost the
    same age as Jonathan. Michael was a good man. As different from his
    youngest brother Randall as night and day. Yet the same noble
    character runs through them both. Dedicated, persevering, and, well,
    the stuff of which heroes are made. The Grim Reaper. But all too
    mortal himself, it would appear."  

     

    She shed a few tears from him, and Alexander burned with jealousy
    for a time, but told himself that he was there with Sarah now, not
    Viscount Glyne. The poor man was gone. She was his own true love,
    soon to be his wife. Once he was a bit more certain about who he
    was, and could arrange things, he was certain they would wed. He
    couldn't imagine life without her by his side, or indeed life beyond
    Brimley and Eltham.  

     

    The parishioners all adored Alexander. He had a way of listening
    which put them at ease. He remembered their names, their interests,
    and asked about their families, and could recall what he was told
    even days after he had met them.  

     

    If he ran into them in the street, he was able to pick up the
    conversation instantly, without even needing Sarah to tell him who
    they were, so long as they spoke a greeting.  

     

    She guessed it had to be that he was good with voices, and did have
    a remarkable memory, even if it was blocked in places. She was sure
    the obstructions were a result of the emotional turmoil he had
    experienced during the war, and he would gradually let down the
    barriers.  

     

    He had already come so far; his physical well being improved every
    day. With each bath and application of ointment and massage, his
    movement increased. He sat a horse better, and his shooting and
    saber skills also improved.  

     

    When she told him he did not have to try so hard, he simply replied,
    "I'm determined to be everything I was before I was injured. You've
    been praying that I shall eventually be able to see, haven't you,
    Sarah? That my memory will come back in full? Well, so have I. I
    want to be ready for that day."  

     

    She put another pile of clothes on his navy blue silk bedspread as
    they began to get ready for their jaunt to Bath. "Ready for what?"  

     

    He took her hand and kissed it. "To be the husband you deserve. Your
    protector, your partner in all things."  

     

    "I'm perfectly safe, my darling. And you are my partner already.
    You're with me side by side, in a way I've never known before. There
    are very few things you can't do, and those things don't matter to
    me."  

     

    "But they do to me."  

     

    She stretched up to cup his cheek. "I fell in love with the man you
    are, Alexander, not the man I hope you're going to become. Just let
    it go, love. Don't try so hard to get it all back. From what I've
    heard, some of it would not be worth having."  

     

    He nodded and kissed her, and resumed packing the items she had laid
    out for him on the bed. She planned to get him more clothes and
    trinkets when they got to Bath, but for the moment he put in the
    basics, fresh linens and the waistcoats and cravats she and Jenny
    had run up for him.  

     

    "You will most definitely need some hats when we get there. You head
    is so much larger than Jonathan's."  

     

    "I have the one we bought last week to tide me over."  

     

    "Yes, but it's not quite the fashion compared to what you can buy in
    the big city."  

     

    "I don't care about that," he said, his tone sharp with impatience.
    "Do you?"  

     

    "No," she admitted with a light shurug. "I don't care. Suddenly it
    all seems so very unimportant, all these absurd social conventions
    and pretenses. The only thing important is you going to soak in the
    Baths and getting better." She embraced him around his lean waist.  

     

    "I feel better every day, thanks to you. In fact, I feel so good, I
    might just lie down for a while."  

     

    "Lie down?" she asked in confusion. "But you said you felt well."  

     

    He gathered her to him. She felt the intimate pressure against her
    stomach, and laughed delightedly.  

     

    "Lying down makes it easier and more comfortable."  

     

    "But it's broad daylight," she protested mildly. 

     

    "I hadn't noticed," he said dryly. "Do you mind very much?"  

     

    By way of reply she shoved the items and valise to one side and laid
    down with him in the bed that had become their heaven on earth.  

     

    "Not at all, my darling. It's almost better in the day. Seeing us
    together, you naked, is such a thrill," she admitted, unfastening
    his trousers and bending her head, as he lifted her skirts and
    buried his tongue between her thighs.  

     

    "I'll settle for just feeling it," he murmured. "This is bliss. I
    worship you, Sarah."  

     

    He began licking her intimate space as though dining on the most
    fabulous meal, while she ran her tongue along his rigid length until
    he was glisteningly wet and so enormous she couldn't fit all of him
    in her mouth. But he fit perfectly below as she moistened and
    blossomed with desire. He moved now to position himself between her
    thighs, his huge pulsing head poised at the entrance to her
    paradise.  

     

    "How do you want me?" he asked in a throaty whisper.  

     

    "Anyway you want."  

     

    "Hard or languid?"  

     

    "Come inside and we'll see where it takes us."  

     

    He slipped in a fraction further with a sensual honeyed glide which
    soon had her hips rising off the bed and her shouting his name.  

     

    Languid became lusting as he drove into her toward his own climax,
    until she could feel him explode inside her so intensely that for a
    brief moment he was almost certain he could see her writhing under
    him in incoherent joy.  

     

    Then Sarah moved her hips, propelling him even deeper. He could feel
    himself trembling on the brink of another pinnacle of pleasure, and
    tumbled into the darkness, and the light.  
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    Sarah and Alexander set out for Bath on the Friday of that week,
    which dawned fair and warm. After giving Jenny and Caleb their
    last-minute instructions, they loaded the luggage, got into the gig
    and headed off.  

     

    While she drove, he kept one hand on the reins, the better to get
    the feel of the road, and simply because he liked the contact. Every
    so often he would lean over to give her a kiss, and she would thank
    him and pat his hand.  

     

    "We're going to have to be a bit more circumspect when we get to
    Bath. The people there are not accustomed to such warm devotion,"
    she warned.  

     

    "I don't care. I want the whole world to know I love you."  

     

    "Very sweet, I'm sure. Just so long as you don't put your hand there
    in front of everyone in the Upper Rooms."  

     

    "That's the pot calling the kettle black." He grinned. "I'm
    definitely glad you can drive the team single-handedly."  

     

    They stopped off at Stone Court to see Henry Stone, but his wife
    Josephine told them he had gone to Bristol on business.  

     

    She looked at Alexander with undisguised admiration. Sarah was
    relieved that Jo was a respectable married woman. Otherwise she
    might never have spoken to her again. "He'll be so sorry to have
    missed you and your cousin. We never met at Jonathan's wedding, did
    we?"  

     

    "Er, no, I arrived shortly after. Back from the war, you know,"
    Alexander said calmly.  

     

    "Pity that. Both the war and missing the wedding, I mean. Terrible
    news about poor Michael, and Gareth too."  

     

    "Yes, dreadful. Michael at least is resting in peace, but who knows
    what Gareth is suffering at the hands of the French."  

     

    "Oh don't," Josephine said with a shudder. "I just pray he's still
    alive."  

     

    "As do we all."  

     

    "But enough of this gloom, when you've come to visit with such a
    fascinating guest. Wretched war. Thank God it's over. Listen, are
    you sure you don't want to stay for dinner?"  

     

    "No, that's fine. Thank you all the same," Sarah replied.  

     

    "Who knows, maybe we can get up to Bath to visit as well, if Henry
    can get away. But with Clifford and Vanessa being in Ireland-"  

     

    "I understand, really. How are they?"  

     

    She smiled. "Very well. She's due in a few weeks. They should be
    back soon."  

     

    "Wonderful. Give them my best. I'm sorry to say I'm not nearly as
    diligent in my correspondence as I used to be."  

     

    Josephine gave her an indulgent smile, and patted her blond curls
    almost flirtatiously as she looked at Alexander. "Well, with such a
    houseguest, who could blame you."  

     

    "Tell them all I'll write soon," Sarah said in an even tone,
    surprised at her jealousy and her normally sensible friend's almost
    giddy response to the darkly handsome man.  

     

    "I shall. I'm so sorry you missed Henry. But we'll try to come up to
    keep you and Alexander company."  

     

    "That's all right," Sarah said quickly. "Duty calls. In any event,
    we wouldn't be having too much fun. Alexander is still very ill.
    We'll be spending most of our time in the Baths and taking the
    waters at the Pump Room."  

     

    Josephine eventually got the hint. A light of understanding lit her
    eyes and she smiled.  

     

    "Very well, Sarah, we wouldn't want to delay you and Alexander in
    your search for his cure. Take care, and come visit us on the way
    back, won't you?"  

     

    "We'll try. Goodbye."  

     

    Sarah breathed a sigh of relief that they had escaped staying for a
    meal or the night. She knew it was selfish, but she loved having
    Alexander all to herself. Every moment with him was like a magical
    adventure that she didn't want to share with anyone.  

     

    "Your friend was very nice," Alexander commented as they drove away,
    "but I am glad she won't be coming to Bath."  

     

    She kissed him, relieved that he hadn't seen the way Jo had ogled
    him. He tended to have that effect on even the most sober matrons,
    and she tried not to feel resentful of his magnetism. After all,
    being blind, he had no idea, could not be blamed for their desires.
    She kissed him again, drawing an even more delightedly warm response
    from him, and clicked the horses on.  

     

    They had dinner at an inn on the outskirts of Bath, and arrived at
    the townhouse in the Royal Crescent just as the first red rays of
    dusk began to descend on the lovely city.  

     

    They were shown to their rooms, having requested a suite. The
    servants were too well bred to comment on the arrangements. If they
    were at all suspicious, they were more than understanding when they
    saw that the handsome young gentleman was blind and would require
    every assistance.  

     

    Sarah asked for a male servant to be assigned specially to him to
    assist him with his toilette. The young open-faced boy was soon
    eagerly helping Alexander unpack, and talking a mile a minute about
    all the wonderful things to do in Bath.  

     

    Young Bob was intelligent enough to realize that the room ought to
    be easy for Alexander to walk around. Though she left the adjoining
    door open just to keep an ear out in case she were needed, they got
    along fine.  

     

    "Shirts in the first drawer, cravats second, stockings third," she
    heard Bob telling Alexander, before giving him a tour of the rest of
    the room.  

     

    Her abigail Alice was told not to bother ever coming in until she
    was rung for. Sarah settled into her own room, she and the girl
    working to unpack. Then she dismissed the girl for the evening. Once
    all the boxes in both rooms were empty, Sarah and Alexander sat down
    to tea in the small parlor and began their plan of attack.  

     

    "We'll make an early start in the morning, with breakfast, first,
    and a ride if you like. Then we shall go to the Baths, and spend
    about two hours there. I can go in with you, and can also sit on the
    side and read to you. Just make a list of your preferences for
    reading materials. Once we've changed, we can spend some time in the
    Pump Room taking the waters.  

     

    "Then it will be time for luncheon, and a walk if the weather is
    fine, or a visit to the Abbey or acquaintances if it is not."  

     

    "What day are you going to make your at home?"  

     

    "I don't know that I should. Most people will be up to London for
    the season, and your health is far more important than the
    meaningless social round."  

     

    "Still, it would be good to have one day to rest and re-group, would
    it not? And perhaps stay in bed late?" he murmured.  

     

    "Ah, but you haven't heard the schedule for the rest of the day. I
    did actually include going to bed early, dearest."  

     

    He laughed happily. "But we can't go to bed early every night or
    you'll feel we're missing out on the best Bath has to offer."  

     

    "How could I possibly feel that? I'm with him," she said, giving him
    a torrid kiss.  

     

    "Still, I don't like the thought of you giving up your friends on my
    account."  

     

    "I've told you, the only reason why we're not absolutely surrounded
    by dozens of people is because my friends are all away for the
    summer. Once they all get back, you'll be sick of them, I'm sure."  

     

    She tried to keep her tone light as she said, "That reminds me.
    We've had an idyllic situation at the vicarage, but will need to
    face Jonathan's return home at some point. He and his wife are the
    best of people.  

     

    "However, two women taking charge in a household is never a good
    idea, and he is a vicar after all. I can't have my immoderate
    behavior reflect badly upon him."  

     

    He hated the thought of taking her away from her family or them
    falling out because of him. Of them having to flee from so pleasant
    a district as though they had committed some crime, when all they
    had done was fall in love.  

     

    "What about that house you said was vacant nearby? The one your
    brother inherited unexpectedly."  

     

    "Oh, yes, Ashton Manor. Jonathan never expected to inherit anything
    so fine. We didn't even know we were related to the Ashtons, the
    connection goes back so many generations. But they couldn't find any
    other heirs except the Earl of Ferncliffe. Who came by that title by
    some fairly obscure means."  

     

    She mentally went through the little property. It was awfully fine.
    But it would be a lovely home for them and their child. "Hmm. That
    could be the best solution all around."  

     

    "Yet still you hesitate?" he pointed out quietly.  

     

    "Oh, not because of us, I assure you. No, it's more that I really
    don't like taking advantage of another's misfortune. And of course
    Pamela ought to have a say in what happens to it, since she should
    have been heir herself were it not for all that nonsense about
    entailing away from the female line."  

     

    "Nonsense for certain. But if neither of them want it?"  

     

    "Then I suppose it would be a shame to let it fall into disuse. But
    it would be awfully large for the two of us, and quite a job to
    run," she warned.  

     

    "We will be blessed with children sooner or later, and there will be
    visits from you friends and family to look forward to."  

     

    She smiled in relief at his words about children. She was tempted to
    tell him what she suspected, but it was still early days yet. Best
    to wait until another month passed, at least, just to be sure. And
    to be certain that the babe was well.  

     

    "It's a lovely house, true. But I might be happier in a simple
    cottage for us both."  

     

    "Sarah, my love, you're intelligent enough to run your own estate.
    If he really doesn't want it, we can make your brother an offer."  

     

    She considered it for a short time. "We shall see. Gareth was being
    trained up to take over the reins as steward. Now he's a French
    prisoner. I would have to find someone else, or undertake it myself.
    It would be a big responsibility either way."  

     

    "Are you really afraid of the responsibility? Or do you fear living
    with me openly?" he accused.  

     

    She kissed his hand. "I fear nothing. We shall be married as soon as
    we discuss the situation with Jonathan."  

     

    "But I was married. I could still be," he admitted reluctantly.  

     

    She worried her lower lip between her teeth. "I can't think why we
    haven't heard from my brother. But trust me, Jonathan will come
    back, and will know what to do. He'll like you, I'm sure. In fact, I
    am willing to bet anything that you not only know each other, you're
    great friends.  

     

    "Besides, I love you, so he can't possibly object. And he certainly
    can't accuse you of seducing me, of running off with me against my
    will, now can he?"  

     

    He shook his head. "Anyone who knows you, Sarah, knows what a
    determined woman you are. All the same, explaining how we fell in
    love is not a conversation I'm looking forward to."  

     

    She kissed him gently on the lips. "Then just look forward to our
    wedding day. For it will happen, I promise. Even if you have to
    divorce, which will take some time, it will happen eventually."  

     

    He heaved a sigh himself now. "I'm sorry to be so worried all the
    time. It's just that I used to think nothing worse could befall me
    than what's already happened. But losing you would be far worse,
    Sarah. I would lose my very reason for living."  

     

    "Don't say that!" she said with a shiver of unease. "You're
    intelligent and hard-working. You've bent under the weight of
    burdens which would have broken the back of a lesser man. Accidents
    happen, diseases. I can fall prey to them just as easily as anyone
    else.  

     

    "If you did lose me, darling, I would want you to carry on, no
    matter what. You haven't come this far with your illness and
    troubles to give up over me. I'm not worth it. We'll do what we can
    to help you be independent. I give you my word, my friends are your
    friends. We'll make sure you are not alone and miserable in the
    world, no matter what, my love. But you will go on, no matter what,
    for as long as the good Lord sees fit. We both will."  

     

    He took her in his arms for a resounding kiss. "I'm sorry. I just
    can't help but be frightened after what you told me of your bargain
    with God."  

     

    "Despair is a sin, remember? You will not give way to it, Alexander.
    I won't let you. I love you, and have no intention of leaving you. I
    never should have told you about that night."  

     

    "No, no I'm glad you did. We promised to be truthful with each other
    no matter what. I don't want to take what we have for granted,
    ever," he said, holding her close.  

     

    "I'm relieved to hear it. But we also can't let it hang over us like
    a shadow. Now, where was I? Oh, yes, another session in the Baths in
    the afternoon. Then we can go out in the gig to some of the local
    beauty spots. There will also be some shopping. We need to get you
    fitted with more new clothes, in lighter-weight fabrics."  

     

    "I'm already appalled at how much you've spent upon me."  

     

    "Don't be silly. We are as one now. You provide all sorts of things
    for me that money can't buy. Love, companionship, good advice and a
    host of other things."  

     

    "I just never imagined myself a kept man," he grumbled.  

     

    "How is it any different from a man keeping me?"  

     

    "That's the natural order of things," he said almost primly.  

     

    "And Mrs. Miller looking after her sick husband?" she challenged.
    "How many other women are like her, tending to loved ones maimed or
    injured in the war? I'm not the only woman in the world who has had
    to be strong for the man she loves. I doubt I shall be the last."  

     

    "I suppose you're right," he conceded reluctantly.  

     

    "I am right. Now think no more of it. I would just as soon forget
    all about your old life and concentrate on the future."  

     

    "I don't want to look back any more either."  

     

    "Then we won't," she said firmly, kissing him hard.  

     

    When she eventually lifted her lips she continued, "Anyway, the
    evenings here in Bath. What do you think?"  

     

    "I have no objection to going to the concerts, Sarah."  

     

    "The Duke has a box at the theater if you think you would enjoy it,
    but we don't have to go if you don't wish to. Then there will be
    recitals and so on at the Abbey. We can go to a ball or two in the
    Lower Rooms. It will be much less formal there. But we don't have to
    go if you're fatigued or bored."  

     

    "Or if you are fatigued or bored."  

     

    "I'm a bit tired now with the drive. If you don't mind an early
    dinner and bed, that would be most welcome."  

     

    "For me too." He grinned.  

     

    They each had a bath and then met in her room, and curled up in
    front of the fire on the divan.  

     

    "Happy?"  

     

    "Yes, very. You?" Sarah asked, snuggling into his embrace.  

     

    "I couldn't be more happy if I tried."  

     

    "Well, I can think of one way." She kissed him lingeringly.  

     

    He instantly got the hint. He stood up, swung her into his arms, and
    headed for the bed, his hands divesting her of her wrapper the
    instant her back hit the mattress. His hotly seeking mouth roved all
    over her quivering flesh until there was no Sarah and Alexander,
    just one soul seeking its ultimate bliss.  
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    They did not rise too early the next morning, for the luxury of
    being stretched out beside her lover and not having a hundred chores
    to do was more than Sarah could resist.  

     

    But eventually they dragged themselves downstairs for breakfast, and
    then went to the small and more exclusive Cross Baths. For this
    first occasion, she got changed into the dark brown gown which the
    ladies wore.  

     

    Alexander, in the men's changing rooms, was asked to put on a pair
    of baggy drawers and a shirt, and then he was led in by an attendant
    with a towel.  

     

    Sarah tried not to hover anxiously as he approached the stairs. They
    could of course be a bit slippery, but he got in without incident,
    and then she joined him.  

     

    Perched on the ledge together, they chatted about the heat and the
    strong smell of sulfur. Some of the more ambulatory of the people
    there came over to strike up their acquaintance. They introduced
    themselves and discussed the weather, the news from Europe, and the
    latest crop and share prices.  

     

    After a time, Sarah got out and went to change, while Alexander sat
    with a group of the young men who had all been soldiers. Unbeknownst
    to Alexander, a couple of them kept looking at him as though they
    were sure they had seen him before, but couldn't place him. He was
    certainly a most striking looking man with those rare tawny eyes
    like a panther's. They chatted amiably for some time, until one by
    one they got out, leaving him alone once more.  

     

    Alexander immediately began to feel better in the steaming hot
    waters, and told Sarah the good news as soon as she returned.  

     

    "Stay in for as long as you can then, and I shall read to you."  

     

    "Tell me about the history of this place from your guide book?"  

     

    She flicked through the pages until she found the correct place.
    "The Pump Room for drinking the waters was completed in 1796 by
    Thomas Baldwin and John Palmer. The Baths of course are ancient,
    built between the first and fourth centuries. The town was called
    Aquae Sulis, and the baths were part of a temple to the goddess
    Minerva. There is a fabulous Gorgon's Head, and in 1727 they also
    excavated part of the altar, which has a picture of Hercules and
    Bacchus. There is also a mastiff carrying a roe deer, a hound
    chasing a hare, and a depiction of the four seasons revolving around
    the pediment which represents Luna."  

     

    "I wish I could see it."  

     

    "You can. You can touch it all the way you touched my face,
    dearest."  

     

    "Not quite the same thing."  

     

    "But better than nothing."  

     

    He grinned. "And sometimes touching is indeed far better than
    looking."  

     

    "Behave!" she said, slapping his shoulder playfully. "Anyone could
    come in and hear you."  

     

    "But not before I heard them. At least my hearing has improved."  

     

    "That's something, I suppose. So let's see what nice things I can
    let you hear."  

     

    She opened the book of poems she had brought with her, and read some
    light Cavalier poetry.  

     

    "I know. You love roses, so what about 'Go, Lovely Rose!' by Edmund
    Waller?"  

     

    "Perfect. I think it was always one of my favorites."  

     

    Go, lovely rose!  

    Tell her that wastes her time, and me,  

    That now she knows,  

    When I resemble her to thee,  

    How sweet and fair she seems to be.  

    Tell her that's young,  

    And shuns to have her graces spied,  

    That hadst thou sprung  

    In deserts where no men abide,  

    Thou must have uncommended died.  

    Small is the worth  

    Of beauty from the light retired:  

    Bid her come forth,  

    Suffer her self to be desired,  

    And not blush so to be admired.  

    Then die! that she  

    The common fate of all things rare  

    May read in thee  

    How small a part of time they share  

    That are so wondrous sweet, and fair!  

     

    He kissed her hand tenderly. "I love you, Sarah," he whispered.  

     

    "I know. I love you, Alexander. Words can't even describe how I
    feel."  

     

    "I know. You're very good at showing me, though."  

     

    He took her hand, and she blushed as some of the other people looked
    at her. He kept hold of it and asked her to help him up the stairs.
     

     

    "Are you sure you've had enough?"  

     

    "Any more and I shall become a prune."  

     

    She waited for him in the vestibule while he changed. Then they went
    to the quaint old Sally Lunn's tearooms in the North Parade. They
    sat in the bow window with the sun shining down and had tea and a
    giant bun each. He negotiated his way through the shop and the
    ordering process without anyone being the wiser about his blindness.
     

     

    Next they went to the Abbey, which she described for him in detail.
     

     

    "The church is one of the last great English pre-Reformation
    churches built in a consistent late Perpendicular style. The flying
    buttresses and West front are its most striking features. In the
    front is a magnificent window of seven lights flanked by turrets
    depicting carved ladders of angels ascending and descending. There
    has been a church standing here since 676. The nunnery was converted
    to a Benedictine monastery by King Edgar in 973 when he was crowned
    here. Then a Norman church was built in about 1107, but it fell into
    disrepair when the bishopric was moved to the town of Wells, in the
    southwest. This building was started in 1499, but because of the
    dissolution of the monasteries, it wasn't consecrated until 1616.  

     

    "The church is remarkable for its number of windows, and its fine
    fan tracery roof. The tomb of Beau Nash, who made Bath the town it
    is today, is in the south aisle."  

     

    She allowed him time to walk around the churchyard and feel the
    building, guiding him patiently around obstacles with an ease which
    surprised even her. As she watched him absorbing it all, she could
    barely remember a time they had not been together.  

     

    He apparently felt the same, for he took her hand or arm without an
    ounce of restraint, as though they fit perfectly together, completed
    each other in every way.  

     

    "Have you had your fill of the outside? Would you like to explore
    within?"  

     

    "Yes, indeed."  

     

    While they were promenading down the aisle, the organist began to
    rehearse. She was astonished to find that Alexander knew the names
    of all the pieces he performed. They sat in a pew in silence for a
    time, until he asked, "Do you think we can go into the organ loft?"
     

     

    "We can try. The stairs are a bit steep. Just hold on to me."  

     

    He listened for a time, enraptured, as the sound filled the church.
     

     

    "Do you think he might let me try?"  

     

    She patted his arm. "If you like. Let's ask."  

     

    The man was only too pleased to let him have a turn on the
    instrument. He stroked his hands up and down it, adjusted his feet,
    closed his eyes, and began.  

     

    Only a few notes told them that Alexander possessed a remarkable
    talent. Sarah listened in awe. His piano playing had been excellent.
    On the organ he was masterful.  

     

    "How did you know?"  

     

    He shook his head. "I didn't. Not really. I heard the music, and my
    fingers started to move."  

     

    Sarah stared at him as he sat on the bench as though completely at
    home.  

     

    "You found the stops and everything without ever having seen the
    instrument before," she commented in a low tone.  

     

    He shrugged. "I guess it's something one never forgets."  

     

    She let him play several more hymns. Soon he proclaimed himself
    tired, and accepted their help getting him back down to the altar
    safely.  

     

    They strolled back up the aisle, and once she was sure she was out
    of earshot, Sarah said encouragingly, "You can certainly find work
    anywhere in the world playing the way you do. Even out of practice
    you were better than that chap. I think he would love to take
    lessons from you."  

     

    "Do you think he knew I was blind?"  

     

    She shrugged. "He might have guessed you were poorly sighted, not
    wearing your glasses, perhaps, and there was your excuse about the
    stiff leg and back. But blind, no. He wouldn't even have suspected
    that with the way you played. It was like you had been doing it
    every day for as long as you could remember."  

     

    "Every day I seem to remember a bit more, thanks to you." He smiled,
    though his eyes still looked blank, haunted. 

     

    She squeezed his hand tightly, pressing it to her breast under her
    cloak. "Every day I find out more about you, and grow more in love
    with you than ever. You're such wonderful, gentle man. I thank God
    every day for sending you to me."  

     

    She kissed him and giggled as she caught two older women staring.
    Then they looked at Alexander and smiled at the man they took to be
    a war hero and his blushing young bride. Lucky woman....  

     

    "What shall we do now?"  

     

    "You can stay if you like, play some more. I'm sure he won't mind."
     

     

    "No, I feel like walking a bit, and after that another trip to the
    Baths."  

     

    "Wonderful." She hugged his arm tightly to her. "I'll get a daily
    paper and read to you. And I have a couple of letters Jenny
    forwarded here to the townhouse, though not from Jonathan."  

     

    He looked a bit disappointed, but said nothing, merely took her arm
    more firmly and walked on.  

     

    They went down as far as Pulteney Bridge, which she told him had
    been built in imitation of the Ponte Vecchio in Florence.  

     

    "It was completed by Robert Adam in 1774, and was his only
    contribution to this magnificent city. Great Pulteney Street was
    built in 1788 and was designed by Baldwin. There is a terrace here
    overlooking the river where we can stop and read, and I have some
    sandwiches in my reticule."  

     

    "Lovely. Let's sit and open your letters."  

     

    She laid out the food and opened the first missive. "This is just
    one from the Duke, saying he and everyone else in the party are
    well. Elizabeth is thriving in Ireland, blossoming like a new woman,
    apparently. Vanessa is getting ready to give birth, and all is
    well."  

     

    "Good news," he said, relieved for her, and oddly for himself as
    well. He might never have met any of them, but from all Sarah had
    told him, he was certainly starting to view all of the Rakehell set
    as his friends. "And the other letter?"  

     

    She opened it and scanned it quickly. "Dr. Blake Sanderson. Dreadful
    writing. This could take some time. He apologizes for not being home
    sooner, but there are still so many wounded who have to be
    re-patriated after the war. He's in Bordeaux at the moment, and says
    he will be coming home with a very special patient. He wants
    Jonathan or myself to make inquiries as to a suitably spacious and
    private house for a gentleman of means here in Bath."  

     

    "Oh, really? Who?" Alexander asked curiously.  

     

    She scanned the pages in silence then, too stunned to speak.  

     

    "What is it? What's wrong?"  

     

    "He's well, sworn me to secrecy. But I can tell you, for whom would
    you tell. It's Michael Avenel, Viscount Glyne. He's alive. Terribly
    wounded. Paralyzed from the waist down, without much hope of ever
    walking again. He doesn't want his family to know, to be burdened by
    him, Blake says."  

     

    "Oh, darling, I'm so sorry."  

     

    He gathered her against his chest and kissed the tears from her
    cheeks. Then it hit him. "Good God. His brother Randall's letter--
    That poor family."  

     

    "Yes. He's hideously injured. Back and legs mangled. It's a miracle
    he's even still alive. Blake says he was an absolute hero at
    Toulouse. That he's still not sure he got all the musket balls and
    shrapnel out of his body. Michael wouldn't leave his men no matter
    how badly he was injured." She crumpled the letter slightly in her
    curling fist, so agitated was she. "Lord in Heaven, what was he
    thinking?"  

     

    "You sound almost angry," Alexander observed, trying to keep his
    tone neutral.  

     

    "Yes, yes I am, Alexander. I think of what happened to you, and my
    brother, Thomas, Clifford, Gareth, and now and Michael, and I'm
    furious. Disgusted with the wretched waste. Bloody Napoleon. I hope
    he rots in Hell.  

     

    "And I'm angry with Michael for being so wretchedly noble. And I'm
    furious with the Fates for laughing at us. That battle should never
    have been fought. Napoleon had already abdicated. The news was just
    far too slow to reach the south from Paris. And with Gareth wounded
    and taken prisoner at Bayonne, it's just too dreadful."  

     

    "But Blake is well?" he asked quickly, steeling himself for the
    prospect of more bad news.  

     

    She read on for a moment, then patted him on the knee. "Yes, he'll
    come home with Michael as soon as they allow him. He says he must
    spend some time in London, but wants us to put in a request with the
    housing agents here on Michael's behalf, though of course, not to
    use his real name. We must simply say that Dr. Blake Sanderson needs
    accommodations as befitting a gentleman of his means."  

     

    "By all means we must help your friend," he said firmly.  

     

    She gazed up at him quickly. "You don't mind?"  

     

    He swallowed back his bitterness. "No, of course not. He has the
    prior claim of acquaintanceship, and crippled as badly as he is, he
    will need all the assistance he can get. I remember what it was like
    all too well, and was only injured in my back."  

     

    She sensed his jealousy and hastened to add, "And a nurse or doctor,
    and a couple of good servants. Though Blake does say here some of
    his old comrades will undoubtedly be looking for work now that the
    war is over."  

     

    "Aye, there will be many more dispossessed men than me. I'm sure
    you're going to try to help them all."  

     

    She detected the edge of bitterness in his tone then, and grasped
    his elbow. "Don't tell me you think I'm only here with you because
    I, what, pity you?" she asked in exasperation.  

     

    "Oh Sarah, I wish I didn't," he confessed in an agonized whisper.
    "But you speak of Michael and the other Rakehells so fondly, and--"
     

     

    "Stop it right now!"  

     

    "But Sarah, answer me honestly," Alexander demanded. "If I hadn't
    been injured, would you really have taken a second look at me?"  

     

    She stiffened in his arms and slid away on the bench. "I'm not in
    the habit of taking second looks at any man. You're the only one,
    Alexander, so handsome you take my breath away. Even beyond your
    magnificent physique, there's your heart and soul.  

     

    "I know you don't remember very much, but there's nothing in your
    character I feel I have any cause to fear. We like all the same
    things. I feel like I could spend a lifetime with you and never run
    out of things to talk about. I love you, Alexander Deveril. Perhaps
    if you hear it often enough, you might start believing it."  

     

    He pressed next to her once more and held her close, rubbing his
    face against her silken soft hair. "I'm sorry. I'm delighted your
    friend is still alive. Really and truly, my dear. I just love you so
    much. And well, I am astonished you never fell in love with any of
    them if they are all so wonderful as you say." 

     

    "I was a hoydenish little thing, determined to keep up with my
    brother, hunting, shooting, fencing. The only time I played with
    dolls was to practice nursing them. So friends, yes, romantic
    attachment, no. I doubt they ever took a second look at me," she
    admitted with a laugh. "Especially not the titled one. We are
    respectable family but certainly can't come near the wealth of the
    Elthams or Avenels. Why marry a poor hoydenish miss when they could
    have their pick of fine ladies." 

     

    "I can't picture it, somehow. To me, you're all woman." 

     

    "But not to them," she said, patting him on the knee. "To them I was
    a little sister striding around in breeches. So you have no cause to
    be jealous like that." 

     

    He sighed, and squeezed her hand. "I don't me to be. It's just that
    like you said, I can't imagine anything worse than losing you."  

     

    She straightened her back and thrust out her chin. "Then don't.
    Because I won't let it happen."  

     

    "You're a strong woman, Sarah. I want believe you. Sitting beside
    you like this now, I can believe anything is possible."  

     

    "It is," she promised, moving to sit in his lap, heedless of the
    rest of the people strolling up and down in the park in the bright
    sunshine. "You make me strong. Your love, having you by my side,
    makes me feel like I can take on the world and win. Love isn't a
    weakness, Alexander. We can't allow ourselves to be frightened of
    the magic we share, or doubt or mistrust it."  

     

    "I won't. Not ever again. You're mine for as long as the gods see
    fit to spare us."  

     

    "Yes, Alexander, I'm all yours, forever," she vowed, kissing him
    until they began to pant with need.  

     

    At length he pulled away shakily. "Well, I think we just told
    everyone in Bath I'm your lover."  

     

    "There are not many people about at the moment, and I don't care
    anyway. Come, let's go to the housing agent for Blake and Michael,
    and head back to the Crescent. Are you all right on foot, or do we
    need a carriage?"  

     

    "Foot, please. It's a glorious day, made even more splendid by the
    lovely woman at my side."  

     

    "Why thank you, kind sir." She rose from his lap and took his arm.  

     

    They left the park and proceeded back up towards the Hot Baths this
    time. As they walked, it appeared to Sarah that the town seemed more
    beautiful than ever.  

     

    But she was sure it was only because of the company she was now
    keeping. Her love for Alexander made her see the world in a whole
    new light.  

     

    She basked in the warmth of his tender regard as he held her close.
    She returned the loving pressure, feeling all of her flesh and soul
    rise up to meet him, and prayed they would have many more such days
    and nights of unalloyed bliss.  
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    The first few days of their trip to Bath were relatively uneventful,
    for Sarah did not feel the pressure to participate in the
    never-ending social round the way she had done in the past. She
    would call on her friends at some point before she left.  

     

    But the Baths, the Abbey, and their walks and drives in the
    countryside, and al fresco meals, put a new color in
    Alexander's cheeks and a vibrancy to his eyes that she had never
    seen before, but reveled in. She was glad he was happy, and she
    marveled at his improvement. He was a far cry from the stick-thin
    and despondent man who had first arrived on her doorstep so many
    weeks before.  

     

    And as she looked in the pier glass, she realized she too had
    changed beyond recognition. She was not sure how much of her altered
    appearance might be as the result of her pregnancy, but she looked
    loved and happy. She knew she had been attractive before, and some
    would have said beautiful. Alexander's love filled her with a
    radiance and confidence she had never known.  

     

    She laughed to think what her staid friends would say if she knew
    half of the fun she and Alexander had when they were alone together.
    But where two people were in love, there were no boundaries, and
    Alexander was not a man who could easily accept them.  

     

    It could be hard at times to convince him she was happy, that she
    had no regrets about being with him, that his condition made no
    difference to her. She was glad he had overcome his obstacles with
    regard to making love. She would certainly have missed out on a
    great deal if he had not.  

     

    But even just holding hands and kissing was such a delightfully
    arousing experience for her. Sarah had never known such closeness
    and warmth could exist. And even though it would be difficult
    raising a child with a blind husband, she knew there were many
    things he would be able to do for the child, and take delight in
    doing. He would be a most devoted spouse and parent.  

     

    Also, as she said to him teasingly one day when they had been at
    Bath nearly a fortnight, "At least I never have to worry about you
    having a wandering eye."  

     

    He stopped tying his stock, and laughed shortly. "And you, dear? Do
    I need to worry about you?"  

     

    She smoothed down her gown and patted her elaborate hairstyle. She
    had thought to venture to the Lower Rooms for the first time that
    evening. "I was a quiet little spinster before, with nary a beau. A
    miss without a match. Now I have you. In a room full of hundreds of
    people, I only have eyes for you, I promise."  

     

    He kissed her, but did not seem reassured.  

     

    "Alexander, please, try to trust me. I know you've been hurt in the
    past, but I have too much respect for you to ever do anything like
    that behind your back."  

     

    He sighed. "I'm sorry. I have to admit that here at Bath one does
    not even need eyes."  

     

    "What?" she asked in surprise.  

     

    "A few ladies have made a couple of interesting suggestions to me,
    slipped notes in my pocket. I suspect they're not shopping lists. I
    guess blindness isn't the impediment I thought."  

     

    "I'm not so sure they've discovered your secret. But who knows?
    You're so charming to everyone that the less attractive ones here
    probably took heart."  

     

    He covered his mouth to stifle his roar of laughter. "I shall stop
    being so pleasant, then. I can't rescue every matchless miss in
    Bath."  

     

    "Don't you dare. But I do want to see you happy."  

     

    He nodded. "As I do you. But I know the way the world works, even if
    I can't see it. You would tell me if you met anyone else, would you
    not?"  

     

    She clasped his hand and brought it to her heart, where she pressed
    it flat. "We are as married as if we had already exchanged vows.
    There will never be anyone else, not even if you were dead and gone
    from me. I swear."  

     

    He sighed, and cradled his head against her soft bosom. "It's the
    same for me. I'm sorry. All these people, these men. You are
    matchless, as the Middle English poem says. 'I sing of a maid who is
    matchless.' You're unlike any other woman I've ever met. I don't
    care if there are a hundred women vying for my attention. My heart
    is yours, Sarah. Now and forever."  

     

    "One has to be polite if we meet with anyone we know. But if you
    don't want to go to the Pump Room any more, we needn't bother."  

     

    "No, it's fine. I'm being silly. I trust you. I wouldn't ruin what
    we have with undue suspicions."  

     

    "Good, then. But I'm sincere about this. If you don't want to go out
    to the Lower Rooms we don't have to."  

     

    He began to plant a trail of kisses down her neck. "I thought you
    had your heart set on the ball tonight?"  

     

    "I have my heart set on you taking me to bed, too, darling. I know
    which is my first choice."  

     

    He kissed her soundly, and clapped her on her rump with a hearty
    laugh. "Bold wench." He straightened and let her go.  

     

    "However, it wouldn't be fair. You're trigged up in all your finery,
    and I find that anticipation often heightens the pleasure. So you
    and I may waltz this evening at the ball, and look forward to all
    the wonderful things we shall do to each other once we get home."  

     

    She let her hand dip down to stroke him. "Are you sure?"  

     

    "Wanton woman."  

     

    "Never mind the Lower Rooms," she whispered.  

     

    He removed her hand firmly. "You shall just have to wait. I love it
    when you get so eager."  

     

    "If I get any more eager I won't be able to dance."  

     

    He grinned and took her arm. He helped her on with her cloak, his
    warm hands lingering on her shoulders intimately. He stopped her
    from putting in her gloves, though, to her surprise, and barehanded,
    led her downstairs to the coach.  

     

    Once safely inside, he attempted to relieve some of her eagerness,
    but as she complained to him breathily, "You can't just lead me on
    and then leave me like this. It's too cruel. I'm going to squeak
    when I dance, or leave a puddle somewhere at this point. Oh,
    Alexander, oh, please. Let's turn around and go back."  

     

    With one last sinuous caress of his tongue deep inside her, he
    lifted his head, adjusted her underclothes, and smoothed her skirts
    down. Then he kissed her, his mouth damp and aromatic with her own
    special light scent of love, and he sparked her desires anew.  

     

    "We won't have to stay long, but I do want to dance with the most
    beautiful woman in Bath."  

     

    Sarah, in a haze of desire, barely noticed her acquaintances as she
    walked through the rooms, and tried to stay up on her jellied knees.
    She barely remembered to put her crumpled gloves on, and noted with
    relief and regret that Alexander was at last wearing his.  

     

    He chatted away easily, but she could swear there was a twinkle in
    his eye meant specially for her. They were just in time to find
    space on the floor for the opening waltz. While they could not join
    in the quadrille, which required a great deal of interaction with
    other partners, they got through a polka and a simple country-dance
    with grace and aplomb.  

     

    "Tea?" she asked at one point much later.  

     

    "Not yet. I want to dance this next one."  

     

    "Are you sure?" she asked doubtfully. "It's a bit fast even for me."
     

     

    "Let's have a go, eh? As long as we're here."  

     

    "All right, darling. It'll be fun."  

     

    He was about to lead her on the dance floor when a red-coated figure
    blocked her way.  

     

    "Miss Deveril, how delightful to see you again. I had no idea you
    were in Bath."  

     

    "Captain Breedon," she said in surprise. "I haven't seen you for
    quite some time."  

     

    "I've been visiting with my parents in Gloucestershire. In any
    event, now that old Boney has abdicated, there's little call for
    recruitment. I know you and your brother were most ardently opposed
    to my activities, but then, you've no doubt picked up all sorts of
    strange ideas from the company you keep."  

     

    It seemed an odd way for him to request an introduction to her
    companion, whom he was looking at pointedly, but she took the hint.
     

     

    "Captain Breedon, may I present my cousin, Mr. Alexander Deveril.
    Alexander, this is Captain Breedon, stationed outside Brimley. He
    was a most vigorous recruiting officer in our neighborhood. I'm
    pleased to say the war is over now, and they shall all be coming
    home to the fields where they belong."  

     

    Sarah noticed that Breedon was looking closely at her companion, his
    eyes narrowed. Was it possible he recognized Alexander?  

     

    "Forgive me, Captain, but do you two know each other at all?" she
    dared to ask.  

     

    "I don't believe so," he said abruptly. "Is he from around these
    parts?"  

     

    "Er, no, from the north, near where my sisters have settled," she
    lied, then blushed.  

     

    He took in her red face, and the way that Alexander was looking at
    her, and immediately knew the lay of the land between them. Who
    would have ever imagined it? The vicar's sister with a lover. And
    him of all people...  

     

    "I see. You will pardon me asking, but is your cousin, er, unwell?"
     

     

    Alexander's jaw set, his full lips thinning to a tightly compressed
    line.  

     

    "He has been, yes. Is it so easy to tell?"  

     

    "Perhaps only to me. I've met other men injured in the war with the
    same infirmity."  

     

    "Are you sure we've never met?" Alexander demanded with a frown.  

     

    "I've met many people in my role as recruiting officer," Captain
    Breedon said with an airy wave, stepping away to allow them access
    to the dance floor.  

     

    "Pray do not be offended. It is just that the injury affected his
    memory as well," she hastened to apologize to the Captain. "There
    are some gaps about what happened during the war years which he
    hoped to fill. But thus far no one has been able to help."  

     

    "What does you brother say?" he asked in a seemingly casual tone.  

     

    She shook her head. "Jonathan is away on his wedding trip, and will
    not be back for some time. He may have some recollections when he
    gets back."  

     

    "Well, it's been very pleasant to see you both, but I fear I'm
    engaged for the next dance. I hope to see you both around Bath
    again. Pray excuse me." He bowed, turned on his heel, and left.  

     

    After he had gone, Sarah looked up at Alexander, and saw his face
    was a frozen mask. "What is it?"  

     

    "How well do you know him?" he asked, his voice trembling.  

     

    "Not well at all. He was a friend of my sister-in-law Pamela for a
    time. Chased her for her fortune. He is charming enough, but a bit
    of a rattle. And a recruiting officer, a role in the Army Jonathan
    and I despise. Why?"  

     

    "Did he have designs upon you?" he asked angrily.  

     

    "No, of course not." She laughed incredulously. "No one would take a
    second look at me if gorgeous blonde wealthy Pamela were in the room
    and available. Or Elizabeth Eltham, the Duke's daughter."  

     

    "Still, I don't like him."  

     

    She hugged his arm to her bosom. "Then we need not speak with him
    again. I promise you, Alexander, you have no reason to be jealous.  

     

    "Now come, one more waltz, and then we're going home. After a night
    dancing in your arms, I'm more than eager for your caresses, as
    you'll soon find out."  

     

    She pressed up closer to him than was strictly needful during the
    waltz, which quickly convinced him of her sincerity and intent. They
    got their cloaks and hurried out the door as fast as the crush of
    people would allow.  

     

    Safely seated in their vehicle, Sarah removed her gloves once more
    and reciprocated his act in the previous carriage ride, stroking and
    suckling him until he was sure he would explode in her mouth.  

     

    They barely made it up the stairs and into the safety of their room
    before Alexander pressed her against the wall and hoist her skirts.
    In an instant her undergarments pooled around her feet, and he
    entered her with a hoarse cry.  

     

    Sarah wondered wildly if the plaster would give way as he poured his
    passion into her. She threw her head back and let out a keening cry
    of joy as he filled her and sent them tumbling into bliss. With her
    legs locked around his waist, he eventually staggered over to the
    bed and began his feast of the senses anew.  

     

    Much later, when they were at last quiet and completely naked, she
    said quietly, "You have no reason to worry. I never want to be with
    anyone except you. I never had any girlish passion for any man. I'm
    a grown woman now. I know my own mind and heart."  

     

    "You say that now, my love, when things are so powerful between us,
    but there may come a time--"  

     

    "No, never," she said, shaking her head so vehemently her ebony
    ringlets danced over his face and chest sensually. "I've tried not
    to feel threatened by your past, darling, when we both know I have
    ample reason to be. But you have no reason at all so far as mine is
    concerned.  

     

    "Still, if you want to me to leave my old life behind, leave
    Brimley, find a new place to settle and live as husband and wife,
    you have only to say. The town, the country, I don't mind. We can
    start making inquiries tomorrow. Ask the estate agents to look for a
    place for us while they are at it. Some of those properties we've
    seen for Michael would be more than suitable."  

     

    He kissed her and stroked her hair. "No, I believe you. I was just
    being foolish. I felt threatened, insecure. I behaved like a twit."
     

     

    "I forgive you. But the offer still stands. If you want me to speak
    to them about leasing or buying a new home, I shall. And if not
    here, then somewhere close enough for you to make the trip as and
    when needed."  

     

    "I admit I'm enjoying the Baths very much. My stiffness is nearly
    gone. A couple of more weeks here and I would be completely well."  

     

    "Would be?" she echoed.  

     

    "We can't stay. We've been here so long already."  

     

    "Nonsense. If the waters here are helping, then here we stay."  

     

    "You're so good to me," he sighed.  

     

    "You're wonderful for me."  

     

    She kissed him, and snuggled down into the bed beside him. She put
    Captain Breedon and the rest of the world out of her mind as she
    concentrated on the sensual things they could both do with their
    hands and mouths.  
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    True to his estimate, after another week, Alexander's movement was
    much more full and unrestricted, and he requested a fencing master
    to come to the house to put him through his paces. He also
    discovered an aptitude for boxing, but Sarah put her foot down.  

     

    "I'm sorry, Alexander. You can argue with me all you like, but I
    will not have you being hit about the head. Not in your condition.
    The brain, your eyes, are very delicate things. Please, you know I
    love you, but not this. Anything but this."  

     

    Alexander smiled indulgently and got a sandbag to punch instead. He
    also asked the servant from the gentleman's club take him out for
    shooting practice.  

     

    Sarah tried not to resent his little hobbies which took him away
    from her. She just wished he wasn't acting like he was preparing to
    go back to war.  

     

    When he returned home with a brace of pheasants that day, she took
    him for his afternoon soak in the waters, and reminded him, "We need
    to get those shirts we ordered over in Cheap Street. And some gloves
    and stockings."  

     

    "Fine. Whatever you like, dearest. I am yours to command." He sat
    back and sighed contentedly in the blue-green waters.  

     

    "Which poem would you like now?"  

     

    "Just open the book and see what you find."  

     

    She flipped the pages, and read, "The Scrutiny, by Richard
    Lovelace."  

     

    Why should you swear I am forsworn,  

    Since thine I vowed to be?  

    Lady, it is already morn,  

    And 'twas last night I swore to thee  

    That fond impossibility.  

    Have I not loved thee much and long,  

    A tedious twelve hours' space?  

    I must all other beauties wrong,  

    And rob thee of a new embrace,  

    Could I still dote upon thy face.  

    Not but all joy in thy brown hair  

    By others may be found; -  

    But I must search the black and fair,  

    Like skilful mineralists that sound  

    For treasure in unploughed-up ground.  

    Then if, when I have loved my round,  

    Thou prov'st the pleasant she,  

    With spoils of meaner beauties crowned  

    I laden will return to thee,  

    Ev'n sated with variety.  

     

    "A remarkable excuse for infidelity if ever there was one,"
    Alexander laughed.  

     

    "You try that one on me, Mate, and all the waters in Bath are never
    going to cure you," Sarah said gruffly.  

     

    He kissed her, and then sighed. "I wish I could scrutinize you. And
    the waters are not going to cure all my ills."  

     

    "You see with your heart, even if not with your eyes, darling."  

     

    He was silent for a moment, and then asked, "Read me the Milton."  

     

    "Which one?"  

     

    He sighed. "You know which one."  

     

    She tried to keep her voice steady as she read, "Sonnet XIX: On His
    Blindness."  

     

    When I consider how my light is spent,  

    Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide,  

    And that one talent which is death to hide  

    Lodged with me useless, though my soul more bent  

    To serve therewith my Maker, and present  

    My true account, lest He returning chide,  

    "Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?"  

    I fondly ask; But patience, to prevent  

    That murmur, soon replies "God doth not need  

    Either man's work or his own gifts. Who best  

    Bear His mild yoke, they serve Him best. His state  

    Is kingly: thousands at His bidding speed  

    And post o'er land and ocean without rest;  

    They also serve who only stand and wait."  

     

    "But you are not just standing and waiting, my love. There is so
    much you can do."  

     

    He scowled. "Like be a burden to you."  

     

    "Never that. Never!" she said, her voice trembling with passion.  

     

    "I will try not to be."  

     

    "You aren't now. You've been getting better every day. And though we
    haven't spoken of it for a while, I believe there are a great many
    things that you remember, but you haven't told me."  

     

    "Are you saying I've lied to you?" he demanded, hot color tingeing
    his elegant cheekbones.  

     

    "Not at all. I only meant little things you probably recollect which
    are too insignificant to even mention. Now just rest for a moment.
    There's no need to get so agitated."  

     

    "You're right," he replied at length, lapsing back in the waters
    with a sigh once more. "I'm sorry."  

     

    "Never mind. Now, if you are just about ready to get changed, we'll
    go do that shopping, and head to Sally Lunn's."  

     

    "You certainly know the way to a man's heart."  

     

    "I only care about your heart, dearest."  

     

    She helped him up the steps carefully. When he got to the top he
    kissed her passionately in full view of everyone in the Baths.  

     

    She waited in the vestibule while he changed into his charcoal-gray
    suit with a wine waistcoat and cravat. In her own dark gray gown,
    they looked very much a couple.  

     

    At length he re-appeared, looking as handsome as ever, and she drank
    in the sight of them as they strolled around the corner. "You're
    very good at tying your stock. Your cravats are pretty crooked
    still, though."  

     

    As they stepped through the Pump Room archway, she tried to adjust
    the wisp of burgundy silk, and so was not paying much attention to
    the traffic.  

     

    She shouldn't have allowed herself to get so distracted, she thought
    later with the benefit of hindsight. For Cheap Street led to both
    the busy London and Oxford Roads, and was notorious for the number
    of carriage accidents which occurred there. Still, she had thought
    the street was clear when she'd started to lead him across.  

     

    Suddenly a huge coach and four came barreling straight towards them.
    Sarah tugged at Alexander, but he seemed confused, almost frozen to
    the spot.  

     

    She grabbed him and yanked with all her might, sending them
    sprawling backwards into the dirt and mire. She clenched her teeth
    in anticipation of excruciating pain, but the coach careened by
    without touching them. She offered up a silent prayer of thanks, and
    then rolled to her knees and began to examine Alexander for any
    injuries.  

     

    "I'm fine, just fine. Are you all right?" he asked breathlessly as
    she helped him to stand.  

     

    Several passersby now came up to offer their help. Soon a small open
    carriage arrived to take the badly shaken couple back to their house
    at the top of the town.  

     

    "Thank you so much, we'll be fine," she reassured them all.  

     

    "Bloody coach drivers. Mad, the whole lot of them," one elderly
    gentleman grumbled as he walked away. "Never even tried to stop."  

     

    Once back at the townhouse, Sarah paid the driver and helped
    Alexander out of the carriage. In the privacy of their own suite,
    she looked him over, but apart from some abrasions on his elbows, he
    was fine.  

     

    "Your coat has holes in it now, but it'll do nicely for the servants
    with a patch or two in the sleeves. My gown is ruined, and my hands
    scraped, but that's the least of my worries. At least we're both
    safe."  

     

    He kissed her warmly. "Let's go down and have some coffee, and then
    rest. I find I'm quite exhausted all of a sudden."  

     

    "It's been a great shock for us both."  

     

    "Oh drat. What about those errands you wanted to run-"  

     

    "Never mind them. I shall send the servants to fetch everything.
    Just rest, my love."  

     

    They had their coffee, and eagerly retired to bed, where she held
    him tenderly as he drifted off to sleep.  

     

    Only then did she allow herself to give vent to her feelings, tears
    trickling out of her eyes as she thought of how close she had come
    to losing him.  
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    Another two days passed uneventfully for the happy couple, with
    trips to the Cross and Hot Baths, the Abbey, Sally Lunn's and the
    Pump Room taking up most of their time. There were concerts and
    lectures in the evening at the Octagon, and Sarah had just about put
    behind her the terrifying incident in Cheap Street when another
    accident plagued them.  

     

    They were leaving the house to go off to the Cross Baths early one
    morning when Sarah heard a rumble behind her. Turning quickly, she
    saw two huge beer barrels rolling towards them.  

     

    She shoved Alexander back into the entryway to the house as the huge
    hogsheads crashed and bounced past. One came so near as to smash
    against the wrought-iron railing, before breaking apart and
    splashing their prone forms with gallons of beer. Both of them were
    soaked but unharmed. After ascertaining that they had escaped
    unscathed, Alexander laughed.  

     

    "My goodness. I'm soaked through. What we smell like! Let's hope the
    servants don't think we've taken to drink."  

     

    Sarah managed to laugh, but was disturbed by the incident, for the
    draymen of the brewery cart did not stop to apologize for the
    accident. They simply whipped up their horses and left.  

     

    They wrung out their clothes as best they could before re-entering
    the house, though the butler had told them not to bother.  

     

    "We're going to need another bath, Travis, please. And tell Bob we
    need some fresh clothes for Mr. Alexander."  

     

    The boy bustled to and fro helping Alexander get the saturated
    garments off. Sarah told him the story as he worked. He listened
    wide-eyed, but said nothing until he was just about to leave the
    room with their sodden clothes. He paused at the door.  

     

    "That's strange. There are no taverns or pubs nearby. Who would they
    have been delivering entire barrels of beer to in the Crescent, and
    at this hour of the morning?"  

     

    He shrugged, and headed off, leaving Sarah to scrub Alexander's back
    and check him for bruises. He pulled her into the huge black marble
    tub with him, and the whole incident was forgotten in the joy of the
    moment.  

     

    All the same, Sarah came to the conclusion that a town was a
    dangerous place for a blind man. She was as vigilant as she could
    be, but there was no chance she could be alert to a potential
    accident at every moment.  

     

    "I think your back is much better, is it not?" she asked when they
    finally rose from the bed made damp by their bath and eager amorous
    encounter.  

     

    He rippled his impressive muscles, making her mouth go dry with
    desire even though he had already fulfilled her wildest fantasies.
    "It's improved a great deal. Nearly all the stiffness is gone."  

     

    "Then we should start thinking about going back to Brimley."  

     

    "At last," he sighed. "I thought you would never say that."  

     

    His evident relief caused her brows to raise in surprise. "But
    Alexander, I thought you were enjoying it here. That the therapy was
    helping you."  

     

    "I have enjoyed it, every moment. And the Baths are the very thing
    that's helped me become more mobile. But I want to be alone with
    you, in our home, with our acquaintances. The townhouse is lovely,
    as is Bath, but it isn't our home."  

     

    She stroked his cheek and kissed him. "We'll go to the Baths now,
    and the concert tonight, but I shall tell Bob and Alice to start
    packing."  

     

    He hoist her in his arms and spun her around until she giggled, then
    laid her on the bed and began to kiss down the length of her torso
    until he drew level with her nest of soft curls. "I can't wait. But
    since I'll have to, I might as well pass the time as pleasantly and
    delectably as possible."  

     

    He lowered his head, and she soared to the stars.  

     

    They had a peaceful afternoon together, with a final trip to the
    Abbey to hear his friend the organist, and play one last time. Then
    they went to Sally Lunn's and had buns and chocolate. Next they
    called in at the booksellers to pick up the volumes they had
    ordered.  

     

    "Anything else we've forgotten can be delivered to the Duke's. They
    will send the parcels on," she reassured him as they strolled
    through the Bath churchyard.  

     

    "I haven't forgotten anything except how good it will be not to be
    confined in an enclosed space."  

     

    "You sound as if you'll even be willing to ride when we get back,"
    she teased.  

     

    "Yes, I will. I'm actually looking forward to it. I can't wait to be
    home with you."  

     

    He looked so happy at the prospect that she refused to put a damper
    on his enthusiasm by reminding him that the vicarage belonged to
    Jonathan and his wife.  

     

    Sooner or later they were going to have to leave. Possibly sooner if
    she didn't carry well and her pregnancy began to show.  

     

    She looked up into his handsome face and also found herself
    wondering how long it was going to be before his curiosity about his
    past was renewed.  

     

    Their two accidents had rendered her most uneasy. Was it possible
    someone knew who he was after all? That the danger she thought was
    only in his mind was REAL?  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 27]Chapter Twenty-seven  

     

    That evening, as Sarah admired the glitter of the stately Octagon,
    she felt the concert was a lovely and fitting end to their trip to
    Bath. The music was glorious, and Alexander most demonstrative. They
    sat holding hands during the whole performance as the airs and
    cantatas soared to the rafters.  

     

    Alexander was at his affectionate and sensual best, sitting close,
    murmuring intimate and even erotic comments in her ear until she
    blushed and stopped his mouth with a heated kiss.  

     

    "There's something very romantic about Bach," Alexander observed as
    they walked up the hill towards the townhouse, having told the
    carriage driver to go on without them. He was holding her tightly
    against him, hip to hip, with his hand curved around her waist
    cupping her pelvic bone, his thumb riding in the dip most
    suggestively, perilously close to her soft mound, sliding
    seductively against the silk with every step she took.  

     

    "He had twenty children you know. Two different wives."  

     

    "I'm sure you know the old joke-that his organ didn't have any
    stops." She giggled at the witticism. "As for me, dearest Sarah,
    I'll settle for ten children with one wife," Alexander said, his
    breath catching in his throat at the grave import of his words.  

     

    "Have you any lady in mind?" she asked pertly.  

     

    "More than in my mind. In my heart, my bed. And soon to be in front
    of the altar at a church, if she'll have me," he said earnestly.  

     

    "Oh, Alexander--"  

     

    He paused to kiss her so powerfully that she thought she heard
    rumbling in the distance. No, not thunder, a firework. It was a
    popping and crackling sound.  

     

    Sarah whipped her head around and heard running feet. She tensed,
    but released a sigh as she realized they were heading away from her.
     

     

    "What is it?"  

     

    "It sounds like rain," she said quietly.  

     

    As she walked past the high wall Alexander had been kissing her
    near, she noted the pockmarked surface and the chipped plaster.
    "Come, we had better hurry before the downpour starts."  

     

    She shivered, and almost ran all the way home, towing him along by
    the hand, his marriage proposal all but forgotten amid her confusion
    and terror.  

     

    Much later, as he was drifting off to sleep with his head pressed
    against her breast, he whispered, "We need to talk tomorrow. I seem
    to recall I was about to ask you something."  

     

    She held him close, her heart full to bursting. "You know what the
    answer will be. Yes, Alexander. You know I can deny you nothing. I
    love you so very much."  

     

    "And I you." He sighed happily, and snuggled even more tightly
    against her. His voice was a mere whisper as he drifted off. "You
    were wrong about one thing, pet. There was no rain after all."  

     

    But Sarah knew the storm had opened over their heads. She just had
    to decide what to do about it. If she told Alexander her suspicions,
    he might try to do the noble thing and leave her. Then he would be
    as defenseless as a newborn kitten.  

     

    She could see it all now. His enemies had been clever the first two
    times, staging occurrences which would have easily been explained
    away as accidents if anything had happened to either of them. But
    the shooting that night had been no accident, and the killer had
    aimed high.  

     

    He could have shot her first, and then finished off her lover. But
    he had aimed upwards, at the level of Alexander's tall head. Someone
    here in Bath must have seen him, recognized him. Now his shadowy
    past had truly caught up with him.  

     

    The trouble was that they had met dozens of people whilst in the
    town. Anyone whom Alexander knew could have seen him without them
    even being aware of it. There was no way of telling who Alexander's
    enemy was, or where he could be hiding. Enemies, plural. A leader
    and his henchmen in the carriage and dray.  

     

    Damn.  

     

    While she had no idea who they were, they knew Alexander. And if
    they knew where they were staying in Bath, it would not take them
    long to find out where she lived.  

     

    They would be coming for him soon. Pray God they didn't finish the
    job they had started in Spain. She just couldn't let him die. But
    what on earth could she do to keep ber beloved safe?  
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    Once they were underway the following morning in their small gig
    loaded to the brim with parcels, Sarah said to Alexander in a casual
    tone, "What would you say to heading up to Yorkshire to see my
    sisters?"  

     

    His face fell. "But we've only just come from Bath," he pointed out
    in a plaintive tone.  

     

    "I find I'm getting a bit restless," she lied, hoping the quiver of
    nerves in her voice didn't betray her completely. "Jonathan still
    hasn't replied to my letter. I'm eager for him to tell us anything
    he might know about you. And then with any luck, we can be married,
    and settle on where to live. Who knows, you might prefer medieval
    York to Bath. It's certainly worth seeing. In any event, I'm dying
    for you to meet my family." "I know, but still-"  

     

    "Since he and Pamela will be there in a matter of a few days, if he
    isn't already, we can kill two birds with one stone and go up to
    meet him. We can go through Oxford and some other fine towns, make a
    real trip of it. We can be married by him as soon as we can get the
    license. I'm sure he will be glad to officiate. It will be a very
    special and unusual honeymoon."  

     

    "It sounds very nice," he said, trying to keep the disappointment
    out of his tone. "But I thought you wanted to get back to Brimley as
    much as I did?"  

     

    "I do, darling, really. However, I would also love to firm up our
    plans to be married as well. I feel sure that-"  

     

    "You don't have anything to tell me, do you?" he asked quietly.  

     

    "No. What on earth could there be?" she asked, thinking of the child
    within her even as she did so.  

     

    He looked doubtful, but to her relief did not pursue his line of
    questioning, and simply kissed her. "Whatever you want, my love. If
    you wish to head north, Sarah, we'll go find your brother and be
    married. In truth, I want to be your husband more than anything."  

     

    "It will take me a day or so to get things organized, unpacked,
    washed and repacked."  

     

    "That's fine. I'll keep myself busy with the pianoforte, and the
    garden."  

     

    "The pianoforte," she said quickly, not daring to let him out of her
    sight for a minute. "I'll need to do my accounts, and leave
    instructions. You can keep me company, so to speak." She kissed him
    seductively, and he began to grin.  

     

    "Hmm, a good idea," he said, gathering her into his arms for a bit
    more dalliance until she nearly upset the gig in the road, and told
    him to behave.  

     

    He sat back sheepishly, but kept one huge warm maddening hand
    between her thighs the whole way home.  

     

    Sarah began the preparations as soon as she got in, dashing off a
    note to her elder sister Rebecca, and unpacking the bags right
    downstairs in her parlor. She sorted their laundry quickly, and then
    began to repack. Near to hand she placed a brace of her brother's
    pistols, and with the weapons some powder and shot.  

     

    That evening, Sarah sat at her desk, exhausted. She had done
    everything she could to prepare for her departure, making lists and
    leaving instructions for Mr. Evans the curate.  

     

    The plain fact was that she had no idea when she was coming back, if
    ever. But her brother had left the vicarage in her care. She had to
    behave responsibly, no matter how much her instincts told her to
    turn tail and run as fast as she could.  

     

    "There, that will do," she said, putting down her pen and picking up
    her reticule. They could leave that evening, get up as far as
    Willesden to spend the night. She would give Jenny and Caleb false
    information about their destination to put Alexander's enemies off
    the scent until she could find her brother and gain his assistance.
     

     

    She was just taking one last pensive look around when a shout across
    the hall terrified her.  

     

    "Sarah! Sarah! Come quickly!" Alexander bellowed.  

     

    She ran into the large drawing room, and found the hearth and the
    wooden settle a blazing inferno. The stench of lamp oil was
    sickening, though she couldn't imagine where it was coming from, who
    had spilled it.  

     

    Alexander was trapped in the corner over by the pianoforte, the
    flames already licking along the carpet toward the splendid
    instrument. She heaved the huge object toward her, pulling with all
    her might. Her terror had lent her almost superhuman strength. She
    couldn't even begin to imagine Alexander's panic at being blind and
    trapped in a burning room.  

     

    "Come on, darling, climb over, quickly."  

     

    He was already coughing and sputtering, and fear made him clumsy. He
    tripped over the stool and fell heavily, jangling the keys with a
    discordant crash that sounds to Sarah like a death knell.  

     

    All of her fierce protective instincts rose to the fore. She felt
    like a tigress protecting her most cherished mate. "This way, my
    love," she called as he heaved himself to his feet.  

     

    She grabbed at his hand and led him to the relative safety of the
    hall.  

     

    "I don't understand," he rasped, clinging to her almost desperately.
    "What happened? How did it catch on fire?"  

     

    "Never mind that now! We need to try to put it out."  

     

    Jenny and Caleb, who had been just tidying away the last of the
    supper things and assembling a basket of food for their trip, came
    running.  

     

    "Lord have mercy!" Jenny exclaimed.  

     

    "Jenny, run, get the water pump going, fill the tub, and bring some
    wet blankets," she called, grabbing from the cupboard under the
    stairs the buckets they had used for cleaning and washing the wool.
    "Caleb, Alexander, come help me."  

     

    The three of them formed a bucket brigade down the hall to the
    bathroom, with Caleb at one end and Sarah battling the blaze at the
    other.  

     

    "You and Jenny should leave," Alexander shouted to her about the
    roaring blaze.  

     

    "I'm staying. But you need to get to safety," Sarah urged.  

     

    "I'm not leaving you, love," Alexander stated in a tone that brooked
    no refusal.  

     

    Jenny had done her best to help with the bucket brigade and wet
    blankets, but as the fire continued to devour the carpet she could
    contain her fear no longer.  

     

    "I can't breathe," she gasped.  

     

    Before Sarah could say a word, the older woman dived into the
    kitchen and flung open the back door.  

     

    A loud explosion and the smell of powder came wafting through the
    open portal.  

     

    Caleb ran toward it, but Sarah shouted, "No! Get down!"  

     

    She grabbed the old man's coat and dragged him to the flagstone
    floor as a bullet whizzed past them, smacking into the plaster,
    spraying them with powder.  

     

    "Oh, Jesus!" Caleb gasped.  

     

    Sarah raised her head to follow the old man's line of vision. In the
    light that tumbled out of the door onto the garden path, she could
    see Jenny lying on her back, her eyes staring sightlessly up at the
    stars. A gaping red hole in her chest told Sarah everything she
    needed to know. She threw herself forward full length, and slammed
    and bolted the door, keeping low as more musket balls smacked into
    the heavy oaken door. She slid the large wooden slat into place,
    then ran to make sure her companion was unhurt.  

     

    "Caleb, the front door! Make sure it's secure. And for pity's sake
    stay down."  

     

    "Sarah, what the hell is happening?" Alexander asked, grabbing her
    arm as she tried to push past him.  

     

    "They're trying to kill you!" she blurted out. "They've been trying
    since Bath. I wanted to run away, go up north where we might be
    safe, and get Jonathan's help. But we've run out of time."  

     

    Alexander looked dumbstruck. Then he said, "Well, let them take me."
     

     

    "No! No!" Sarah gasped, tears springing to her eyes.  

     

    "They've already killed Jenny, haven't they. Haven't they?" he
    demanded.  

     

    "Yes!" she admitted.  

     

    "We don't have a choice. They'll kill us all if I don't come out of
    here. The house will burn down with all of us in it."  

     

    She grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him hard. "I know you
    don't remember everything that happened in Spain. But do you really
    think they're just going to let us all walk out of here alive? Do
    you?"  

     

    "No," he conceded with a sigh.  

     

    "Then don't you dare speak to me again about giving yourself up!"  

     

    She stormed into her own small parlor, and grabbed her brother's
    swords. She scraped each out of its scabbard and propped them by the
    door to the hall. Then she called Caleb to come help her with the
    wet blankets.  

     

    With Alexander running back and forth with two buckets at a time,
    they eventually got the blaze under control. Then she had to decide
    what to do next.  

     

    "Can they get in upstairs?" Alexander asked.  

     

    "The windows are probably too high, and the casements are all the
    old-fashioned leaded variety. I doubt a grown man could squeeze
    through," Caleb said tearfully.  

     

    "That means we also can't squeeze out," Alexander sighed.  

     

    "True. The windows on this floor have me more worried. They might
    try to rush the house," she speculated.  

     

    "Or set fire to the other chimney," Alexander guessed.  

     

    "Or the roof."  

     

    "At least it's slate, Miss," Caleb pointed out, his eyes running
    with tears of grief for his beloved wife.  

     

    "I'm so sorry, Caleb."  

     

    "Not your fault, sir. It's them bastards what killed her."  

     

    "I know you can load the weapons, Alexander. If they do rush the
    house, we have a fighting chance. I think we should make a stand
    here. Pile up some furniture as a barricade here in the hall. Then
    no matter what room they try or door they attempt to come through,
    we'll have them in our sights."  

     

    "Except I have no sight," he said bitterly.  

     

    "Just point and shoot. You're the one who told me that, remember?"  

     

    "No, you and Caleb do it. I'll help reload."  

     

    She looked at their small armory. "We have six guns, two pistols,
    two swords. I don't know how many men there are, or how many guns,
    but they won't get the chance to reload. If we make every shot
    count, we'll get through this."  

     

    They kept low and dragged two solid wooden chests out of her parlor,
    and kept under cover in the space between them. They waited for at
    least half an hour, but all was silent outside.  

     

    "I think they're gone," Alexander said.  

     

    "Or they're regrouping. They probably didn't think we could put the
    fire out. They assumed that we would flee the house, as poor Jenny
    did."  

     

    Caleb's cheeks still glistened with tears. At the mention of his
    wife's name, he sobbed anew. "Those bastards," he muttered again.  

     

    "Sush!" Sarah silenced them.  

     

    They could hear noises at both the front and back doors. "Don't
    shoot. They can't get in through those slats."  

     

    "They're just seeing the lay of the land. The leading in the windows
    will give them pause. That just leaves the doors, and they're pretty
    solid."  

     

    "Aye, that they are," Alexander whispered, feeling slightly more
    confident that they could hold off their attackers.  

     

    A battering ram crunching into the back door startled them all.  

     

    "Lord, there must be five or six of them out there!" Caleb gasped.  

     

    "We just have to keep our heads and reload as fast as we can," she
    said.  

     

    Another assault with the battering ram caved part of the back door
    in. A third blow had it in splinters. Sarah began to pray fervently,
    and she and Caleb shouldered their muskets.  

     

    A fourth blow at the door burst it right off its hinges. Several
    dark-clothed men with handkerchiefs over their faces came charging
    into the kitchen. Sarah picked off the first one, who dropped,
    causing the next one to trip.  

     

    "Aim low!" Alexander urged. "Make every shot count."  

     

    Caleb's bullet tore into the second man's chest, while Sarah's
    pistol shot winged the third one in his left shoulder, spinning him
    round, and causing him to crouch down in agony, the blood flowing
    between his fingers in dark rivulets. She stared at his face, but
    was sure he was no one she knew.  

     

    Alexander was reloading as fast as he could, but if there were more
    than three other men outside the door, they were going to be in
    trouble.  

     

    A fourth man came in, but he fired no shots, simply dragged the two
    wounded men away by their collars.  

     

    All was quiet in the cottage for a moment. Alexander propped up the
    first reloaded musket, and started to work on the second.  

     

    "At least you're fast."  

     

    "Nice to know I remember some useful things from my old life."  

     

    "A lot of useful things, love." She kissed him on the cheek.  

     

    "Should I go try to barricade the door again?"  

     

    "No, Caleb, just stay put. It isn't worth the risk. They could be
    trying to lure us into doing just that. And that battering ram will
    make short work of it anyway. Patience and intelligence will win
    this battle."  

     

    After about ten minutes, the assailants made another sally into the
    kitchen. Sarah and Caleb picked off the first two, but a third came
    charging through the hail of bullets, and launched himself at
    Alexander, who was sent sprawling. She heard a shot, and saw the
    flash of a knife. She brought down the butt of the musket full-force
    upon the attacker, and then aimed her pistol at yet another pair of
    men swarming through the shattered door.  

     

    "Caleb, take the one on the right!"  

     

    She hit her target squarely in the chest, while Caleb winged his in
    the right arm. The man dropped his pistol, which went off harmlessly
    when it clattered to the flagstone floor.  

     

    Alexander was still grappling with his attacker in between the two
    trunks, but managed to get the knife away from him and stabbed him
    in the belly. Sarah watched the ease and skill with which her lover
    fought, as if he had been born to it. He twisted the knife and
    yanked it back out, and planted the man a heavy blow to the jaw
    which snapped it in two. The man shrieked and squirmed, and began to
    crawl away out the door. Alexander reached out a second time to stab
    him fiercely in the side and let him go. The man crawled on all
    fours toward the door, his wounded comrades following him.  

     

    "Are you all right?" she asked, searching him quickly for any sign
    of injury.  

     

    "It's just a scratch." He took out his handkerchief and bound his
    wrist, and then resumed reloading the muskets and the new pistol he
    had just secured from the kitchen floor.  

     

    She stared at him, wondering at his calm stillness in the midst of
    the chaos. The fire had shaken him badly, but this, this was what he
    had lived and trained for, she was sure of it. Alexander might well
    be intelligent, gentlemanly, but he was a warrior through and
    through.  

     

    And so was she, she had discovered, when pressed hard enough.  

     

    In all the confusion, Sarah had not noticed the sound of breaking
    glass. The small transom above the front door had been shattered
    during the melee on the floor with Alexander. A hand and arm were
    now silently snaking in to lift the latch from the inside.  

     

    "Caleb, help reload, while I look at Alexander's wound."  

     

    "It's nothing, I tell you. Pay attention to the battlefield."  

     

    "How many do you think there are?"  

     

    "My guess, from the sounds outside, there were eight to ten," he
    replied. "I'm not sure how many we killed or wounded."  

     

    "If they come in again now, we're sitting ducks if we don't get
    loaded soon."  

     

    "A musket butt is a good weapon. Aim for the groin."  

     

    "Why, Alexander, I do believe you like to fight dirty," she tried to
    joke.  

     

    His face grew mask-like, remote. "This is no laughing matter, Sarah.
    I would do anything to protect you," he said, his voice raw with
    love and fear.  

     

    "Same here, darling."  

     

    Just then, a small sound behind her alerted her to the intruder
    trying to slip in through the front door. Having no weapon reloaded
    yet, she grabbed her brother's saber and ran through the questing
    arm, putting all her weight into the thrust. She heard a bellow of
    pain, felt it slice down to the bone, and the latch dropped once
    more. Sarah would have followed up with a second thrust, but the arm
    snaked back out of the small window in an instant, and at last they
    were alone once more.  

     

    After half an hour, Sarah breathed a sigh of relief. "I think they
    really are gone this time."  

     

    "Lucky we had a small arsenal in the house," Alexander said.  

     

    "That's for certain. We would have been done for otherwise."  

     

    "Miss Deveril! Miss Deveril! Are you all right?" a voice called from
    outside.  

     

    "It's Jed!" Caleb exclaimed in relief.  

     

    "Miss Deveril, it's me, Jed Miller, and some of the men from the
    village. We saw some men lurking around the vicarage just now, and
    thought you might be in trouble."  

     

    "Are you sure it's not a trick?" Alexander asked in a worried tone.
     

     

    She ran into her small parlor, and looked out the window cautiously.
    She saw several of the local men carrying flambeaux. All of them
    were dressed in a variety of colors, but none of them in black.  

     

    "It's all right. I know them all."  

     

    Caleb kept an eye on the back door while she went out through the
    front, sword still in hand. Jed and Mr. Evans came in to survey the
    damage, and immediately offered their assistance in fixing the back
    door and cleaning up the mess. They were astonished with the manner
    in which the vicarage had been decimated, and offered to call in to
    the magistrate Geoffrey Branson's house to tell him the news.  

     

    "That would be wonderful, thank you. I would be even more grateful
    if some of you could stay tonight, and tomorrow, just in case they
    decide to come back. We'll be leaving in the morning, heading to
    some family and friends, and would be glad if you would keep us safe
    until then."  

     

    Jed offered to stay for as long as was needed, and a couple of his
    friends agreed to as well. "Tim, and Edgar," the taller of the two
    big burly men from nearby Millcote said.  

     

    "But first we have to help Caleb. He's going to be devastated at the
    loss of Jenny."  

     

    "What happened?" Jed asked.  

     

    "They shot and killed her. She's out back."  

     

    "Oh Lord. We'll take care of her," Mr. Evans promised, fishing his
    Bible out of his pocket, and putting a comforting hand on Caleb's
    shoulder.  

     

    After some hasty introductions, she left Tim and Edgar to keep an
    eye on Alexander upstairs, while she looked around downstairs to
    survey the damage and supervise the clean up.  

     

    In no time at all, the men had rigged up a sturdy new back door out
    of some old timber from the barn, and fastened a new latch. By
    morning they had new shutters on the insides of all of the windows,
    and an impressive array of armaments. Several men patrolled outside
    the vicarage with their guns, and Jed's sister Sally had arrived to
    help with the meals and housework for both Sarah and Caleb at his
    own cottage.  

     

    Sarah was anxious to leave for the north, but she couldn't leave
    Caleb in his hour of need. She also couldn't let her brother and
    Pamela come back to a wrecked home.  

     

    She went from room to room in the house like an army general,
    looking for ways to keep them all safe. She couldn't help but jump
    every time she saw something move out of the corner of her eye.  

     

    Jed looked at her thoughtfully as she tried to get the drawing room
    back into some sort of order. "It's broad daylight, Miss. I doubt
    they'll try much now."  

     

    When she continued to look nervous, he gave a shrug. "All the same,
    I'll keep the men on the alert. We'll hide in the trees. If we see
    anyone suspicious, we'll challenge them," Jed told a weary Sarah,
    who had barely slept a wink all night.  

     

    When she was finally persuaded that the drawing room was once again
    in mint condition, she allowed herself to lie down with an exhausted
    Alexander. They had spoken little, merely labored side by side
    scrubbing and setting the house to rights.  

     

    She knew he blamed himself, could sense his palpable grief and fear.
    From his silence, she could also tell he was trying to work out some
    way of keeping her safe. She wondered how much he really remembered.
    If the attack, if any of those men, had jolted some memory from the
    past.  

     

    In a way she hoped it had, for at least they could know who to be
    wary of. But she was terrified he might try to exact revenge for the
    death of Jenny, which he also blamed himself bitterly for.  

     

    Even if he didn't go off like some sort of vigilante, she was sure
    he was going to insist upon leaving her. He would try to convince
    her it was for her own good, but Sarah knew better. They had sinned,
    it was true, but he was the other half of herself, and she could
    never rest if they were apart. Would never be able to stop worrying,
    fearing for his safety.  

     

    She lay in his arms, but found herself unable to sleep for all she
    was so bone-achingly weary. She watched over him as he slumbered,
    cradling him tenderly against her. He was her lover, husband, the
    father of her child, the man who completed her in every way.  

     

    Yet she had few clues as to who he really was. All she did know was
    that she was willing to fight to the death for him, though she had
    no idea what would happen to him if she were killed.  

     

    She simply had to get him to safety. He was relying on her, and she
    knew she certainly couldn't live without him. If he were killed, her
    life would be a barren wasteland she wasn't sure she could ever
    survive.  

     

    The afternoon passed by in a haze of pain as Mr. Evans buried Jenny
    in the nearby churchyard. Everyone in the district turned out for
    her funeral, for despite her sharp tongue she had been a kind woman.
     

     

    Caleb wept on her shoulder throughout the ceremony, and Sarah felt
    woefully inadequate as she patted his back and tried to reassure him
    that Jenny would be most certainly saving a place for him in Heaven.
     

     

    Sarah nervously scanned the crowd every so often, but none of the
    men from the night before did she see. She forced herself to go back
    to Caleb's to partake of the funeral baked meats, but after only
    half an hour Alexander stated near her ear, "You sound as though
    you're about to swoon. Come, my dear, it's time to go home."  

     

    Jed and his two friends escorted them back to the house, and
    organized the patrols for the night in conjunction with the men
    Geoffrey Branson sent.  

     

    Amongst them was tall, dark haired Malcolm, the magistrate's own
    son.  

     

    "I'm sorry to intrude upon you in your time of grief, Sarah, but I
    need to take depositions from you and Mr. Deveril." His gray eyes
    flickered over Alexander with evident curiosity and interest.  

     

    "I know. It's fine, Malcolm. Better you should ask us than bother
    Caleb at a time like this."  

     

    "So, can you tell me what happened?"  

     

    Sarah chewed her lip, unsure quite how much to say.  

     

    "Go on, love, you might as well tell him everything," Alexander said
    with a resigned sigh. "Maybe Malcolm can help."  

     

    "I would like to try," the reserved young man said earnestly.
    "Anything for a Rakehell. Or his sister."  

     

    "All right, Malcolm, I'll tell you everything we know."  

     

    Between the two of them they filled him in on all that had happened
    since his earliest recollections of Spain, while Malcolm sat at the
    desk and took copious notes. At length he sat back with a sigh and
    looked from one to the other. He rubbed one elegant long hand over
    his face and shook his head.  

     

    "It's a remarkable story. I'm not sure how much of it I can even put
    in the official report. A lot of what happened in Bath sounds like
    an accident, or mere supposition."  

     

    "But the fact remains someone poured lamp oil on the burning fire in
    the hearth to set the house ablaze."  

     

    "Indeed, Mr. Deveril, er, Alexander, I'm not doubting you." Malcolm
    continued to stare at him for some time, as if trying to place him.
    He too had been to Eton and Oxford, though three years below
    Jonathan and the original Rakehells.  

     

    "I was just saying, we can stick to the facts. That arson was
    perpetrated, and a vicious assault committed upon the house. Sarah
    has given us good descriptions of the men who came through the
    door."  

     

    "And would recognize them and our assailants in Bath again."  

     

    "Good. I'm just sorry there isn't more I can do. Four men in Bath,
    ten men here, it seems pretty clear that these are dangerous people
    who want you dead. And don't care who they hurt in the process."  

     

    Sarah rose from her chair and began to pace. "Which is why we were
    trying to get north. Damn it. If only I had listened to my instincts
    and just left straight away, Jenny would still be alive."  

     

    Malcolm and Alexander both began to protest.  

     

    "Don't you dare blame yourself. It's me they want."  

     

    Malcolm said angrily, "Don't you dare blame yourself for what those
    cutthroats did. And you were only trying to be loyal and responsible
    for Jonathan's sake. How were you to know they would behave like
    such madmen?"  

     

    Sarah sighed. "True," she conceded, though the thought gave her
    little comfort.  

     

    Malcolm rose, drained his glass of sherry, and adjusted his fine
    linen cuffs and sienna jacket sleeves. "Thank you for the drink. I
    shall leave you both to rest. I take it you are planning to go north
    tomorrow?"  

     

    She looked up into the dark haired man's worried face. "I need to
    find my brother."  

     

    "I shall have some men escort you at least part of the way."  

     

    "Oh, no, really, I wouldn't want to put everyone to such--"  

     

    "Trouble?" he said with a dry laugh. "You haven't. These killers
    have. Now get some rest, and be ready in the morning. About eight? I
    would go with you myself, my dear, but I am afraid my fiancee Emma's
    family require me tomorrow for the final discussions about our
    marriage settlement. If it were only up to me--"  

     

    "Don't be silly, Malcolm. You and Emma have waited long enough."  

     

    "Which is why one more day won't make much difference."  

     

    "Still, there will be much to do if you're to be wed at Christmas,"
    she said with a smile.  

     

    "I shall look forward to dancing with you then, my dear. But for the
    moment, if you're sure you don't require me--"  

     

    "I'm sure."  

     

    "Then I shall bid you adieu. Mr. Deveril."  

     

    "Alexander, please."  

     

    "Yes, just so." With one more long look, he left them.  

     

    Sarah blew out a shaky sigh, and tried to quash the vision she saw
    in her mind's eye of just how pregnant she was going to be by the
    time the Yuletide arrive.  

     

    She opened her mouth to tell Alexander the news she had been keeping
    from him, but just then Jed entered to urge them to eat some supper
    and then get an early night.  

     

    She wrapped her arms around her lover for a brief moment, then
    followed the young man into the dining room, where his sister served
    up and stood over them both to make sure they ate every morsel.  

     

    By that time her eyelids were drooping. They both headed up and fell
    into bed, nestled against each other as closely as two peas in a
    pod. The soaring excitement she felt in his arms was in no way
    diminished despite her weariness. If anything her enervated state
    made everything spark off even more explosively. Every muscle
    straining, they climaxed together, the heavy weight of his body a
    caress all of its own as he laid on top of her panting.  

     

    "I'm sorry, my love, so sorry for all of this," he whispered, his
    tone filled with bitter regret.  

     

    "You heard what Malcolm said. Don't be," she soothed, rolling them
    onto their sides.  

     

    "I'll try. I just can't bear the thought of losing you."  

     

    "Or I you. It'll be all right, I promise. As soon as we see
    Jonathan, everything will become clear as a pane of glass for both
    of us, I'm sure. Sleep now, my love."  

     

    He nestled against her, and did just that. She rested her chin on
    top of his head, and followed suit.  
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    Sarah rose from the bed at the first light of dawn. Alexander
    reached for her in his sleep, but she evaded his embrace and dressed
    sensibly for their journey. She rubbed her arms, feeling as though
    she would never be warm again.  

     

    When she got downstairs, Mr. Evans reported that some injured men
    had been picked up on the road back to London. Four dead men had
    also been discovered in the vicinity, though none of them with any
    identification on their bodies.  

     

    "Are you sure there's nothing else you need?" the curate asked.  

     

    "I'm fine. We're going to have breakfast and head off. Jed, Tim and
    Edgar are readying everything outside. They'll ride with us for part
    of the way north. The magistrate is also sending some outriders. I'm
    sorry for the way everything has worked out, but I'm sure you'll be
    hearing from Jonathan shortly. We're all very grateful for
    everything you've done."  

     

    "Glad to help, Miss Deveril."  

     

    Alexander came down, clad head to toe in dark navy, looking
    muzzy-headed with sleep and desperate to see Sarah.  

     

    "There you are, darling."  

     

    "Good morning, my love," she said, moving towards him. 

     

    They were just beginning their warm, appreciative greetings when a
    rap at the door caused them to all start.  

     

    Sarah ran over to the drawing room window, keeping low. She looked
    out the leaded windows, and saw a tall, curvaceous woman in a fine
    dark green velvet gown standing on the stoop. Her gorgeous
    appearance caused Sarah to put a hand to her hair and dark gray
    frock, she felt so appallingly dowdy.  

     

    "It's all right, Mr. Evans. It's a woman coming to call."  

     

    He opened the door, and the blonde gave him a winning smile.  

     

    "Hello. I'm told you have a gentleman staying here, Alexander, I
    believe?"  

     

    Mr. Evans looked at her questioningly, then stepped into the large
    drawing room where Sarah had thrust Alexander for safety's sake.  

     

    Sarah stepped forward. "How do you know Alexander? What do you want
    with him?"  

     

    "Why, he's my husband of course. My name is Marielle."  
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    Sarah stood trembling on the doorstep, shocked to the core. Her
    breath strangled in her throat, and heart felt as though it would
    give one final surge and burst.  

     

    Marielle. She knew the name only too well. Alexander had called it
    out in his sleep with a roar of anguish. Had quivered at the thought
    of her death.  

     

    "Marielle?" she echoed weakly, unable to summon any coherent thought
    as all of her dreams of happiness came crashing down around her
    head. The horrid words against herself came thick and fast:
    adulteress, whore, bastard.  

     

    "Marielle Davenport. And he is Jason Alexander Davenport. I ran into
    a mutual acquaintance of ours in Bath, and he told me the incredible
    news. That he had met someone matching the description of my darling
    husband, who's been missing for over two years. That he was still
    alive. Where is he? I can't wait to see him."  

     

    "In Bath?" Sarah asked with a frown, conducting her into her own
    small sitting room.  

     

    "Yes, I've been living quietly in the south-west, ever since my
    terrible loss. I thought I might take the waters for my health. I
    saw my friends at the Lower Rooms last night, and they were
    astonished that I had not heard the news. That Jason had been there
    for over a fortnight, right in front of everyone's eyes."  

     

    Sarah stared at the heavily made up blonde and tried not to feel
    completely inadequate as a woman. But the blonde's voluptuousness
    was palpable, almost offensively so as she sought to charm everyone
    in the room with her wide blue eyes.  

     

    "I don't mean to sound callous, but have you any proof as to your
    claim that you're his wife? I'm sorry, but we had some trouble last
    night, and I have to be a bit suspicious."  

     

    Her eyes widened, though she looked more vulpine than ever.
    "Trouble? I hope nothing serious. Proof, yes, of course. I have our
    marriage lines right here, and an old pocket book of his, and the
    wedding ring he gave me. My name is engraved inside, along with his.
    I know it's unusual to carry them, but I use my marriage license as
    proof of identity when I have to draw funds on a strange bank."  

     

    Sarah looked at the things coldly, dispassionately, as if they were
    meaningless trinkets and baubles from a stranger's life that had
    nothing to do with hers.  

     

    Except that Alexander was not a stranger. He was the man she loved.
    And he was married to this hard-faced blonde shrew. Married.  

     

    No, that was unfair of her. Marielle obviously cared him if she had
    been mourning him all this time, and had come as soon as she'd heard
    the news. She had on a wonderful gown, indecently tight to flaunt
    her figure, but she really did not look well. Under all the make up
    were dark circles under her eyes and a haunted look.  

     

    "Where do you hail from, Mrs. er, Davenport?"  

     

    "We live outside Lyme Regis. He'll be delighted to get home. He does
    so love the sea, and his prize roses, of course. I see he's done
    wonders with the vicarage garden. Your brother and Pamela won't
    recognize the place when they return from Scotland."  

     

    "True. They won't," she reflected sickly, thinking of their
    decidedly altered sitting room. "You know them, then?"  

     

    "La, everyone knows Pamela. After Bath and London and the splash she
    made there, and their whirlwind romance and marriage, how could
    anyone fail to know them?"  

     

    "And your sons? How are they?" Sarah asked, testing the woman
    further.  

     

    She shook her head. "They were brought the Lord's bosom two years
    ago, God rest their souls. Surely Jason must recall that?"  

     

    "He thought you were dead as well."  

     

    She tittered. "Bless me, no. I was ill, but-" She opened her eyes
    wide. "Do you suppose that's why he didn't come back home? Oh, the
    poor little lost lamb."  

     

    "You said home--" Sarah began to ask.  

     

    But Alexander, having heard a woman's voice, had concluded there was
    no danger, stepped into the drawing room from the study opposite.  

     

    "Ah, here he is now," her companion said, running toward him.
    "Darling!" The buxom woman threw herself into his arms and kissed
    him hard.  

     

    Sarah felt her stomach lurch sickly, and looked away.  

     

    Alexander started in confusion, and set her away from him. "Excuse
    me, Madam, but-"  

     

    "It's me, Marielle. Your wife! I know you've had a hard time
    remembering. Miss Deveril tells me you've had some trouble. It's
    been good of her to look after you for so long. Such unselfish
    kindness."  

     

    She gave Sarah a knowing look, making her feel ugly and small.  

     

    Sarah's hand crept toward her belly protectively but caught herself
    just in time before the telltale gesture gave the entire game away.
     

     

    "I'm sorry, Madame," Alexander said stiffly, "but I have no
    recollection of being married to you."  

     

    "Captain Breedon told me you had lost your memory and were searching
    for clues about your old life. He thought you were cousins with Miss
    Deveril here. How sweet. More family. But your whole family, all of
    your cousins, will be so eager to see you."  

     

    "Family? Who?" he demanded.  

     

    She rattled on, "There's been another baby since we last saw each
    other. He has grown quite big now, and-"  

     

    He sucked in his breath with a hiss. "And why should I care? The
    last two were naught of mine! This last one just proves what a
    faithless whore you are."  

     

    The blonde looked momentarily taken aback. She gave another crafty
    look which grated on Sarah's nerves and declared, "But we've been
    through all of this. I loved you. I only said that to make you
    angry. I thought I wanted one thing, and it turns out I wanted you
    all along. The boy is yours. He was conceived two years ago, just
    before the French troops came to arrest you and you escaped. Then I
    fled to the family home, have been with them ever since."  

     

    "What family? My brothers?" he asked, his tone growing more and more
    urgent.  

     

    Marielle looked momentarily taken aback. Not that Sarah could blame
    her, for an angry Alexander was a truly terrifying sight. She didn't
    know whether to be glad or appalled. Or relieved that she had found
    out what he was really like in time--  

     

    No, he was nothing like Paxton or Ferncliffe. She was not going to
    end up like poor Jane. She was not.  

     

    Adulteress, whore, bastard...  

     

    She swallowed hard and tried to focus upon the conversation between
    husband and wife once more.  

     

    "Please, I'm your wife, Alexander. I don't want a divorce, and I
    don't think you would like to involve Miss Deveril in any sort of
    scandal. Not when she's been so, er, generous to you."  

     

    The threat was unspoken, but there nevertheless. "Come, darling.
    Captain Breedon has been kind enough to volunteer to take us home in
    our carriage. It will be a long trip even if we get started right
    now."  

     

    He shook his head adamantly. "I'm not going anywhere until we've
    discussed this further, and you've proven to me that you're
    Marielle. So the French arrested me? Where? Why? I need more facts
    than that. And you can't expect me to take anything on trust from a
    woman who has been unfaithful to me."  

     

    Mr. Evans shifted uncomfortably in the doorway. "I shall be going
    now, ladies. Mr. Deveril." He bowed.  

     

    "Thank you, Mr. Evans. Tell Tim and Edgar they won't be needed for
    the moment. They can go look in on Caleb."  

     

    "Yes, of course. Goodbye."  

     

    Sarah started to leave as well, but Alexander held her back. "I have
    nothing to hide from you. Stay."  

     

    "Are you sure?"  

     

    "I trust you. If you're certain, then I'll have to accept her as
    well. But you can see things I can't. I need your help," he said in
    a low tone.  

     

    He put her through her paces, name, date of birth, place of birth,
    religion, siblings and family. Almost everything she told them,
    Alexander was able to confirm. There was a ring of truth to
    everything she uttered, so that Sarah became sick with apprehension.
    Her last glimmers of hope twinkled and went out. So it was true.
    This was his wife.  

     

    She compressed her fingers together, hoping the physical pain would
    block out the mental anguish, but the words kept repeating
    themselves over and over again in her head like a horrible litany.  

     

    Adulteress, whore, bastard...  

     

    She was about to lose everything, the man she loved, her home, her
    reputation, her family's status in the district, her brother's
    parishes if there were to be an outcry against her.  

     

    Her bags were packed...  

     

    But where could she go?  

     

    She would have traveled to the ends of the earth with Alexander, but
    he was leaving her. Going back to his old life... With his first
    love, and their child.  

     

    Adulteress, whore, bastard...  

     

    Oh Lord. Her bargain was a bitter one indeed. But she would not end
    up like Jane. She would not.
     

     

    Marielle told him of his life as a merchant, his ships, his hobbies,
    his tattoos and other body markings, including his sixth toe, his
    broken rib, his shoulder wound. Sarah listened as she recounted the
    intimate details of their marriage, and felt her stomach churn.  

     

    Finally Sarah could stand no more. She took Alexander by the arm and
    said, "I think we've taken up enough time here. All that remains is
    for you to finish packing and go."  

     

    "But I can't-"  

     

    "She's your wife. You have to."  

     

    "You can't tell me that this is what you really want?" he pleaded.  

     

    She pulled him over to one side of the doorway. "You need answers,
    and so do I. Go home and find out the truth. You'll have servants,
    people to help you. I'm not suggesting you can reconcile your
    differences amicably. But at least try to pretend that you're
    willing to stay married until we can work out what to do.  

     

    "You need to face the demons of your past, and you need to be safe.
    Tell your wife and friends what has happened. Get to the bottom of
    why those men tried to kill you so that you and I don't have to live
    in hiding for the rest of our lives."  

     

    "Sarah-"  

     

    You know I'm right. There's nothing more to say. Just go. And when
    you have any news, send for me, and I shall come."  

     

    He suddenly said, "You're lying, aren't you? You're planning to give
    me up. To end our relationship!"  

     

    She sighed, unable to lie to the man she loved more than life
    itself. "I don't want to, but I have no choice. She has a wedding
    ring, marriage papers. Our love is an abomination in most people's
    eyes. Perhaps this is the price I have to pay for bringing you back
    to life that night."  

     

    He yanked her into the hallway, and closed the door. "I love you,
    Sarah. You can't think for a moment that anyone else means a thing
    to me!"  

     

    "Don't say that. You wife, your new son? They have to mean
    something. You're a decent man who keeps his word. I should be a
    decent person and keep mine. I made my bargain with God, remember?
    Be happy, so that it's not in vain."  

     

    "I can't accept this, Sarah!" he rasped. "I love you! That woman
    means nothing-"  

     

    "You have to go. If you don't go now, we'll continue to wonder about
    your past for the rest of our lives. Always hiding in shadows is not
    the way I want us to love. The way I would like to bring up any
    children we may have. You need to go now, and find the truth."  

     

    He could see the wisdom of her word, and nodded abruptly. "This
    isn't the end, Sarah. But you're right, I need to get some answers.
    Come with me, be my eyes and--"  

     

    "You know that's impossible. We would all be ruined."  

     

    "I don't care--"  

     

    "But I do. For you, and for our future. And both our families."  

     

    He heaved a huge sigh. "No I suppose as much as we love each other,
    even I can't expect you to share the house with my wife, no matter
    how much I need you."  

     

    "No, you can't. You'll have her, and other friends, servants to help
    you."  

     

    "But none of them will be the woman I love," he said in anguished
    tones.  

     

    She cupped his cheek tenderly. "It's only for a short while, just
    until you get some answers and we can decide what to do next."  

     

    "Sarah, if you ever need-"  

     

    "I'll be fine," she said bravely, holding back the tears, though she
    was sure her heart would break. "There is no call to worry on that
    score."  

     

    "But if you should find-"  

     

    "It will all be fine. Nothing for you to worry about," she said in
    clipped tones.  

     

    "Except a son or daughter," he hissed.  

     

    She cursed him inwardly for knowing her so well. She was sure there
    were really some things he could actually see despite his handicap.
     

     

    "You're worrying about nothing," she said lightly. "Now go. She's
    waiting for you. I wouldn't want to blight your life together."  

     

    "There won't be any life together, not even for the sake of any
    child she supposedly has!" Alexander insisted. "If she asks me about
    you, I shall tell her the truth."  

     

    "And leave me open to scandal and ruin?" she gasped.  

     

    He ran his fingers through his hair in sheer frustration. "Oh God, I
    never meant for any of this-"  

     

    "Sometimes the truth is better left unsaid. You must go. If we stay
    out here any longer, she'll know we've been lovers, and will have
    power over us both."  

     

    She opened the door and went back into the drawing room.  

     

    "Would you like to help Alexander finish his packing? Or care for
    some refreshment while you wait? We can invite the Captain in too,
    if you like."  

     

    "There isn't any need," Marielle said, standing up and looking every
    inch a queen. "We Davenports are vastly wealthy. I'm sure there is
    nothing here that Alexander will feel the loss of. Just leave it
    all, dear, and come."  

     

    Her message was more than clear to them both. Alexander was hers,
    and that was the end of it.  

     

    Alexander hesitated, but Sarah led him to the door. "She's right.
    There's nothing you need here at the moment. Now shake hands with me
    and go," she added in a low tone.  

     

    "Goodbye, Mr. Deveril, er, Davenport."  

     

    "Goodbye, Miss Deveril."  

     

    She placed her hand in his and nearly broke down when he kissed it
    tenderly, and ran his tongue along the back of it in a most sensual
    manner. She pulled it away as though she had been burnt, and then
    watched as he shuffled down the path reluctantly.  

     

    Captain Breedon got out of the carriage to help Alexander into it.
    He did not make a very good job of the task. Alexander stumbled, and
    Breedon was not quick enough to catch him. Sarah noticed through her
    unshed tears that Breedon's jacket sleeve looked wadded up, and he
    was holding the arm stiffly by his side.  

     

    Her attention was distracted, however, by the simpering Marielle
    giving her a smile of triumph and a little wave.  

     

    "Thank you so much for all your help. I'm sure we won't be seeing
    each other again."  

     

    Captain Breedon gave Sarah a cheery wave and shouted his thanks.  

     

    Sarah tried to wave back, but could only manage a lift of the hand
    and an incline of her head in acknowledgment. She stood in the road
    and watched until the open carriage was no more than a speck on the
    road, and then headed for the stable to work off her upset.  

     

    She called to Jed to help her unhitch the waiting team which had
    been standing at the ready to take them north. She curried all the
    horses vigorously as he brought them in, damning Alexander's wife
    and Breedon at every stroke.  

     

    Why had the Captain had to tell her? Why had Marielle had to turn up
    now, of all times, just when she was about to tell Alexander he was
    to become a father? When they had been about to exchange vows...  

     

    At least they hadn't committed bigamy. But the child was something
    special that deserved to be celebrated. Even though it was shocking
    in the eyes of society, their love was a glorious gift, all the more
    precious for having been so unexpected. Their child was a symbol of
    that luminous love. But the joyous news had turned into a nightmare.
    And for what? A woman who wasn't worthy to shine his boots.  

     

    Now that was not fair. She was no better or worse than many of the
    other young women in their neighborhood. Why, her own sister-in-law
    Pamela had consorted with the most fatuous ladies, until she had
    seen them for what they really were, idle gossips in search of money
    and scandal. And Pamela had been deceived by the Earl of Ferncliffe,
    and had even admired Captain Breedon until he had shown what a
    fortune hunter he was.  

     

    The Duchess of Ellesmere, Charlotte, had been no better. She had
    been fooled by Paxton, and had consorted with all sorts of girls of
    dubious reputation in her bid to be the most popular girl in the
    vicinity.  

     

    As Sarah curried the large bay gelding, a spark of memory ignited in
    her mind. She shook her head. No, it couldn't be. She had to be
    mistaken...  

     

    The woman had had proofs. Or had she? Any good criminal could forge
    a marriage license, and any thief could take Alexander's or his dead
    wife's belongings. As for the so-called personal information, anyone
    who knew his real identity would know a few specific details.
    Marielle had told them little more which was verifiable immediately
    than his supposed real name and that Alexander came from the south
    and loved roses. She had figured all of that out herself, all except
    his actual name.  

     

    And Captain Breedon? He had acted a bit oddly at Bath. But to try
    commit murder?  

     

    Sarah paused in her combing, closing her eyes. Yes, it was the left
    arm he had been favoring. She recalled the arm snaking in to try to
    unfasten the door last night. It had been a left arm.  

     

    She dropped the currycomb and began to saddle her best horse as
    rapidly as her trembling fingers would allow. She had seen the
    vulpine blonde before. What had been the girl's name before? Agatha,
    Angela, Agnes, Angelica... No, it was Agnes.  

     

    And she had been friends with Paxton. Who had been friends with
    Ferncliffe. Who had known Breedon.  

     

    Was Breedon really so bad, then? He was a soldier, after all. But
    then Paxton and Ferncliffe had been evil. One had been a traitor,
    the other a murderer and possible traitor as well.  

     

    Sarah reminded herself that it could have been anyone who spotted
    Alexander. But nothing untoward had happened to them until they had
    met with Breedon at Bath.  

     

    The strange incidents had begun eight days later, giving him just
    enough time to do what? Get to London and back to confer with
    Ferncliffe? Gather his forces together to kill Alexander?  

     

    She led the horse down to the front of the house, and called Jed.  

     

    "Yes, Miss?"  

     

    "I need you to get all of Mr. Jonathan's pistols," she said
    breathlessly. "Put them in a holster and a bag for me, and tie it
    onto my saddle horn. Then you must take the gig and get to Caleb's.
    Fetch Tim and Edgar if they're willing to help. Tell Henry Stone
    over at Stone Court that I need his assistance. Ask him to get
    Malcolm Branson, and as many men as they can spare. They'll find me
    on the road south, heading to Lyme Regis. They've taken Alexander. I
    have to get him back before it's too late."  

     

    "You can count on me, Miss Sarah. He'll be all right. He loves you.
    He'll fight to come back to you, just you wait and see. He'll be
    fine."  

     

    Sarah shook her head. Her whole body quivered with fear. "He's blind
    and unsuspecting. He's in danger. I need to get my breeches, boots
    and coat. Put some water and food in the bag as well. Now hurry with
    those weapons."  

     

    "Let me come with you-"  

     

    "There's no time. And I need you to call on the others."  

     

    His young face fell, but he nodded in the end. "You be careful."  

     

    She nodded. "I will."  

     

    She ran upstairs, tore off her dress, thrust her legs into her
    breeches and fastened them. She did not bother with the split skirt,
    or even a blouse, simply buttoning the jacket over her chemise. She
    wrapped a scarf around her throat, took up her riding crop and
    gloves, and ran back downstairs to the hall.  

     

    She was about to head out when she paused and strode into the
    sitting room. She lifted her brother's sword and scabbard from over
    the fireplace where they had hung it, and strapped it to her waist.
     

     

    It was a heavy weapon, but she knew how to use it, and at least it
    did not have to be reloaded. She had done enough damage with it the
    last time she had come up against Breedon. She would kill him with
    it now if he touched one hair on Alexander's head.  
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    The tip of her brother's sword just cleared the floor as Sarah
    marched out of the drawing room and the house, intent upon her
    rescue mission. She just had to save Alexander from Captain Breedon
    and his cronies. She just had to.  

     

    Jed had finished loading her saddlebags. She made sure he had not
    fastened down the flaps and peered in. He had packed the pistols and
    included a powder horn, wadding, and extra shot.  

     

    "Very good, Jed. Thank you. Go now, like the wind, to Caleb's and
    Stone Court."  

     

    She swung up into the saddle and began to gallop down the road to
    Brimley. She asked an elderly woman sitting on a bench in the sun
    shelling peas if she had seen a carriage and four. She nodded and
    she pointed south.  

     

    Sarah rode on, stopping only long enough to make sure that she was
    going the right way, and was fortunate that each person had in fact
    noticed the impressive vehicle thundering through at a breakneck
    pace.  

     

    She wondered at Breedon's carelessness. But then he had not had any
    reason to think she would suspect anything or recognize his
    accomplice Agnes. Her story had been plausible, her answers
    accurate. He had instructed her well. But Sarah had met the girl
    before in passing, and the Captain's arm being injured had been the
    final clue.  

     

    She paced the horse, not wanting to run him into the ground.
    Breedon's team had not been entirely fresh when he had come to her.
    They had traveled from somewhere nearby, no doubt in the direction
    of Bath if they had wanted to lend credence to their story. The
    horses would have to be rested or changed before long. With any luck
    Henry and his friends would be able to follow easily. The only
    trouble was there was nothing to stop Breedon from harming or
    killing Alexander right now. If only she knew what he was after...  

     

    To keep her mind off her panic over anything happening to her
    beloved, she tried to piece together what she knew. Paxton had
    wanted all three of the Rakehells dead. For who they were, what they
    knew? What they owned? With Jonathan dead, he would have gained
    what?  

     

    Nothing, for their parents had been alive then. There had been three
    other heirs, three sisters, two already married, with husbands to
    protect the family interests. Sarah had been the youngest, of little
    importance in the whole line of inheritance. Only when Jonathan had
    inherited had he divided their fortune equally, instead of keeping
    it all for himself. So Jonathan could not have been the target.  

     

    But a Duke's wealth, a Duke's sister, would have been a far better
    catch. Jane and Elizabeth Eltham had been two lovely girls, both
    young and impressionable, independently wealthy, with access to vast
    estates throughout Great Britain and Ireland if their brother were
    killed. Elizabeth had been too young, but Jane... Poor Jane. She had
    ended up Paxton's victim, terribly treated when the family
    solicitors had refused to give her access to a penny of the Eltham
    wealth even though she was presumed heir.  

     

    It was easy enough to see why they wanted to kill the Duke. But what
    of the third Rakehell Clifford Stone? He was wealthy, a decent man,
    possessed of a good fortune, but with his brother Henry to inherit.
     

     

    So her best guess was that the Duke had been the target all along.  

     

    The Duke's wealth was tempting enough. But was there something
    special about the lands, perhaps? Not really. They were all
    prosperous farms, worth a great deal in steady income from the rents
    and crops. But there had to be more to the game than just money.  

     

    Where did Alexander fit in? An honorary Rakehell, a friend of her
    brother's, and the Duke's? That was her best guess. If she assumed
    yes, why had he not been on the battlefield with them when they had
    all been in the breach?  

     

    How did she know he had not? She didn't, but she knew her brother
    had never once mentioned him. She knew Alexander had been unhurt
    after Cuidad Rodrigo...  

     

    "Because Jonathan sold his commission to him, after the next great
    battle, after Badajoz in April, three months later," she said aloud.
    "That's why Alexander was carrying the papers in a secret pocket in
    his trousers!"  

     

    So whatever had happened to Alexander, the torture, the blinding,
    had been after Badajoz as well.  

     

    To what end?  

     

    A person was tortured because they knew something worth discovering.
    Marielle had been his: wife, lover, sister? Wife. He remembered that
    much. And she had been killed, and him forced to watch?  

     

    Or not killed, at least not at first, she thought with a feeling of
    sick dread. They had tried to extract information from her, perhaps?
    And when that had failed...  

     

    Was that how the boys had died? Or had they killed them to get him
    to tell?  

     

    How had Alexander escaped? Had he told them and they had simply let
    him go?  

     

    But no, men like that would never have let him live. Or his wife. So
    if they had taken him now, it had to be because they still needed
    the information, or his help?  

     

    Help to do what? What were his special skills?  

     

    She galloped on, heedless of the darkening clouds overhead, and the
    gusting wind tearing at her jacket and scarf. Special skills,
    special skills... He was good with roses, gardens, crops, numbers,
    music, languages, the prices of things, fabrics, wine...  

     

    He was a merchant, who spoke many different languages, including
    Portuguese, Spanish, French. His wife had been French, supported
    Bonaparte. He had been a double agent, pretending to be on one side
    while he informed the English of everything he learned. So her best
    guess was that Alexander had been living in Spain, working as a
    merchant, spying. He had been friends with Jonathan, perhaps his
    liaison to whom he had passed his vital information. Had helped the
    anti-Bonapartists.  

     

    Jonathan had been at the siege of Badajoz, been promoted, sold his
    commission, then come home with his injured friends.  

     

    Alexander had remained behind, been attacked and tortured. Why?
    Because they knew he was a spy? Or because they knew with his
    intelligence and skills that he was a runner of spies?  

     

    The realization winded her. Of course, it seemed so logical now. He
    had been pretending to be an ordinary merchant, but actually helping
    the remaining aristocrats, or anyone persecuted under Napoleon, to
    get out of France.  

     

    From them, he had been gathering information on French movements in
    France, and throughout the Peninsula. He had been the linchpin of
    the operation. His skill, planning, bravery. His passionate
    commitment to both England and France. It all made sense. They must
    have found out, and tried to kill him, but not before he told them-
     

     

    What?  

     

    The identities of his network of informants, for one thing.  

     

    But that would not be important now, with the war over. Though
    revenge was a powerful motive, it was a lot of trouble to take, and
    a great deal would have changed in two years. What else could they
    want?  

     

    A vague memory of a couple of conversations that she had overheard
    the Duke and her brother having about the Earl of Ferncliffe also
    rose to the surface.  

     

    She remembered the spectacle her sister-in-law Pamela had made at
    their last ball at Bath in an effort to make Jonathan jealous. She
    had been about to console her brother when she had overheard him
    speaking to Clifford. What was it he had said?  

     

    Jonathan had said, "All right, I admit it. I wanted one last day and
    night with her, one memorable ball, one romantic evening when she
    was all mine, and I could hold Pamela in my arms and pretend that it
    would be forever, and then let her go. At least I would have a
    memory of one perfect night with her."  

     

    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. I have to let her go. You know all
    her family and she want is for her to marry well. I will do whatever
    I can to stop her from becoming any further involved with that
    bastard Ferncliffe, 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 Thomas's will do
    better."  

     

    "Let's hope so. The more I see Ferncliffe, the more he worries me."
     

     

    "Me too. Though I'm even more worried about our old friends."  

     

    "As am I. But we can only do our best to find the answers. And try
    not to fear the worst," Clifford had added, seeing Jonathan's grim
    expression.  

     

    What could she infer from that? That Ferncliffe had laid claim to an
    estate he was not entitled to because someone else had first claim
    upon it. But something had happened to them, and the Rakehells had
    been trying to find out what it was only a few weeks ago.  

     

    So Breedon had met Alexander in Bath, and gone straight to the
    supposed Earl of Ferncliffe if her guess was correct. What had been
    the name she had heard him mention? Simon? No, Jason.  

     

    Jason Alexander Davenport, if the false Marielle were to be
    believed. JAD. The initials on her lover's arm.  

     

    So Alexander was the true heir to Ferncliffe Castle? But who would
    care? It was only a run-down old place anyway, so far as she knew.  

     

    But Agnes had said Alexander came from the south. She had guessed as
    much from the accent. From Lyme Regis, on the coast... Not too far
    from France, just a boat trip away, and an easy one if a ship was
    flying the English colors. They would be allowed through the
    blockade with no questions asked. Merchants had ships...  

     

    "Oh God, no. They're planning to invade!" she gasped, and spurred
    her mount harder.  

     

    Sarah tried to calm herself. Alexander had been injured and out of
    commission for two years. Why had they not acted before? Because
    they needed his information, they needed him? What difference could
    it make now? If Napoleon were now defeated, exiled to Elba, if he
    had been overturned by his own people, what did they hope to gain?  

     

    Perhaps they'd decided not to go ahead with the plan after all,
    given Wellington's spectacular successes in the Peninsula in 1812
    and Napoleon's huge failure in Russia in the autumn and winter of
    that year. Fighting a war on two fronts had been bad enough. To
    fight upon a third, and one overseas as well, with no fleet to speak
    of, must have struck even the imperious little Corporal as the
    height of folly.  

     

    So why now?  

     

    A simple case of wanting the inheritance, she supposed. And as long
    as Bonaparte remained alive, there would be people who rallied to
    him, who shared his dream of conquest. They needed Alexander if they
    wanted to get their hands on his wealth. As Jonathan had said, the
    tattoos were proof if a man was killed. No body, no inheritance.  

     

    They could of course have had his name or initials tattooed upon any
    other man's limb. There had to be something she was missing. Some
    other precondition which had to be met before the estate was given
    to Ferncliffe. Something he was hiding, which they would torture him
    to get.  

     

    Except that Alexander couldn't remember his old life. Not that they
    would believe him! But people looted dead bodies on the battlefield
    all the time. What on earth was the key? Not just any arm and leg,
    one that was special, which could not be easily duplicated. A
    birthmark, a defect.  

     

    Of course! She nearly laughed aloud. Only someone who knew him very
    well would notice his distinguishing features, someone like her, who
    had reveled in every inch of his body. Distinguishing features which
    could not possibly be imitated, unlike the tattoos, which, with time
    and patience could have been.  

     

    Alexander must have known he was in danger and left instructions
    that no one could inherit without a reputable doctor having
    certified that the dead body presented was that of Jason Alexander
    Davenport. It had been his insurance policy to keep him alive as
    long as possible. Up until now it had kept the plotters from their
    goal. Any number of 'accidents' could produce the body they needed,
    and any number of biddable doctors would not inquire too closely
    into how the poor man had died.  

     

    But it would be far easier now if they just got him to make a new
    will. Or seized him and killed him. A blind and crippled man.  Suicide. Who would wonder at
    it? The cliffs around Lyme Regis would serve very well. Unless of
    course the will said something about that too?  

     

    His so-called wife had most certainly seemed familiar with all of
    his identifying attributes, but not in terms of intimacy. She hadn't
    mentioned them all. No, they were simply a list of the obstacles
    which prevented Ferncliffe from getting what he wanted.  

     

    Sarah clicked to her horse, an almost peaceful clarity of thought
    and purpose filling her as she rode. There was still time. Not much,
    but some. She could only hope that Alexander might become alert to
    the danger by something one of them said.  

     

    Perhaps they would not harm him immediately. It was far better to
    get him to make a new will, lull him into changing his instructions.
    He had to be vastly wealthy, with valuable holdings throughout
    Europe. It was worth their while to keep him alive a bit longer. She
    just had to hope their greed would win through in the end. At least
    long enough to save him.  
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    Jonathan and Pamela Deveril rolled up to the vicarage, and looked in
    consternation at the hastily repaired front door, and once inside,
    at their much altered drawing room.  

     

    "What on earth has happened here?" Pamela gasped.  

     

    "More to the point, where's my sister?" he asked, unable to hide his
    alarm.  

     

    They commenced calling from room to room, but all was silent and
    empty.  

     

    "Some of my clothes are missing, and various other of my things have
    been used. Her riding habit is gone," he reported back to his wife a
    short time later.  

     

    "Your things?"  

     

    "It looks like she's had someone staying in the blue room. A man."  

     

    "A man? With Sarah, of all people?" Pamela squeaked.  

     

    He nodded. "Now, now, let's not jump to any conclusions. I'm sure
    there is a perfectly reasonable explanation--"  

     

    "For your spinster sister to have a man living in the house? I dare
    say, but not one any of us are going to be pleased about. Except
    possibly her."  

     

    Jonathan gave his pert blonde wife a quelling look. "I trust her
    implicitly. But when I get my hands on the swine--"  

     

    "Now who's jumping to conclusions? She's old enough--"  

     

    "Oh, never mind," he said impatiently, ruffling his sandy hair with
    one hand. "We've come back to a house that's been wrecked and put
    back together, and is completely empty. No sign of Sarah, or the man
    who has been staying here. It makes no sense. You wait here, love.
    I'm going down the road to see Jenny and Caleb."  

     

    Pamela sped after her husband. "I couldn't bear the suspense. I'm
    coming with you!"  

     

    They scrambled back into the carriage with alacrity and the vicar
    whipped up the horses urgently.  

     

    The old man was delighted to see the newlyweds back, but broke down
    when he told them the news about Jenny.  

     

    "What do you mean, Jenny's dead?" Jonathan asked, aghast.  

     

    "Aye, shot her so they did when they were trying to take Mr.
    Alexander."  

     

    "Who on earth is Mr. Alexander?"  

     

    The old man look thunderstruck. "Why, your cousin, of course."  

     

    "My cousin?" Jonathan gasped, feeling more ill by the minute. So far
    as he knew, his only cousin was Ferncliffe. And by rights he ought
    to have been executed by now.  

     

    "Huge, black hair, golden eyes, covered in scars all over his back."
     

     

    Jonathan collapsed onto a stool, stunned. "He was HERE?"  

     

    "Aye, staying here and in Bath. With Miss Sarah."  

     

    The vicar gaped at the old man.  

     

    "Jonathan, darling, who is--"  

     

    "And they came for him, you say?" Jonathan managed to wheeze.  

     

    "Aye, set fire to the house and all. Attacked us like we was being
    laid siege to. Our very own war in Somerset." He shook his head.  

     

    Jonathan leapt up from his seat and began to pace back and forth in
    front of Cable small stone fireplace. "Damnation! They've found
    Jason." He thwacked one powerful thigh with the palm of his hand,
    willing himself to think.  

     

    Her blue eyes rounded like saucers. "Jason? Here? Oh my Lord. What
    do we do now, Jonathan?"  

     

    Caleb said, "They're heading south, toward Lyme, Jed Miller said. He
    stopped in here to tell Tim and Edgar he needed their help. They
    went for Mr. Stone and Mr. Branson the magistrate's son, like your
    sister told him to."  

     

    Jonathan blew out a ragged breath, and paced up and down in front of
    the fire for another moment. He flicked one stray lock of sandy hair
    out of his eye impatiently. "That's good, very good. At least Sarah
    is alert to the danger and thinking clearly. They didn't harm her,
    take her, did they?" he demanded.  

     

    "No, only Mr. Alexander. She figured it out after they had already
    ridden off in the carriage that came for him. She said it was a
    trick. He went with a woman who claimed she was his wife."  

     

    Jonathan shook his head. "I know his wife is dead. No, it's someone
    working with Ferncliffe and his associates."  

     

    "Where's Sarah now?" Pamela demanded.  

     

    "She went after them on horseback, sir. She loves him. Well, they're
    in love with each other, I should say."  

     

    The vicar and his wife both stared at each other in surprise. In the
    end Jonathan looked relieved. "I can't think of anyone I would like
    better for a brother-in-law. But we need to keep him alive before
    than can happen. I have to go, my love."  

     

    His blond wife shook her head vehemently. "I'm coming with you!"  

     

    Normally Jonathan would have argued, but her resolute gaze and lift
    of her chin convinced him. "All right, Pamela, but we have to leave
    now. Are you sure you're up to it? I know it's asking a lot, but
    Sarah might need you, and truth to tell, I'm loath to leave you
    behind."  

     

    "Wither thou goest, darling."  

     

    He kissed her hard, thanked Caleb and told him he would see him
    soon.  

     

    Jonathan and Pamela headed out of the house and down the road after
    Sarah and Alexander as fast as their carriage horses could go.  
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    Sarah had ridden for so hard for so long that she began to think
    about finding a livery stable to change her mount. She was reluctant
    to ride a strange horse, but she knew hers would be tiring soon, and
    still the carriage ahead had not stopped for a rest or change of
    animals.  

     

    Captain Breedon was arrogant enough that he had not even bothered to
    look back to see if they were being followed. At a couple of points
    where the road was rutted, she had even come within sight distance
    of them, and had been forced to hang back.  

     

    She tried to form a plan in her mind, but the only things she could
    think of were to steal two horses and gallop away with Alexander off
    the roads and through the field to some sort of safe haven, or try
    to conceal themselves, wait for the cover of night, and then get
    back to Brimley somehow. Go to the Bransons' home and try to stay
    safe in the kind old magistrate's protection.  

     

    Sarah rode on, praying that no harm would come to the baby nestled
    deep within her body, but knowing she was willing to risk anything
    to get Alexander to safety. Her back throbbed, her legs and buttocks
    ached, but she pounded on, at one with the horse, mile after mile,
    praying with all her might that her bargain with God did not mean
    his death. Or her own.  

     

    The sky was still darkened with storm clouds, and still they pressed
    south. Sarah could feel the odd fat drop of rain splash on her face
    or hands as she went, and hope the weather would convince them to
    stop soon.  

     

    After about another six miles, the carriage neared a large tavern
    and livery stables, and at last began to slow. Sarah sped up and
    galloped into the courtyard, so that when the grooms came to attend
    to the animals, they thought she was an outrider with the party.  

     

    "Just rub them down and give them some oats," she ordered, slinging
    her sword behind her out of sight under her cloak and taking down
    her bag of weapons.  

     

    "The gent said to change them," one of the men said, puzzled.  

     

    "We'll have to stop somewhere at nightfall. They can last until
    then."  

     

    The man looked doubtful, but did as he was told, all too glad to do
    his job quickly, and get out of the rain. When he was finished, he
    left the team standing in harness.  

     

    Sarah unbuckled the tracers, so that if they were whipped up, they
    would run off and leave the carriage stationary.  

     

    Then she went around the back of the inn, and looked for the
    privies. She could only hope that Alexander would come out alone,
    but given he was blind, that was probably a forlorn hope. They also
    would not let their quarry out of their sights so easily now that
    they had him, though they might get careless if his suspicions were
    not fully aroused. If one of them did come out with him, she had the
    element of surprise. With that and some cunning, she might be able
    to overpower the Captain, or the driver. At least there were only
    two of them.  

     

    And Marielle, she reminded herself. But Sarah didn't count her as
    much of an adversary. Not unless she was armed to the teeth, which
    she very much doubted. And she couldn't have very many brains if she
    was siding with Ferncliffe and Breedon against the Rakehells.  

     

    So Sarah waited in the worsening storm, the wind and rain swirling
    around her, soaking her clothes through. She huddled in the overhang
    of the eaves, feeling more and more wretched by the minute. She
    shivered, and tried to keep her powder dry under her jacket.  

     

    Eventually she heard some men approaching. She peeped out from her
    hiding place, but she did not know either person. She pressed back
    in under the eaves.  

     

    When they had gone, she went back to the front to check that the
    team was still there. It was.  

     

    Sarah looked up the road to the left and right, but there was still
    no sign of Henry Stone and his friends. Not that she was sure how
    they could help. At this point Breedon had nothing to lose by just
    killing her beloved on the spot and saying it was the fault of their
    presumed attackers.  

     

    At least there were a fair number of witnesses inside the public
    tavern. They would be unlikely to do anything obvious in front of a
    dozen people or so who could testify against them later.  

     

    She slid along the wall and went back to conceal herself once more.
    A trio of men came out, but they too were strangers. Sarah stood on,
    drenched and wretched, telling herself to just be patient and keep
    her powder dry. One false move could be the death of both of them.
    Unless they had taken him up to a chamber, the better to...  

     

    Her ears pricked as she heard the sounds of booted heels ringing on
    the flagstones. It was two men, she was sure of it. As she strained
    to listen she recognized Alexander's hesitant gait.  

     

    "There's a step down here, Alexander," she heard the Captain say.  

     

    Her pistols at the ready, she peeked out and saw Breedon nearest
    her. Raising the butt of one weapon, she swung it at him and
    shouted, "Alex, run. It's a trap!"  

     

    Breedon ducked out of the way of her blow and turned on Alexander.
    The Captain swung his fist and connected with the other man's jaw,
    sending him sprawling in the mud.  

     

    Then Breedon began to fumble with his pistol. It sparked, but the
    damp powder fizzled and the ball did not eject.  

     

    Sarah did not hesitate. She shot the Captain in the arm, disabling
    him before he could get off another round.  

     

    He began to shout to his driver for help and turned on her, snarling
    like a rabid dog. "I'm going to bloody well kill you, you bitch!"  

     

    "You won't get away with this. All of my friends know. They'll be
    here any minute."  

     

    "Too late for you."  

     

    He lunged, knocking her off her feet. Her pistol sailed out of her
    hands as she hit the ground and landed in a pile of soaking hay. He
    wrapped his hands around her throat, and began to squeeze. She
    clawed at his wrists, then moved one hand lower. She struggled for a
    moment to pull the second pistol free of her belt, and brought it to
    his head.  

     

    "Let her go, Breedon!" Alexander shouted.  

     

    "Yes, let her go, Breedon. Or the last thing you'll see before you
    die is my face, and the smile on it as I rip you limb from limb,"
    came a loud voice to her left.  

     

    Sarah dragged in a startled breath past her constricted throat. She
    could almost swear the voice was her brother's.  

     

    The Captain let got of her neck with one hand, grabbing the gun. He
    tried to yank it free of her grasp. Or did he?  

     

    She felt his finger upon hers on the trigger, and she began to
    squeeze. Was he squeezing as well?  

     

    The weapon went off with a loud crash, and blood flew in every
    direction. The heavy body landed on top of her with a thud. Sarah
    shrieked in horror.  

     

    Her brother and Malcolm Branson hauled the corpse off Sarah and
    helped her to her trembling feet. She found herself in her
    Jonathan's arms as he checked her for injuries.  

     

    "Sarah! Sarah!" Alexander bellowed from where he had fallen. He was
    crawling towards her on the ground, reaching out blindly in the
    strange location in a desperate effort to find her.  

     

    "She's all right. Just a bit winded," Jonathan reassured him.  

     

    Alexander got to his feet then, and he and Sarah fell into each
    other's arms. "God, my love, you saved me. When I heard the gun go
    off, I thought-"  

     

    "It's all right. It's over now. You're safe. We're safe, I promise,"
    she said tearfully, before giving him a resounding kiss right in
    front of everyone.  

     

    Her brother cleared his throat after a time. "Good to see you again,
    Jason." Jonathan came forward with his hand out.  

     

    Alexander blinked. "Jonathan Deveril. The real one." He shook hands,
    before falling to his knees once more, clutching his temple.  

     

    "The captain hit him hard. We need to get him inside," Sarah said
    desperately, trying to support his now-dead weight as he collapsed.
    She flicked the rain-drenched hair out of his face and kissed him.
    "Oh, darling, please, stay with me-"  

     

    Henry Stone now stepped forward as well, and he and Malcolm Branson
    took him from the struggling Sarah and lifted him. She hurried into
    the inn now with Jonathan and demanded a couple of rooms post-haste.
     

     

    The driver and Agnes, seeing Sarah with her brother, knew that the
    game was now up. They bolted from their tavern benches and ran for
    the front door.  

     

    Her brother began to run after them, but Sarah stayed him with one
    hand. "They can't get far. I unfastened the harnesses."  

     

    Jonathan waved Tim and Edgar over to apprehend them, and turned to
    Henry and Malcolm. They all gripped the unconscious man more tightly
    as they brought Alexander up the stairs to the first vacant chamber.
     

     

    "Help me get these wet, filthy things off him and get him into bed,"
    Sarah said, undoing his cravat and stock.  

     

    "Well, little sister, I can see I'm going to have a wedding to
    perform as soon as we get home," Jonathan said in a dry tone.  

     

    "As soon as possible," she said with a smile. "I love Alexanader.
    You are friends, aren't you? And you won't mind?"  

     

    Jonathan smiled, surprised but pleased. "Not at all. We are indeed
    friends. He's a good man. Very brave. He's risked a lot for both of
    the countries he loves. He lost his sons and wife as a result as
    well."  

     

    Alexander gasped, "Sarah! Sarah!"  

     

    "I'm here, love."  

     

    "God, it's so dark!"  

     

    "I know. But it will be all right, I promise. You being blind
    doesn't matter."  

     

    "I've been so blind. God, the pain! I remember. I can see it all
    now." His eyes rolled up into his head, and he passed out.  

     

    Sarah commanded, "A doctor, and some brown paper and vinegar, and
    some caraway and ginger."  

     

    "The doctor is on his way, for both of you," her brother told her.
    "I'll see about the rest of the things myself."  

     

    "Thank you, Jonathan. If you hadn't come-"  

     

    He patted her hand. "You were doing just fine without me, my love.
    Caleb told me everything. But glad to help. I'm just sorry I wasn't
    here sooner. Poor Jenny."  

     

    She smiled sadly. "But if you had been, we might never have had the
    chance to fall in love, and he might have ended up in even more
    danger."  

     

    Jonathan nodded pensively. "Aye, it's true. So the Lord really does
    work in mysterious ways."  

     

    She hugged her brother. "If I ever had any doubts, I now possess
    your complete conviction, Brother. And will thank Providence every
    day for the gift of a man and love so rare."  

     

    He kissed his sister on the brow. "Amen to that. And no less than
    you deserve, my dear. So, let me go for the doctor now, and I shall
    see you anon. I can't wait to hear more about how this miracle
    transpired."  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 34]Chapter Thirty-four  

     

    Much later, when Alexander was resting comfortably, Sarah managed to
    have a quick bath. She got a dry change of clothes from one of the
    stable boys, and hurriedly donned them, eager to return to her
    beloved's side.  

     

    "I've certainly worn more elegant garb," she tried to joke with
    Pamela, "but it will have to do."  

     

    Pamela waved them away. "Oh, piffle. What does it matter what you
    wear so long as you're safe, and happy. Besides, he can't see you
    anyway, poor lamb." She sniffed.  

     

    Sarah refrained from grinning ear to ear. Only a few weeks of
    marriage, but already her worldly sister-in-law had changed
    considerably. Just as she had, through Alexander's love, she
    reflected with a happy smile. She yanked on the shirt, fastened two
    buttons, and hurried down the hall, Pamela trailing along in her
    wake.  

     

    Her brother was sitting by Alexander's bedside when the two women
    returned.  

     

    "I am of course delighted to see you, Brother, and will hear all
    your news later. But I need to know. Who is Alexander? That's what
    I've been calling him all this time."  

     

    "It was a good guess. He's Jason Alexander Davenport, formerly
    D'Ambois. We always called him Alex at Oxford, but his code name in
    Spain was Jason, in honor of the Spanish Order of the Golden Fleece.
    He became a Rakehell, and a very good man, brilliant at languages,
    and with a superb business mind. He was ardently opposed to any form
    of tyranny, and determined that he would help by setting up a
    network of contacts throughout Portugal, Spain and France.  

     

    "His brothers Simon and Georges were also involved, though we didn't
    know them very well. They were a fair bit older. As is Alex, about
    three years older than me. Their operations were all kept very
    quiet. They were very successful at their intelligence gathering,
    though it was a dangerous game.  

     

    "He married for the sake of his work, not love, to a woman who was
    glad of his protection because she was involved with an unsuitable
    man, a Bonapartist sympathizer in Spain. He was one of the men at
    the Court who had been stupid enough to have invited the invaders to
    march through their country to invade Portugal, and then wondered at
    the French army becoming one of aggression and occupation.  

     

    "Jason was successful for some time as the runner of a spy network,
    until his wife betrayed him, inadvertently or on purpose, we'll
    never know. She let something slip, and paid the price. He was
    forced to watch while his family was tortured and killed, but he
    never gave them the information they were demanding." He sighed
    heavily.  

     

    "How dreadful," Pamela said with a shudder.  

     

    Jonathan nodded. "It was. But he knew if he said anything, hundreds,
    if not thousands would die. He made a terrible choice. He gave up
    his whole family for the sake of his colleagues, and for his
    principles. It's no wonder he didn't want to remember what he'd
    done."  

     

    "No, indeed," Sarah said, stroking the thick fall of dark hair back
    from his brow lovingly. "The poor man. He saved so many, but at such
    a cost. Most people would never have been able to make such a
    sacrifice."  

     

    "Then they began to torture him, if his scars are anything to go by.
    I don't know how he escaped, all I know is that we never gave up
    hope that he was alive after he vanished. We began looking for him
    in earnest after Ferncliffe had arrived laying claim to the earldom.
    He had been ordinary Edward Murphy in the Army. They were cousins,
    so it would be normal enough for Ferncliffe to have some claim,
    except that there were three Davenport brothers. Alexander is the
    third son. His brothere Simon and Georges had been helping him, but
    shortly before I lost track of Jason, they were both reported dead
    under mysterious circumstances. Hence the bizarre part of his will,
    and why they needed him alive for at least a little while longer."  

     

    "Why, to squeeze more information out of him?" Pamela asked.  

     

    "Perhaps. Knowledge is power, after all, and the end of the war was
    unexpected, and by no means certain. But no, my love, this was
    primarily due to the far more prosaic motive of greed.  

     

    "Jason stipulated that only his dead body identified by three
    doctors would secure the claim to the estate. Otherwise it would all
    go to various charities. I'm not sure of all of the identifying
    marks, but the tattoos were a good start. Except that he hated the
    needles."  

     

    Sarah smiled. "That would explain why he had only his initials, not
    the full name like all of you Rakehells."  

     

    Jonathan nodded.  

     

    "Anyway, I'm guessing that the Duke of Ellesmere's men making
    inquiries after Ferncliffe pitched up claiming to be the Earl caused
    them to search through all of the remaining soldiers still left in
    Spain and Portugal who were too sick to move.  

     

    "The last I had heard, Thomas told me that there had been a man
    matching Alex's description, who had headed back to the Horse Guards
    to report. By the time we found this out, he had been and gone. We
    hoped to find him eventually, tried to track him down. We never
    dreamed he would come here, and be staying with you at the vicarage.
    Or calling himself Jonathan Deveril. We were looking all over for
    him to help save him, and Providence led him right to our door. And
    into your heart." He shook his head in wonderment.  

     

    Sarah briefly told her brother how the error had arisen, and
    Alexander's journeys to the south and Oxford, before finally
    arriving in Somerset.  

     

    "But why didn't Malcolm know him?" she asked at the end of her
    portion of the tale.  

     

    "He is one of the younger Rakehells, and Alex is older than me.
    There's about six or seven years difference between them, so I doubt
    he ever met him. Henry Stone might have met him once or twice when
    he visited Clifford in Oxford."  

     

    "Drat. We never did get to see Henry to ask him if he knew
    Alexander," Sarah sighed. "He might have been able to tell us
    everything if we hadn't missed him that day we stopped in."  

     

    Jonathan shrugged. "I'm not so sure it would have helped. It might
    have only made things worse. Alexander might have blundered into his
    old home and been killed before I ever even found out he was still
    alive and well. Henry is a good man, but he might not have been much
    help against a clever set of enemies like Ferncliffe and Breedon."  

     

    She sighed. "I can't think how poor Alexander must have suffered."  

     

    "How much does he remember now?"  

     

    "I think most of it."  

     

    Pamela spoke up. "Forgive the indelicate question, but what is so
    special about his body?"  

     

    Sarah smiled, but said seriously, "In addition to the tattoos you
    are pretty familiar with as the wife of a Rakehell, he has a sixth
    toe on the left foot, an old bullet wound in his shoulder from a
    hunting accident, a broken rib, and several other significant marks
    only a wife or a very observant person would know. None of them are
    injuries which could be duplicated easily."  

     

    Jonathan nodded. "The will says his whole body, with all four limbs,
    had to be identified, and brought back to England if at all possible
    in order for anyone to inherit. He knew how much danger he was in.
    He realized these people were utterly ruthless, and he would never
    stay alive if he didn't take out some sort of insurance policy for
    himself."  

     

    "How ghastly." Pamela shivered, and now rose to put her arm around
    her husband's waist.  

     

    "Indeed. Sadly, he was never able to prove their machinations
    against him. They were convinced Napoleon would become Master of
    Europe and be grateful for all their help invading England."  

     

    "How monstrous," Sarah said with a shake of her head.  

     

    "It was a clever plan, and they were patient. But not patient
    enough. When they saw two of the main routes into Portugal would
    fall, through Ciudad Rodrigo and then Badajoz, they went after
    Alexander. They were working with the French, and had more than
    enough evidence to execute him for his espionage.  

     

    "By that time Alex was sick of fighting in the shadows. He admired
    me and knew what it had almost cost me to enlist. My family and
    friends when Father disowned me. He knew also his marriage to
    Marielle was a failure, but he was an honorable man. It was one way
    to end the marriage easily for both of them.  

     

    "If he went off to war, she would go her own way, as she had been
    all along. He could never even be sure that his two sons were his.
    But though he was disappointed in his family life, he thought they
    would be safe. He would have done his duty by them once he was not
    so disgusted by what he had learnt."  

     

    "Of course he would. He's a decent man. And the sins of the parents
    should never be visited on the children," Sarah said with a shake of
    her head. "So did Marielle betray him?"  

     

    Jonathan nodded. "Almost certainly. She was a vain, frivolous piece
    of fluff. She sold him out, little thinking how expendable she would
    be."  

     

    Sarah clung to her beloved's hand tightly. "Oh, Lord, how awful."  

     

    Pamela resumed her seat and snuffled sympathetically. "Are you sure?
    Sure she betrayed her own husband?"  

     

    The vicar solemnly nodded again. "Alexander had been clever and
    careful. He had played his part of a Spanish merchant to perfection.
    Who would associate a wealthy Spanish Don with a French emigre or a
    British major? He bought my commission, then went home to pack a few
    things and say goodbye to the boys. Alas, they were waiting for
    him."  

     

    "The rest we pretty much know from Thomas's agents. Alex, er, Jason,
    er, Alexander was forced to watch while they killed his family. He
    watched them die. They tortured him. Still he refused to tell them
    about the troop movements, or give away the identities and
    whereabouts of the partisans and other spies he was working with.  

     

    "He escaped, made his way back to Badajoz, and was taken in by the
    monks, who thought he was one of the injured from the battle. He was
    badly hurt, in shock. He must have hated himself for what he had
    seen. What he thought he had done. He'd watched two innocent
    children die, when one word from him could possibly have saved
    them."  

     

    "No, it wouldn't," Sarah said furiously. "They would have got what
    they wanted, and killed all of them anyway. And anyone else he had
    named. He did it for love of his country. No, beyond that. A love of
    freedom. I don't know that any of us could stand what he has and
    still stayed sane."  

     

    "And he made his way to England, to Brimley, and you two met and
    fell in love?" Pamela asked, fascinated.  

     

    She shrugged. "It was easy."  

     

    "It's remarkable. He's not the most likely man you would ever
    willingly choose," Jonathan remarked. "After all, you never took a
    second look at any of the other Rakehells, and he's so very
    different from the type of men you've know thus far. But I have to
    say I'm delighted."  

     

    Sarah gazed down at Alexander with a loving smile. "I chose him for
    better or for worse. I love him above all else. I only hope he feels
    the same now that he knows who he is."  

     

    A groan from the bed caused them all to hurry closer to Alexander's
    side. "I do, you know," he whispered.  

     

    "Do what?"  

     

    "Love you, above all else, Sarah. Faith, country, reason, my own
    life."  

     

    "Oh Alexander, I love you too. So very much." She kissed him on the
    lips, and he stroked her hair tenderly for a moment before pulling
    her head back.  

     

    He opened his eyes, and for the first time since they had met, there
    was a light of recognition in them.  

     

    "Let me look at you, love." He smiled broadly, boyishly. "My Lord.
    You're more beautiful than I ever imagined. Of course, it is still
    pretty dim, but I can see you vaguely, as if down a long dark
    tunnel."  

     

    "Oh, Alexander, I'm so glad," she wept. "It's kind of you to say
    about me being beautiful, but you don't-"  

     

    "You are. And especially now that you're carrying our child."  

     

    "How did you-" She blushed, and the tears began to fall even faster.
     

     

    "I know every inch of your flesh. And I know why you lied. You were
    trying to make it easier for me to leave you."  

     

    She nodded. "I thought I was doing the right thing."  

     

    "Never," he said with a shake of his head. "It can never be right
    for us to be apart. And for a marriage to exist without love.  

     

    "But even if it had been true, that that woman had been my wife, I
    would have settled my affairs, and been back for you, Sarah. You're
    the most beautiful woman I've ever known, inside, and now as I can
    see, outside too. I want to marry you as soon as possible. Please,
    my love, will you make me the happiest of men?"  

     

    "Oh, yes, darling. I want to marry you more than anything."  

     

    He stroked her cheek and kissed her. "I knew you were lovely on the
    inside. The external beauty doesn't matter, but it's a nice bonus to
    have such a lovely face to look at upon the pillow every morning for
    the rest of my life."  

     

    He tried to sit up.  

     

    "Not so fast, Alex. You've had a nasty blow to the head," Jonathan
    cautioned.  

     

    "Not as nasty as the pain in my loins," he muttered.  

     

    "Oh, er, we'll just be down the hall if... you... need... us,"
    Sarah's brother said as he scurried out of the room discreetly with
    his wife in tow.  

     

    Pamela gave a happy wave. "So nice to meet you. We'll, er, all talk
    later. And welcome to the family." She grinned, then shut the door
    behind her.  

     

    Once they were alone Alexander whispered against her hair, "I want
    to hold you close for just a little while longer, and then go home."
     

     

    "Home?"  

     

    "To the vicarage for a start."  

     

    "Well, yes, I suppose. But we'll need to make other arrangements
    soon."  

     

    He nodded. "Since I'm now said to be the real Earl of Ferncliffe,
    and as such a legitimate heir to Pamela's estate, we can move in to
    Ashton Manor if Jonathan has no objections. I'm stunned about my
    brothers both being dead, but if the Duke says it's true, I'm afraid
    I just have to believe. And grieve."  

     

    Sarah rubbed his chest soothingly. "Such a waste, this whole war. I
    know you certainly never wanted to come into your wealth and title
    this way. But are you sure you want to live at Ashton Manor? I mean,
    there must be your own home in the south, your lands, Ferncliffe
    Castle?"  

     

    "I love Brimley, and by some miracle have fallen in love with the
    sister of one of my dearest friends. Where else would I want to
    live, and bring up our children, but in a place where I've been
    happy, with good company and family? The wonderful Deveril family.
    Thanks to you, I've been reborn."  

     

    Sarah pressed him back down onto the pillows. "You don't have to
    decide everything now, love."  

     

    He nodded firmly. "I do. We'll be married as soon as I can get out
    of this bed, and our child will be born in about seven months' time
    at a guess. I shall sort my affairs as best I can, with the help of
    your good self, of course, and we'll be blissfully happy," he said
    in a firm tone which allowed no room for doubt.  

     

    She smiled up at him. "It sounds wonderful."  

     

    He returned her grin, stroking her cheek as though he would never
    get tired of looking at her. "It will be. I've been in limbo for two
    years. You've brought me back to life again. I don't want to waste
    another minute of it. You're a woman beyond my wildest dreams,
    matchless, as the poem says. And another famous poet said, 'Carpe
    diem. Seize the day.' I aim to do just that."  

     

    She smiled. "So do I. But as long as you're in this bed, undressed,
    would it be too terrible of me to suggest that we seize a few other
    things as well?"  

     

    He dragged her on top of him and kissed her passionately, until the
    blood began to thrum in her veins.  

     

    At length he cursed, "Drat your breeches."  

     

    She giggled happily. "My thoughts exactly."  

     

    "Then help me."  

     

    "Gladly. Always," she purred, stripping them and the shirt off until
    she was naked.  

     

    He caressed her boldly, his eyes never closing as he drank in his
    fill of the lovely sight of her creamy flesh, her lush pinkness. He
    tugged her onto his abdomen, straddling her legs over his jutting
    hips, and spreading them wide.  

     

    He steadied her with both hands on her waist, and she sat astride
    him, melding them into one. She undulated her hips in a compelling
    rhythm, until he was panting, shivering, so close to the edge he was
    sure he would explode.  

     

    Yet somehow she could keep him dangling infinitely, poised on a
    knife-edge of maddening need, almost completely fulfilled, yet still
    wanting and needing so much more.  

     

    "Mmm, yes, always and forever, my dearest Sarah, my love, my wife,"
    he rasped, before surrendering to the sensual bliss with a sigh.  

     

    She smiled down at him, her soft words echoing in his head as she
    pushed his passion up and over the edge into oblivion. "Forever, my
    precious love."  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: after]Afterword 

     

    In this novel I wanted to consider the issue of what constitutes
    identity. The war against Napoleon in Spain and France fragmented
    many lives, and not just with weapons. Many men, and women too, were
    displaced, dispossessed, and the war often treated as an opportunity
    for profit and plunder upon innocent victims.  

     

    Jane Austen has often been criticised for not dealing specifically
    with the implications of the war against Napoleon in her novels. But
    we can find many military characters, such as Captains Wentworth,
    Benwick, Harville and Admiral Croft, in Persuasion, and
    are given ample clues as to the hardships that they faced.  

     

    Perhaps she avoided writing about it because it was too close to
    home, with her brothers and no doubt many other male acquaintances
    embroiled in the long war on land and at sea.  

     

    Alexander Deveril, actually Jason Alexander Davenport, struggles to
    discover his identity, and comes to terms with the shocking reality
    of what has happened to him and what he has done. He is scarred in
    both body and mind, and it will take some time for him to adjust to
    life in post-war Europe. We will be seeing him in later novels as he
    tries to find a niche for himself once more and settle down as a
    family man. As you can guess, they are Rakehells, so their life
    together is not going to be completely uneventful!  

     

    Jonathan has developed throughout the three novels thus far, as has
    his sister Sarah. Thus I thought it was high time she had a
    thrilling adventure and love affair of her very own.  

     

    Another character in this series who has developed is young
    Elizabeth Eltham, the Duke of Ellesmere's sister. As you will recall
    from the start of this novel, Elizabeth has gone off to Ireland with
    her brother and the other Rakehell founder, Clifford Stone and his
    wife. Some interesting adventures will await them there, and fans of
    my novel Scars Upon her Heart are about to be reunited
    with some old friends. And enemies? Only time will tell!  

     

    We will also be seeing Blake, Michael, and Gareth all coming home
    soon. The details of the battles of Bayonne and Toulouse are all
    factual, as are the details about the end of the war in 1814. We
    will also still have Napoleon's return of the Hundred Days to look
    forward to in coming novels.  
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    Ireland, 1814  

     

    Elizabeth Eltham, beloved sister of the Thomas, the Duke of
    Ellesmere, travels to Ireland with her brother and his friend
    Clifford. After the tragic death of their sister Jane, Thomas and
    his friends the Rakehells want to protect her more than ever from
    the flock of fortune hunters who circle her at every turn. 

     

    Elizabeth doubts she will ever find a man who can truly love her for
    herself, not her rank and fortune. But one chance meeting with a
    dashing stranger in a cave is enough to awaken Elizabeth as a woman
    ripe for love. Everyone she meets in Ireland longs to marry a Duke's
    daughter; she must trust her instincts to choose the man who loves
    her best. 

     

    But her choice of husband has far more cataclysmic consequences that
    her own personal ones, as Elizabeth must help save her beloved, and
    all of Ireland, from a devastating French invasion…. 
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    Sorcha MacMurrough is a multi-published author from Ireland who has
    taught English literature and English and Irish history. She has
    lived all over the UK and Ireland, including London, Edinburgh, and
    Dublin. Her favorite cities to live in or visit are Bath and York.
    She loves old houses, castles and estates and can usually be found
    touring these locales to help make all of her settings come alive
    for her readers. Sorcha loves the Regency period and the Napoleonic
    era in particular, which form the beginning of the modern world as
    we know it.  

     

    Her novels have been chosen as monthly "Top Picks" by Romantic
    Times, and she has also been nominated for a Reviewer's Choice award
    for best novel of the year by Romantic Times. When she is not
    writing, researching and teaching, she cooks, knits Aran sweaters,
    and enjoys spending time with her large family. She loves Irish
    dancing and music, and beachcombing on the shores of Donegal, Sligo
    and Galway.  
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    This is a remarkable novel, with a fascinating hero and heroine who
    meet in the most unusual manner, and light up the pages of this
    stunning historical romance. 

     

    The setting becomes a vivid character all of its own thanks to this
    talented author, as Elizabeth Eltham, one of the Rakehell set, tries
    to save Ireland and the home she loves from Napoleon's invading
    troops. 

     

    The hero Will is physically and emotionally scarred, and we eagerly
    follow him along on his path to true love and redemption. The
    secondary characters are fascinating in their own right, and make us
    eager for a sequel as soon as possible to this magical novel. 

     

    -Evelyn Trimborn 

     

    

 

    An incredible book, with compelling characters, mystery, suspense,
    and some of the hottest love scenes I've ever read. I loved scarred
    hero Will and how he wins his true love Elizabeth, only to have her
    nearly snatched from him in a bizarre twist of fate. The author
    certainly knows how to keep the pages turning. I hated for it to
    come to an end, and all I can say is, I can't wait for the next
    books in the series. Pure magic from start to finish. 

     

    -Jacinta Carey  

     

    

 

    A beautiful historical romance, firmly set in the Napoleonic War and
    Regency period, with two unforgettable characters.  This was a
    real page-turner I devoured in one sitting. One thing is for sure,
    the Rakehell characters are totally fascinating. I love the way
    Elizabeth develops in the Rakehell series, and Will, the complex and
    wounded hero last seen in Scars Upon Her Heart, is able to sort
    through the clues of their past to build toward their happy if
    hard-won future. 

     

    The romance was very sensual, and the setting breathtaking and
    magical. Sexy and scintillating alternates with heart-rending and
    profoundly moving in this marvelous roller-coaster of love. 
    The Scarred Heart is the kind of novel you continue thinking about
    long after you've finished, and one you will put on your keeper pile
    and look forward to reading again. 

     

    -Annabelle Stevens  
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    Cast of Main Characters in The Scarred Heart

     

     

    The Duke of Ellesmere, Thomas Eltham, a Rakehell, lives at
    Eltham Castle, Somerset, England, currently visiting his Irish
    property Ellesmere Manor 

    The Duchess of Ellesmere, Charlotte Eltham, nee Castlemaine,
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    31 August 1814 

     

    Two pairs of eyes scanned the coast, looking for the long-awaited
    signal. Nothing. Still nothing. Hour after hour, day after
    day, yet still nothing. 

     

    Both pairs of eyes looked wearily out to sea, and wished that it
    could all be over at last. The long years of war had taken their
    toll. It would be good to have the fighting finally finished. 

     

    Many people had foolishly assumed that just because Napoleon had
    abdicated as Emperor of France in early April, it was all over. But
    it would never be over until the ultimate victory was achieved. 

     

    One of the men longed for the return of the glorious Bonaparte. 

     

    The other yearned for a decisive victory by the Coalition forces so
    that everyone could at last breath a sigh of relief, and get back to
    something approaching a normal life. 

     

    Both wished for peace, to go home to their families, their houses.
    Neither was sure what that would mean. The prospect was almost
    frightening. 

     

    It had been so long, over three years, since they had lived a
    regular life. The prospect of being under the same roof, within the
    same four walls, night after night, in a decent bed, with good food
    and warmth, regular companionship, was almost more than the men
    could fathom. 

     

    One of them dreamed of all the glory, the rewards to be had once
    this last great mission was complete and the final victory was won.
    Then everything he had ever lusted for would be his for the taking.
    Women, money, jewels, estates… 

     

    The other longed to be able to return to the estate where he had
    grown up without any shadows to mar his future.  His name
    cleared, all the charges against him dropped, and any lingering
    doubts about his character and loyalties put to rest at last. And
    not just his name cleared, but his poor deceased father's as well. 

     

    He knew how lucky he had been ever since he had been arrested, had
    escaped, and been forced to flee his homeland. But he would not rest
    until he had got back everything he had lost, with interest. 

     

    Money he already had, jewels, an estate near Grenoble which he and
    his sister and her husband had inherited jointly a couple of months
    before. At least they had got to see their old uncle before he had
    died. 

     

    But he wanted his own home. And more than anything, he wanted his
    father back. And his wife and unborn child. 

     

    He tried to quash the thought, but the grief had already begun to
    grip his chest and squeeze like a vice.  He forced his mind
    away from the guilt and pain, and scanned the aquamarine sea once
    more carefully. But he saw nothing. 

     

    Feeling winded by his recollection of his wife's death, he hovered
    just inside the concealed entrance to the cave, and rubbed his damp
    eyes for a moment. 

     

    He breathed in the crisp, clean sea air, and fought for composure as
    the torment engulfed him. 

     

    She had known the risks, just as he had. But she had been driven by
    her cause, had felt invincible, and had paid the price. Her and the
    child she had carried. 

     

    The recollection clutched at his heart like a fist milking the
    lifeblood out of him in long, agonizing spurts. He took a steadying
    breath, taste the salt of the sea and his own tears, and scanned the
    rapidly graying ocean once more while he cuffed his eyes with the
    backs of his sleeves. 

     

    As his vision cleared, he stiffened, and blinked.  The sea was
    empty, but now a small figure appeared on the beach some distance
    away. 

     

    Normally neither man would have paid much attention, for there were
    often local people on the beach looking for mussels or gathering sea
    sticks to drag up the sand past the surf to leave there to dry. They
    would return several days later to glean them like so much kindling. 

     

    There weren't too many fishing coracles on this stretch of the
    beach, so it was a relatively quiet and secluded stretch of the
    Irish coastline, which was precisely why it had been chosen as the
    site of the planned French invasion. 

     

    There was some smuggling from here to France, but the Royal Navy had
    blockaded the French ports effectively for the past few years. 

     

    In any event, there were only one or two houses close enough to the
    shoreline for the moonrakers to hide their contraband, so that it
    really wasn't worth it in most cases to even try. 

     

    Most of the seven houses which made up the small hamlet of Ardmore
    were well away from the beach. The rutted roads were not the best
    for transporting heavy casks of brandy and other contraband goods. 

     

    Two spyglasses focused on the approaching figure. Both men adjusted
    their lenses to get a better look. 

     

    For she was certainly worth looking at. Worth possessing. 

     

    Long raven hair flowed over her shoulders, which were clad in a
    lovely white on white embroidered shawl.  A straw sunbonnet
    protected her porcelain skin from the sun beating down. 

     

    Even though the full brim obscured most of her face, it was easy to
    see she was a beauty. She was elegant, tall, curvaceous, clad in a
    fine pale yellow muslin gown which was so light-weight as to be
    virtually see-through in the glow of the sun as the gown flattened
    against her lithe body body thanks to the gusting wind. 

     

    She could not be a local, each man guessed, for such pulchritude and
    refinement had seldom graced this isolated cove. 

     

    So which house had she come from? There were five to choose from
    according to each man's perspective, leaving out their own and the
    one of their colleague. 

     

    Each watcher began to try to work out the solution to the problem
    while she bent to remove her shoes and stockings. 

     

    Catching glimpses of her bare ankles and calves was more than they
    could bear. Each could feel his mouth go dry, his body harden with
    hot, urgent desire. 

     

    Then the lovely young woman ran down to the surf and began to kick
    and splash in the waves, her skirts up around her knees. 

     

    One man longed to go down from his cliff-edge eyrie and snatch her
    to him for a kiss. She was a lovely little filly, obviously
    high-spirited and the sporting type. 

     

    He could feel his loins tighten, his hands tremble with lust. Yes,
    to possess a treasure like that, especially if she turned out to be
    a sprightly young thing, would make this long tedious wait
    worthwhile. 

     

    The other man watched from his vantage point inside the secret cave.
    He focused his glass on her and saw her blue eyes, her rosy cheeks
    and velvety pink lips. Those were lips worth kissing. Full and
    sensual, soft and seductive. Oh, what he wouldn't give for one taste
    of that lusciously ripe mouth. 

     

    She was a lovely woman, lithe, spirited, and intelligent. He could
    tell from the spark in her eyes. For the first time since his wife
    had died, he felt desire burn in his loins, but told himself not to
    be foolish. Why would a woman like her ever take a second look at a
    man like him? Even if she did, she would hear his terrible
    family history soon enough, and flee in horror. 

     

    Against his better judgment, he slid open the concealing slab to the
    cave and stepped out to get a closer look at the gorgeous girl. 

     

    As he watched her sport and play in the surf, his heart hammered in
    his chest, a tell-tale surging of the blood which almost defied him
    to deny it. 

     

    Yes, to possess a rare woman like that, so chaste and pure, would be
    worth the risk. It might even make all the hell he had been through
    for the past few years worthwhile. 

     

    The man at the top of the cliff was so absorbed in watching the girl
    he never noticed the man standing on the beach below. 

     

    But he did see the storm approaching, the grey clouds scudding in
    suddenly from the west. Much as he wanted to go down and tumble the
    lissome wench, it would not do to be caught in the downpour. There
    would be too many questions if he did. So he raced back to his
    house, folding his spyglass as he ran. 

     

    The man near the cave saw the storm approaching as well, and the
    girl in the semi-transparent gown blissfully unaware of it. Should
    he warn her? Try to get her back safely to wherever it was she had
    come from? Or should he simply take shelter? 

     

    Or take shelter with her? a wicked voice inside his head
    tempted him. 

     

    No, he couldn't. Everything hinged on keeping this cave a secret. He
    simply could not expose its whereabouts to someone he knew nothing
    about, no matter how lovely she was. 

     

    He decided to leave it to Fate. The entrance was already open. If
    she found it herself, fine. If not, well, she would get drenched,
    poor thing, but that would be as far as it went. 

     

    He took one last look at the refined young beauty and reluctantly
    headed back into the cavern. Thunder rumbled, lightning flashed, the
    clouds loured. Yet he still stared, until he saw her fall in the
    surf and get soaked. 

     

    The gown was now saturated, and clung to her every ample curve,
    making him groan as his loins flamed nearly out of control and the
    scent of sweet hot lust mingled with the salty brine of the sea
    cave. 

     

    But he had to get inside. There was still so much to do, even though
    he was sure now that they would not be coming. At least not today. 

     

    As the heavens opened and the rain poured down, he gave the
    beautiful young woman a last lingering look and lowered his head to
    duck down into the entrance to the cavern. Soaking wet she might
    get, but at least her life would be spared. 

     

    For if anyone discovered that she had stumbled upon this cave, she
    would be a dead woman. 
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    The wind whipped through Elizabeth Eltham's raven-black hair as she
    strode along the beach, enjoying the solitude and the bright August
    sunshine. It was the first day she had had completely to herself
    since she and her brother and the rest of their party had arrived in
    Ireland almost four months ago. 

     

    It had partly been her own fault. She had immersed herself so much
    in the affairs of each of the vast Eltham estates they had come to
    survey that she had ensured she would rarely get a moment to
    herself. 

     

    But she had decided it was high time she put away childish things.
    She wanted to emulate her friend Vanessa Stone in every way. Vanessa
    was a truly accomplished and beautiful woman, educated, and a great
    help to her husband Clifford, as well as his constant companion and
    love of his life. 

     

    Elizabeth sighed. She knew that was the real cause of her seeking to
    be alone on such a fine day. She had been delighted when her brother
    Thomas had married Charlotte, truly. But between that happy couple
    and the Stones, she felt like a fifth wheel. 

     

    The most recent letters from home at Brimley, Somerset, only seemed
    to reproach her further for her single state. Jonathan Deveril had
    written to tell them of his bliss with his new wife Pamela, whom he
    had married at Eltham Castle just before they had come to Ireland. 

     

    Even more remarkable had been the news that Jonathan's sister Sarah
    had also recently been married, to one of their other Rakehell
    acquaintances, Alexander Davenport. They were expecting a child in
    February. 

     

    Everyone had been stunned, but delighted. Sarah had always been so
    level-headed and respectable. The sister of a vicar, no less. 

     

    Of course, there had been special circumstances. Alexander had been
    blind and injured, with no recollection of his true identity at
    first. Kind and tender-hearted Sarah had obviously taken pity on the
    man and allowed him to live at the vicarage. Now their baby was well
    on its way. 

     

    Once Alexander had discovered his true identity and sorted out his
    affairs, they had moved into Jonathan's wife's old home, Ashton
    Manor. Jonathan had presided over a small quiet ceremony on the
    grounds. He wrote that his wife Pamela had saved cake for the
    missing Rakehells, which would be waiting for them as soon as they
    returned. 

     

    Elizabeth hoped for her friend's sake that Alexander was not too
    ugly or badly injured. The war had damaged many a hale and hearty
    young man in the most appalling ways. She just couldn't imagine… 

     

    Or imagine Sarah of all people giving herself so completely to a man
    she hardly knew. It was unthinkable.... 

     

    Yet think about it she did, much to her shame. She was both
    appalled, and fascinated at the thought of what women did for love. 

     

    She shuddered despite the heat of the day. How different might all
    their lives have been if Elizabeth's own beloved sister Jane had not
    eloped with Herbert Paxton, a plausible but fiendish seducer… 

     

    She knew Thomas had told her not to fear. That when she met the
    right man she would know it. 

     

    But it was not so simple as that. For one thing, her brother kept
    such a close eye on her, and was so stern with any young man who so
    much as looked in her direction, she was lucky if she ever got to
    dance at any of the balls at all. 

     

    Admittedly, it had been a lot better since they had come to Ireland.
    Thomas had decided that to avoid flaunting their title, they would
    travel as the Elthams, rather than the Duke and Duchess of Ellesmere
    and their sister Lady Elizabeth. They had been pretending to be
    lesser cousins simply doing a summer tour of the island. 

     

    It was primarily a business trip in any event. They did not need
    dozens of people toadying to them when all Thomas really wanted to
    do was get home to Brimley before their first child, due in the late
    autumn, was born. 

     

    Elizabeth had found the little ruse regarding their identity most
    convenient. But now that she was at Ellesmere Manor, she had
    insisted they tell the truth, for one glimpse of the lovely old
    white house sparkling by the seaside as they had driven up the
    tree-lined drive which seemed to stretch for miles had been enough
    for her to decide that this was to be her new home. 

     

    The two loving couples didn't mean to make her feel left out, she
    knew. But it had to be hard for the Stones, especially with their
    two small children on the trip as well. She did as much as she could
    to help, but she always felt an intruder, slightly embarrassed, as
    if she had seen something she should not, though Clifford treated
    her with almost excessive deference. 

     

     Vanessa had given birth to their second child a several weeks
    before in Galway, another fine healthy baby boy, and she was
    blooming.  If anything the couple looked as though they were
    well on their way to creating a third, Elizabeth thought with a
    blush. 

     

    Charlotte and Thomas were even more amorous now that she was rosily
    pregnant. Elizabeth had caught them several times in most torrid
    situations, and hardly dared enter a room without knocking and
    waiting at least five minutes.  

     

    Elizabeth again suppressed a twinge of envy for the two lucky young
    married women who seemed to have found heaven on earth with their
    most attentive spouses. 

     

    Elizabeth strode up the beach, enjoying the exercise, the glorious
    well-being of body, mind and spirit which only a day by the seaside
    could give. Feeling as light-hearted as a child, she stooped to take
    off her shoes and stockings, looking around on the beach to make
    sure no one saw her. 

     

    Her thin pale yellow muslin gown was one of her more sheer ones,
    cool and comfortable. She noted as she bent to untie her garters
    that it was almost see-through in the bright sunshine. But what did
    it matter, when she was alone, and the day so magnificent? 

     

    She pattered up and down in the cool sand first, and lifted her
    skirts up to her knees with one hand as she ventured into the surf.
    Just as she had thought. The bright sunshine was deceptive. This was
    the south of Ireland. The water was slightly warm, but not nearly as
    comfortable as a nice bath at home. Still, it was fun to kick,
    splash and run, playing tag with the tide as it roared in and the
    sun dipped lower toward the horizon. 

     

    The wind picked up, plastering the gown to her body. Gray storm
    clouds began to scud across the sky, dark, ominous. That was another
    thing about the south coast of Ireland-the sudden storms which could
    spring up out of the Atlantic like evil water sprites. 

     

    She looked up the beach again, right and left, this time seeking
    shelter. She knew the storm was going to descend in less than ten
    minutes. The house was at least fifteen minutes away up the strand,
    unless she ran like the wind. But then the tree-lined avenue might
    pose a danger of its own if this were a thunderstorm. 

     

    As if to answer her question, the ground trembled under her feet as
    the thunder rumbled.  A fork of lightning flashed through the
    sky, causing her to start. She fell into the surf, saturating her
    clothes up to her waist. 

     

    Blast. It was bad enough getting soaked by a storm. Now she was
    drenched by frigid salt water, and her sopping skirts were only
    going to slow her down if she tried to make a run for Ellesmere
    Manor. 

     

    Elizabeth caught sight of a movement out of the corner of her eye.
    As she gazed hard at the cliffs opposite the sea, she thought she
    saw something dark and bright at the same time. A man? 

     

    She blinked again as the first huge drops began to plop down on her.
    No, a dark hole. A cave. Shelter. 

     

    Pushing herself off the sand, she lifted her dripping hem and began
    to run as fast as her long legs could carry her. The fierce wind
    tugged at her shawl and broad-brimmed sunbonnet like witch's
    fingers, sending them sailing up the beach. Elizabeth paused only an
    instant before pressing on. Losing a couple of garments was the
    least of her worries. 

     

    The lightning flashed jaggedly once again. The accompanying boom
    from the heavens would have been enough to strike fear into the soul
    of even the most rational of women. Young and alone as she was,
    Elizabeth could not help giving a start of fear. With a final spurt
    she charged the rest of the way up the beach, and crept into the low
    cave entrance. 

     

    She tried to straighten, but found herself pressed up hard against
    the front of a lean, solid masculine body. She gasped and would have
    turned to flee, but the deep voice in the darkness soothed, "It's
    all right. You're safe. I won't hurt you." 

     

    "Unhand me!" she said to the pitch darkness, trying to squirm away
    from the all too male presence. 

     

    "Sush, it's fine," he said, grasping her hands lightly. 
    "Listen to the storm. You can't go back out there. It's too
    dangerous. Stay with me. Stay, please." 

     

    His warm grip had traveled up her arms to her shoulders, his thumbs
    lightly caressing the bare flesh of her neck and throat, dipping
    into the hollow at the apex of her collarbones in an almost
    proprietary way, as if clasping the object of his deepest desires. 

     

    "How do you come to be here, sir?" she gasped, going hot and cold
    all over in an   instant at the sensuous contact. 

     

    "Like you. Taking shelter from the storm." 

     

    His hands slid down to her bare arms now, and he could feel the
    goose-pimples rising upon her silken flesh. 

     

    "You're freezing," he said softly. 

     

    His warm breath fanning her cheeks only made her shiver more. She
    wanted to move, out of the cave, or at least out of his grasp, but
    it was as though she were somehow frozen in time. 

     

    Yet when his hands left her body, Elizabeth nearly cried aloud. She
    found herself stepping closer into the warm wall of his frame. She
    had no sense of space in the pitch darkness, and put out her hands
    to explore her surroundings. She came up against a rock-hard abdomen
    and chest encased in a heavy linen waistcoat, the muscles rippling
    powerfully under her hands as he removed his jacket to drape it over
    her shoulders. 

     

    The heat of the coat, heavier than her thin summer-weight muslin and
    still warm from his body, was like a caress. Almost without thinking
    she wrapped her arms around his waist. She shivered with heat and
    cold and something nameless, as shadowy as the man she was with. 

     

    She lifted her head to look into his face, but all was darkness. Her
    eyes closed as his lips came over hers in an exploratory kiss. His
    hands were light around her slender back. She knew she could step
    away if she wished. Instead, she stood on tiptoe, the better to
    deepen the contact and press herself into the delightful comfort of
    his body. 

     

    One part of her mind screamed that what she was doing was so
    incredibly wrong she was bound to burn in Hell for it. Not to
    mention what her brother would say if he ever found out. 

     

    The other part of her had never felt so alive. Her family was most
    affectionate, but this was something far more. The embrace contained
    need, longing, wonder, and passion. Danger, fear, pain, and sadness.
    It was as if he spoke the words aloud: "I need you. Don't go." 

     

    Yet Elizabeth was sure he could not have uttered a sound.  As
    his hand stroked the damp tendrils of hair away from her cheeks, his
    other hand running down the length of her tresses to her bottom, her
    lips parted and his tongue now twined sinuously with her own. He
    tasted magnificent, of cinnamon and a host of exotic spices and
    tangy orange peel. He smelled like a rich citrus grove, along with
    fine leather and linen.  

     

    Elizabeth drank him in like fine wine, each sip leaving her gasping
    for more, each tantalizing fragrance caressing her sensitized nerve
    endings. She heard his heart thundering in his chest in time with
    her own, like the surge of the tide, the rhythm of their breathing,
    in, out, in, out. She moved her hands up his broad back, curving the
    fingers of one into his thick, longish hair. The other kneaded his
    left shoulder. 

     

    He flinched at once, as though a stray bolt of lightning had struck
    him. Damn, he thought, gasping with pain, then pleasure. He
    had barely had any sensation in it for so many months that he had
    almost forgotten the shell fragment still lodged deeply inside the
    muscle. No one had touched him in so long, he had not realized it
    was still so painful. 

     

    But as her long fingers began to insinuate themselves into the
    opened throat of his shirt, all pain was forgotten. He had never
    felt so soothed, or so rampantly aroused. 

     

    His two gasps of pain had served to deepen their kiss. He grabbed
    her so convulsively she was now pressed up the full length of him.
    Every inch of his body writhed against her, including those of his
    desperately yearning manhood. He half-expected her to jerk herself
    free and slap his face. It was what any decent, sensible girl would
    do. 

     

    But the lithe beauty stood her ground. His hands roved down her
    delectable curves, and he cupped her to him more forcefully. 
    He flattened her against the broad smooth rock which served as the
    door to his cavern, pressing their bodies together from head to toe. 

     

    His shoulder still felt on fire, but her fingers continued to grip
    him there, while her other hand was now traveling down his back in a
    long sweep that ended on one of his buttocks. 

     

    Elizabeth was hanging on for dear life, trying to right her reeling
    world. She had had to put up with one or two bold kisses in her
    time. They were a sad fact of life if one was a wealthy heiress. 

     

    But this was like nothing she had ever experienced before, wild and
    thrilling, yet not even satisfying, for already her whole body
    seemed to be begging for more. More of what, she had no real idea,
    except that it was the forbidden fruit which she had heard spoken of
    in whispers. What men and women did when they were alone, when and
    only when they were married. And when they need have no fear of any
    child coming of the matter. 

     

    Still, she knew that was not quite true either: Jane and Sarah had
    been proof of that. As would she be if she kept letting this total
    stranger whose face she could not even see keep touching her like
    that. 

     

    For his hands had begun to rove all over, exploring, soothing, yet
    setting on her fire at the same time, scorching her through the thin
    drenched muslin of her gown. Her shoes and stockings had fallen from
    her nerveless fingers, and now the man's jacket tumbled onto the
    sand as he stroked down her neck, shoulders, back, right down to her
    thighs. 

     

    A tickling coolness upon her calves told her he was now tugging up
    her dress. She jumped in shock as one hand shot up her thigh, and
    was impeded only by her lacy linen drawers. He pulled her leg up
    high against his waist and ground their hips together, leaving
    Elizabeth aquiver with desire. She groaned against his questing lips
    and pulled him tighter. 

     

    At last his mouth freed hers, moving along her cheek. His kisses,
    open and hot. traveled down her neck and throat, downwards to the
    neckline of her gown, licking, nuzzling. The rasp of his lightly
    bristled chin made her arch her back even more fiercely. With a few
    flicks of his lean hard fingers, he bared her breasts and began to
    suckle their tops and licked between them, until at last his mouth
    slid over to take one nipple into his mouth. 

     

    Elizabeth frenziedly yanked at the fastenings of his shirt, trying
    to touch him everywhere at once, his warm soft skin like a drug she
    could not get enough of. His lightly downed chest was like nothing
    she had ever felt, rippling with muscles which she felt sure could
    squeeze the life out of her if they chose. 

     

    Yet his huge hands were so gentle as they whispered over her, one
    hand upon her bare bottom, the other gliding down the delicate curve
    of her stomach until he reached her soft curls. Only then did she
    understand the true nature of what was about to happen to her if she
    didn't try to control this wildfire passion which had sprung up in
    the darkness and was blazing out of control. 

     

    "It's all right," he whispered against her tingling breasts. "Much
    as I hate to let you go, I have to. I want our first time together
    to be far more than a roll a dank cave. You are so beautiful, such a
    treasure. Made for loving long and lingeringly." 

     

    He laughed, a low throaty sound which had her panting for him anew.
    "I can't believe it. Nothing like this has ever happened to me. But
    that's why it's too special. Just tell me your name, sweetest love.
    Then I shall give you one more kiss and let you go." 

     

    "Elizabeth. Elizabeth Eltham," she panted, her hands never still
    upon him. 

     

    He stiffened and stilled for a moment, but the enticing things she
    was doing to him with her nimble fingers was enough to urge him on
    once more. 

     

      

    "Elizabeth," the mysterious man murmured, her name upon his lips
    sounding like a tender vow that the most sensual delights would soon
    be hers. "I shall see you again soon, my most beautiful Elizabeth.
    Just promise me, darling, you'll never tell anyone about this place,
    our secret haven. If you promise, then one day soon, you shall be
    mine." 

     

    She would have asked a million questions, and yet only one: Will
      you make me yours now? 

     

    Her enigmatic lover had stilled, waiting for her answer, one hand
    now poised around her tender throat. 

     

    She whispered, "I promise. You and the cave are mine. I don't want
    to share you with anyone. I just want to be here with you like this,
    to revel in this, this magic, and make the whole world go away." 

     

    His hand between her thighs stroking her, and his mouth descending
    upon hers once more, silenced her utterly. She had no urge to ask
    him any more questions, not even his name. All she wanted was to let
    the incredible sensations wash over her like the thundering tide. 

     

    Elizabeth felt a flood of heat fly upwards to her face, downwards
    toward her hips. As one of his fingers pressed in deeply, she dug
    her nails into the bare flesh of his back and mewled like a kitten. 

     

    He laughed tenderly against her lips, and moved his finger and
    thumb. An inward quiver so strong it shook her from head to toe
    rippled through Elizabeth, causing her to gasp and pull away,
    open-mouthed with desire. 

     

    "Don't be afraid. It's only the beginning. A bit of light loving. I
    won't damage you or press my advances too far. Enjoy this brief
    taste of delight for now, and keep it locked in your memory until
    next we're alone, my love." 

     

    His hand moved again, and a rainbow sparkled in her head. Elizabeth
    gasped, writhed, and panted, her eyes tightly shut, swirling like a
    feather wafted by a hurricane.... 
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    When Elizabeth at last came to some sort of semblance of sanity, she
    was lying on her back in the sunshine on the beach. Alone. 

     

    She sat up quickly on the damp sand, looking around her. She was on
    the downward sea-facing slope of a low dune. The ocean sparkled in
    front of her like a polished sapphire. The wind had stilled to a
    gentle breeze which whispered across her bare skin. 

     

    She could hear the low pipe of a bird in the distance, and could
    taste the salty tang of the seaside air on her tongue. The sun
    warmed her languid limbs and breasts. There was not a cloud in the
    sky. It was almost as if the storm had never been. 

     

    Storm. Shelter. The cave. One hand flew up to her bosom in
    alarm. But no, she was decently clad. Her shoes and stockings lay
    beside her, and her gown was neatly down around her bare ankles. 

     

    She got up and stared at the base of the cliff, but could see no
    sign of any entrance. She walked up and down for some time, looking
    for some tell-tale sign, a footprint, scrapings, anything. All was
    gently rolling, without a trace of any human presence except her
    own. Soon even the dune she had awakened upon was indistinguishable
    from all the others as the sands shifted in the sea breeze. 

     

    Burning with shame, confusion, and not a little fear, she grabbed
    her shoes and stockings and fled back to Ellesmere Manor as fast as
    her trembling legs could carry her. Once there, she took the
    servants' back stairs, for the last thing she needed was to run into
    one of her family party. She was wet, covered in sand, crumpled,
    hatless, shawl-less and barefoot. 

     

    She ran into the room, and shut and locked the door. Only when she
    was in the safety of her small primrose, pale blue, and white room
    did she dare to think about what could have happened. 

     

    But had anything happened? There had been no sign of a storm, a
    cave. Had she simply lain down upon the beach and dreamed the entire
    erotic experience? 

     

    She blushed with mortification, ran into her small bathing chamber,
    and began to strip off her ruined gown. 

     

    Looking at herself in the mirror, the truth began to dawn on her.
    She touched her face, dared to touch her breasts, and admitted with
    another blush that she looked like a woman who had been well and
    truly tumbled. 

     

    She removed her gown and drawers, and with another blush of shame
    and wonder, touched herself below. It had been real. There was
    heated moisture but no soreness or blood. He had touched her
    intimately, but she did not think she had to fear pregnancy. Not
    through any resistance on her part, she admitted candidly, mortified
    at the way she had responded to a complete stranger. She hadn't
      even seen his face, nor asked his name.... 

     

    Elizabeth padded barefoot into the bathroom and opened the taps,
    lighting the small oil burner to heat the water as it passed through
    the tank which was filled from a rainwater trough at the top of the
    house. It was just many of the conveniences her brother had added to
    the house since he had become Duke several years before, and one she
    and the servants never took for granted. 

     

    As she swirled some Epsom salts into the running water, she replayed
    the entire scene over again in her mind, trying to put a face to her
    shadowy lover. She had no idea what had happened to her at the end.
    It had been like nothing she ever could have imagined. Her soul had
    taken flight in his arms. The next thing she knew she had been on
    the beach by herself. 

     

    She touched herself gently once more, and set herself aquiver all
    over again. She summoned up his presence once more in her mind, his
    taste, feel, scent, but dragged her hand away when she felt her
    breath catch in her throat in an impassioned sob. 

     

    Good Lord, what had he done to her? He might not have ruined
    her in the physical sense, but she had lost her innocence almost as
    irrevocably. For as Elizabeth got into the tub to scrub herself,
    every part of her body tingled. 

     

    Her lathered hands reminded her of his upon her, questing, seeking,
    thrilling. She dragged her hands away from her breasts, staring in
    horrified fascination at her peaked nipples and the rosy flush which
    tinged her skin from throat to knees. She felt as if there was
    nowhere he hadn't caressed her lingeringly, though he had never even
    removed any part of her clothing. 

     

    She added more cold to the bath, trying to freeze the heated passion
    from her sensitized flesh, but the contrast between her skin and the
    chilly water only made her shiver more with longing. Longing that he
    would come back and warm her with his magnificent huge body, his
    incredible large hands… 

     

    With a dismayed groan Elizabeth finished washing her hair and flung
    out of the tub. But the friction of the towels only made matters
    worse. She hurled them from her and reached for her silk wrapper.
    The soft material whispered over her breast and thighs sensually,
    and she gasped and hugged her arms to her to try to stop whatever
    was happening to her. 

     

    Was she ill? Had she caught some sort of fever? She couldn't
    stop tasting him, smelling him, wanting him. 

     

    As she lay on the four-poster bed, Elizabeth had to admit to herself
    she was fevered all right. She had been infected by wanton desire.
    She wanted nothing more than to lose herself in the extraordinary
    sensations he had evoked. But how was she ever to find him again? 

     

    The trouble was she couldn't. Even if she could, did she want to?
    For that way lay madness. Elizabeth knew nothing about him, only how
    he made her feel, the whirlwind passion he had filled her with. That
    was not exactly the best criteria for selecting a spouse, even if
    she knew who he was.  

     

    And marriage was more than likely not on the cards at all. She knew
    all too well from the many cautionary tales she had heard about men
    and their depravities that many just used a woman and then cast her
    aside, leaving her ruined and alone, sometimes with a child which
    would also be shunned by society, called an evil name.  It had
    happened to her own sister, for Heaven's sake, despite them having
    been strictly brought up.  

     

    What on earth had she been thinking when she had let him kiss her,
    touch her so? It had only been by sheer luck that she had got away. 

     

    Well, not luck at all, a little voice admitted. He had been
    the one who stopped. He had not pressed his attentions to their
    natural conclusion. Elizabeth had to acknowledge truthfully with a
    bitter groan that she would have been more than willing to continue
    onwards if he had. 

     

    She sat up, put her head in her hands and sighed heavily. Good
    Heavens, she was as much of a lewd woman as her sister had been.
    Worse. For at least Paxton had wooed Jane for weeks with warm words
    of regard. 

     

    A strange nameless, faceless man had kissed her once, and she had
    spread her legs like a tuppenny whore. 

     

    Well, perhaps it had not been quite that bad, she thought with
    another pang of longing, recalling his tender hands and his
    whispered promises. 

     

    What was wrong with the women in her family? Her brother Thomas
    seemed to have iron-clad control, never having indulged himself
    indiscriminately the way many men in their society did. All of the
    men in his set, the Rakehells, were most deferential toward women,
    respecting them for their intelligence and character even as they
    admired them for their beauty. They advocated equal rights for
    women, and espoused numerous other worthy causes, which had earned
    them their nickname, due to their rather passionate and
    devil-may-care way of fighting for social justice. 

     

    Clifford Stone, a respectable landlord, and Jonathan Deveril, a
    dashing young man now turned sober vicar, were Thomas' closest
    friends, without the least hint of sexual scandal attached to their
    names.  Dr. Blake Sanderson ran Sarah Deveril's clinic for
    fallen women in London, and was said to be little better than a
    monk.  Several of the other men had served in the war with
    distinction, such as Michael Avenel and Alexander Davenport.  

     

    Even Alistair Grant, one of the greatest barristers in England,
    could also be numbered amongst her brother's set. Though he was not
    as involved in politics, given his exalted position in the legal
    system of the country, he was still deemed a Rakehell for his ardent
    pursuit of justice for everyone, from king to commoner. 

     

    Most of the Rakehells were remarkably restrained, in fact. Only one
    of Thomas' friends, Philip Marshall, recently back from abroad, was
    said to be cutting cut a swath amongst the beauties of the Ton. Yet
    Thomas had said that all gossip could not be believed-appearances
    were often deceiving. 

     

    She trusted his judgment and opinion of Philip, that there was more
    to him than met the eye. All of Thomas' particular friends she had
    ever met had been decent, God-fearing men just like him. She sighed.
    Her brother most definitely seemed to be the only one in their
    family immune to lust. 

     

    But then, her brother had been lucky enough to find a good wife to
    settle down with. better to marry than to burn, as St. Paul had
    said. 

     

    Elizabeth feared men, feared desire. Yet the man who had almost
    taken her in the cave had set her afire. Yet surely matters between
    a man and a woman had to be more than just that? In fact, most
    couples in her society married for strategic reasons. Certainly not
    for love, let alone unbridled lust. The Rakehells who had married
    thus far had all made love matches, but they were the exception, not
    the rule. 

     

    How could she feel so strongly about someone she had never even
    exchanged a meaningful word with? She had no idea of his background,
    character, only what his lips had told her as they had run over her
    fevered flesh, thrilling her… 

     

    Elizabeth groaned again and heaved herself off the bed as the
    lassitude in her limbs threatened to engulf her. Lord, what was
    happening to her? She was sparking now without even touching herself
    in any way. 

     

    She pressed her palms together to take a deep breath, and then began
    to lay out a gown for dinner. She pulled out her undergarments from
    the dresser, and forced herself to think of mundane things like the
    garden and the account books, until at last she had safely covered
    her bareness, though she could feel the warm heat rolling off her
    thighs. 

     

    Then she donned her gown, a delicate spotted muslin of white with
    sapphire to match her eyes. She began to brush out her hair, but
    that was almost her undoing as she recalled his hot, hard hands
    stroking down its silken fall to her waist and bottom. 

     

    She tugged at the riotous waves almost furiously. Damn the man! How
    could he have done this to her? He had awakened her desire, swept
    her away on a wave of passion, then beached her on a deserted
    island, alone and bereft. 

     

    He had said he would find her again, but how was she to know who he
    was? Even now he could be lurking in the shadows, watching her. He
    had not known her name, though. So either he had not been able to
    see her face either, or he had seen her on the beach, but genuinely
    not known who she was. 

     

    As Elizabeth finished twisting her hair up on top of her head to
    secure it with some pins and combs, she went over in her mind the
    few neighbors she had met thus far. They had only been at Ellesmere
    Manor three days, saving it for last on their list of properties as
    she and her family party had worked their way anti-clockwise around
    Ireland. 

     

    They were supposed to stay at this last house for a few more weeks.
    Then her brother and his wife would head back to Brimley in time for
    the harvest and the birth of their first child. 

     

    She began to list each of the men she had met since their arrival,
    but discounted each of them in turn. The vicar Mr. Locke was too
    old, the verger Mr. Nolan too short and barrel-like in stature. The
    estate steward Mr. Phelps was married and not likely to be lurking
    in caves, especially not when she had seen him in the office with
    her brother just before she had set out on her long walk. 

     

    Certainly not Clifford Stone, for though the man had been just as
    tall and broad, he too was a most devoted spouse and would not have
    been in the cave. He and Vanessa had been heading off to Cork to
    shop after morning tea. She doubted it was possible for them to be
    back yet, let alone separated and lurking on the beach. 

     

    No, even if they had been playing some sort of romantic game of hide
    and seek amongst the dunes, the man had known she was a stranger,
    asked her name. It had not been Clifford or Mr. Phelps. 

     

    At a dead end, she sighed, but was not put off. It would be easy
    enough to discover how the other members of the household had spent
    their day. 

     

    But most of her clues pointed to the man having been a stranger. In
    which case, what manner of stranger? 

     

    She thought about the voice. Cultured, not much hint of any accent.
    Deep voice, baritone. Clothes? Heavy linen but good quality, coat
    more coarse. Locally made? She thought not. The clothes were a bit
    rough, but suited to the lifestyle of a country gentleman
    hereabouts. 

     

    Shirt open at the neck, no stock or cravat. Surely not a common
    laborer. Gentleman farmer? Dark clothes, pale hair? Or a glimpse of
    a snowy white shirt? She could not be sure she had seen him-the
    movement had been so fleeting. She thought it had been a blond
    man... 

     

     She had definitely seen the cave door. He had said he was
    sheltering from the storm too. The man's movement into it was what
    had alerted her to the shelter, and saved her from the tempest. 

     

    So, assuming her sense had not been deceiving her, he was possibly
    fair-haired, and definitely tall. Not much to go on, but better than
    nothing. How could she ever meet any man's eye again though, just
    knowing that he might be watching her, remembering how her body had
    begged him to take her…. 

     

    Elizabeth let out a steadying whoosh of breath and shook her hands
    to loosen the tension in her slender frame body. She had to think
    logically about this. There had been no real harm done, after all,
    except to her peace of mind and amour propre. For she
    certainly did not think much of herself after what she had done. 

     

    Almost done, she amended. Her only saving grace was that she
    had never been tempted to do anything like that before, even when
    she had had ample opportunity during her last trip to Bath in the
    spring. 

     

    But the Earl of Ferncliffe and Captain Breedon had turned out to be
    fiends as well. Breedon had nearly killed Sarah and her new husband
    Alexander, if all that her brother had told her was to be believed. 

     

    Hare and hounds! Was every man she was fated to come across no more
    than a rabid fortune hunter and traitor? For those two men, along
    with Paxton, had allied themselves with the French, nearly killed
    her brother and his friends. They would have succeeded were it not
    for the quick thinking and, some would say, divine intervention by
    the Deverils, Jonathan and his sister Sarah. Not to mention
    Jonathan's wife Pamela, who had bravely tried to save her sister
    Jane and niece Sophie from the evil Ferncliffe, and nearly been
    killed herself. 

     

    She shuddered at the recollection, and determined to write a letter
    to the Wrights, the kind family looking after her young niece, as
    soon as dinner was finished. Jane had been killed in a terrible
    fall, but her daughter Sophie was safe and would stay that way. She,
    and her brother too, she knew, would protect the little girl with
    the last breath in their bodies. Hopefully it would never come to
    that. But with the war so recently over, it was hard to get used to
    the notion that they might actually all be safe at last. 

     

    Elizabeth turned back to her more immediate problem, the identity of
    the mysterious man who had touched her so intimately and then let
    her go. She would ask her brother about the other houses along that
    stretch of coast. Even if the stranger did not live right on the
    beach, he had to know it pretty well to have found that cave. 

     

    The cave… That magical cave.   He had made her give her
    word not to tell. Had been most insistent upon it, judging from the
    more harsh, grating quality of his tone as he had urged her to swear
    she would never breath a word about it to anyone. 

     

    Well, there was no chance she would be telling a living soul about
    it soon, Elizabeth thought with a rueful twist of her lips as she
    put the finishing touches to her coiffure and went in search of a
    shawl. No, the shadowy cavern and what had nearly happened there was
    not something she was about to blurt out in this lifetime. 

     

    The bell rang for dinner. Elizabeth started and picked up the train
    of her gown. She took one last look at herself in the mirror, noting
    her high color, and decided she would lurk on the edges of the
    company that evening so as not to be the center of attention. 

     

    The last thing she needed was for her astute brother to see her
    blushing and flushed as if she had spent the day with her lover…. 
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    The tall man labored on in the dark, dank cave, sweat plastering his
    shirt and linen trousers to his limbs and back, until he stripped
    down to his sodden drawers, and then finally tugged off their
    cloying confinement. 

     

    He hardened all over again as he thought of the lovely woman who had
    so completely unmanned him like a schoolboy. She hadn't even laid a
    finger on his most sensitive flesh, and he had lost control. 

     

    He was more grateful than he could say that he had not tried to make
    love to her fully after all, for he would not have lasted one second
    inside of her thrumming secret core. 

     

    He shook his head. He had never imagined anyone like Elizabeth
    Eltham could ever exist. Let alone that such a one could possibly be
    in his arms in this God-forsaken cave. She was an alluring
    combination of innocence and desire in the most perfect and
    voluptuous form. 

     

    He had loved his wife, but she had not been breathtaking, and
    certainly not responsive. He had been young, eager; she had been
    more worldly, yet very very Catholic. According to her, flesh was
    sinful, desire something to be ruthlessly controlled. Rules,
    regulations, saint's days, feast days, her difficult monthlies which
    had left her indisposed for eight to ten days at a time, all of them
    had been barriers to any sort of intimacy developing during the
    short time they had been wed. The final straw had been her work as a
    partisana. 

     

    He felt disloyal for even thinking of her religion and her cause so
    resentfully. After all, had they not all contributed to making her
    the woman he had loved and admired? 

     

    Admired, certainly, he admitted with a rare flash of candor. She had
    been fiery, passionate for freedom. But it was almost as if the
    slaughter of her family at the hands of the French at Burgos, and
    his assisting her, had opened up the floodgates of her passion,
    though it had not been for him. 

     

    He could not help wondering if her willingness to marry him had been
    only gratitude, pure and simple. And perhaps his own willingness had
    been not much more than a desire to at last lose his own virginity
    safely and cleanly, with no fear of disease or consequences, upon
    another virgin. 

     

    Wedlock had solved both their problems, he had to concede. She had
    got a protector who could help provide her with weapons and
    ammunition to defeat the devils who had ravaged her country and very
    nearly her own short stocky body. He had got an outlet for his
    yearnings and a promise to settle down and have a family as soon as
    God and the Emperor willed it. 

     

    Or Wellington, he remembered with a fond smile. Next in his pantheon
    after the Almighty. Napoleon of course had been Lucifer, the fallen
    angel. He sighed as he recalled the youthful idealism that had had
    him longing, with his family, for all of the depravities of the
    corrupt monarchies of Europe, including the British one, to be swept
    aside. For a new world order to be forged out of the principles of
    egalitarianism, equality and fraternity. 

     

    Instead they had had Robespierre's bloodbath and the rape and
    pillage of a Grande Armee bent on conquest, led by a little corporal
    from a tiny island which most people had never even heard of. 

     

    He shook his head, stripping off the last of his clothes until he
    was completely naked, and returning to his back-breaking labor, made
    all the more difficult by the limited mobility of his left shoulder
    and the low ceiling of the cave. 

     

    Or his own lofty head, he thought with a smile. Whoever had used
    this cave in the past must have been quite a bit shorter, he
    reflected, looking at the ragged planks of wood which had collapsed
    in a corner. They still bore some resemblance to a bed. 

     

    There were various unusual objects on the shelves, which had been
    dug into the walls along the perimeter of the cave. He occasionally
    paused to look at them. He was sure they were valuable, if only to
    be put in a museum as examples of how people had lived hundreds if
    not thousands of years before. Some of them certainly were
    beautiful. 

     

    He banged his head and looked up again in irritation.  The
    constant dripping over the years must have lowered the ceiling, he
    decided, looking once again at the fang-like projections which
    jutted downwards, always threatening to poke him in the eye or head
    if he forgot himself and rose to his full height of nearly six and a
    half feet. 

     

    Life was so strange, a seemingly random series of events. Something
    so simple as a chance meeting by a river, along a battlement, or
    even on a beach, in a cave, could change everything, he thought with
    a sigh. 

     

    He told himself he was being a romantic fool. Elizabeth Eltham was
    not for him. No woman was. Not now, perhaps not ever. His wife's
    death was still too raw, even admitting all he had to himself about
    the great number of limitations to their marriage. 

     

    Moreover, he had his job to do. Hauling, unpacking, counting,
    cleaning, repairing, readying all for the order to invade which he
    was sure would come fairly soon. The weapons were old, not in the
    best repair, having lain here in the dripping cave for so long, but
    they could still prove decisive in the fight for freedom. 

     

    The question was, freedom from whose point of view? The Spanish,
    French, Portuguese? The British? The Irish? The British authorities
    were claiming they would help restore order and their choice of
    government to the French. Yet the French people had loved Bonaparte.
    Over a million men had followed him and his vision of the world to
    the ends of the earth, from Egypt to Moscow to Lisbon to Sicily, and
    had given their lives for it, for their Emperor. 

     

    The British said they fought for freedom, yet the Irish Catholics
    had none. Ireland itself was a mere colony subject to all sort of
    injustices such as had been perpetrated upon the Americas four
    decades ago. They had the same exact British king, the same corrupt
    monarchy as they'd done then. 

     

    He had viewed the Emmett Rebellion of 1803 with horror a little over
    a decade ago; now, having come back after so long, with all of his
    bitter experiences of the war still so fresh in his mind, he was not
    so sure of his loyalty to the Crown any longer. 

     

    As he had looked around Dublin and Cork and seen the sleek
    complacent Protestant ascendancy with their ineffable sense of
    superiority, it had made him sick to think he had ever fought to
    preserve that way of life. The sacrifices they had all made, the
    good men who had fought and died…. 

     

    The vast irony of it all had not escaped his notice either: the
    colonizing British fighting to stop the French from colonizing as
    well. The oppressed Irish making up one-third of the British Army,
    and thus enforcing the Crown's repressive measures upon their own
    people in the economic and political spheres. Why, even Wellington
    himself had been born in Dublin. 

     

    His friends had told him to be patient, to wait to see how things
    would shake down. They would get their own houses in order, and then
    try to run for Parliament. Thomas Eltham, the Duke of Ellesmere, was
    a Radical, after all. More and more of them were coming into power
    all the time. 

     

    He sighed and tested his left shoulder, noticing that it seemed to
    feel even better than it had five minutes ago despite all the strain
    he had put on it heaving another couple of crates of muskets out
    into the central part of the cave to unpack, count, clean, and
    repair them as well. 

     

    He sighed heavily. Even if this mission were all over tomorrow, he
    would still have the Herculean task of putting his own house in
    order. Enough to ever bring home a wife, start a family? He shook
    his head. 

     

    Times had been hard all over Ireland, he knew that. His only
    consolation was that his house, despite all the damage which had
    been wrought,  was not nearly as bad looking as some of the
    others along this secluded stretch of coastline. 

     

    But somehow it seemed worse when compared with the jewel of
    Ellesmere Manor, and the even more precious woman who apparently
    resided there. She had been dressed with elegant simplicity. A
    lesser cousin? Quite likely. Surely not the Duke's sister? No, he
    didn't think so. She had been so simple and unaffected. 

     

    At least he hoped not. For if she were, then he would have no chance
    of winning her for his bride. 

     

    Married? No ring… And she had not tried to stop him from... But her
    being wed already would be another insurmountable obstacle to his
    hopes. He was simply not that kind of man. 

     

    He sighed again. The loss of the lovely young woman from his life
    was even more unthinkable than the little voice inside his head
    telling him to use the weapons which surrounded him in the dark
    cavern for something truly revolutionary. 

     

    Having touched and kissed Elizabeth, felt her writhing against him
    passionately as he had driven her to climax with his hand between
    her silken thighs and mouth on her gorgeously lush breasts, how
    could he ever let her go? 

     

    The memory of their passionate interlude threatened to overwhelm him
    all over again. He had practically collapsed with desire at her
    response, barely got her out of the cave and concealed the entrance
    before she had come to her senses. His tiny spy hole looking out
    onto the beach had revealed her alarmed response, her desperate
    attempt to find the entrance to the paradise they had shared once
    more. 

     

    He shuddered with longing again, yearning for the taste, touch,
    smell of her. He had been with a woman before, his wife, but the
    mere physical act had never prepared him for what Elizabeth had
    evoked within his own nature. He simply had to have her for his. 

     

    His what?  Mistress? No, out of the question. He had
    more principles than that. 

     

    Wife? What sort of husband would he make for a delicate
    blossom, a sensual woman like her? He had not been a notable success
    in his first marriage, now had he? 

     

    How could he ever hope to win that inestimable girl for his own, or
    make her happy, when he had been such a failure as a husband? When

he



      had killed his own wife?  
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    Once downstairs in the drawing room at Ellesmere Manor, it was
    impossible for Elizabeth to escape Thomas Eltham's notice. Her
    devoted brother embraced her even more warmly than usual and
    commented, "My, you're looking well-kissed by the summer sun." 

     

    She tried not to start at his words, far too close to the truth for
    her own comfort. 

     

    "Yes, you look very fine indeed," Charlotte said, observing her
    sister-in-law's glow. 

     

    "I suppose the storm didn't bother you too much, then?" Thomas asked
    as he handed her a glass of elderberry cordial. 

     

    "No, not really." 

     

    "It looked quite fierce. Phelps and I were cleaning out the desk
    when it hit. Fairly shook the house, so it did. Were you all right
    out in the open?" 

     

    "It wasn't so bad on the beach," Elizabeth said noncommittally. 

     

    "It was very fine in Cork up until the time we were starting back,"
    Vanessa said as she too gave her friend a warm hug. "Clifford was so
    worried, we ended up staying on another half-hour until it abated." 

     

    "Well, being under a tree is almost inviting the lightning to strike
    you, dearest," her husband pointed out mildly. 

     

    Vanessa put her arm around his waist and they gave each other the
    glowing look which Elizabeth had always envied in the past. Now she
    could well imagine giving and receiving one in return. 

     

    "Well, now that we've made such great inroads into the estate
    business, it's high time we became more sociable. Here three days
    already, and my cousins still haven't come to see us," Thomas said
    as they finished their drinks and proceeded into dinner, Elizabeth
    on his left arm so she would not have to go in alone. 

     

    "They understand. They've only just recently got back from the
    Peninsula themselves, now that we're sure the war is well and truly
    over," Charlotte said. 

     

    "Yes, they've been away a long time. Stewart and his wife, and
    Vevina's brother Wilfred, commonly referred to as Will. I know
    several of we Rakehells spent some time in the Army, but our
    sacrifice was as nothing compared to the men like Stewart and Will,
    who stayed until the very end." 

     

    "And the women's sacrifices," Vanessa put in, her tone one of
    reproach. "From what I hear, Vevina proved just as much of a hero as
    her husband and brother." 

     

    "Not to mention their friends," Clifford added. "Some of them are
    here too, aren't they?" 

     

    "Yes they are. Quite an interesting group of men and women. 
    The little news that ever filtered back to us from the Continent was
    quite remarkable," Thomas said with a shake of his head. "But we
    mustn't pry too much. Reading between the lines, I would say that
    Stewart and Wilfred were charged with some very important business
    by Wellington himself. 

     

    "I know when Stewart and Vevina were wed, Wellington gave the bride
    away, paid for their wedding, and stood godfather to the twins. They
    should have come home at the end of the Salamanca campaign. Then we
    got a letter saying they were all staying. There wasn't much news
    after that. I suspect that, like our old friend Jason, Alexander as
    he is now, they were working behind the scenes to help bring down
    Napoleon." 

     

    Charlotte smiled at her husband fondly. "That's just the romantic in
    you talking. You know yourself how highly decorated the two men are.
    You can't get medals like that by hiding in the shadows. You get
    them by leading your men on the battlefield, to victory after
    victory, as Wellington and our forces did." 

     

    "With some help from the Portuguese and Spanish," Elizabeth
    interjected. 

     

    "Yes, of course. In the end they were trained up quite well to fight
    thanks to Beresford and his officers. Though it has to be said there
    were enough local people in Portugal and Spain who didn't mind if
    Napoleon won if it meant they could line their own pockets." 

     

    Vanessa shivered. "I can't even begin to imagine what they must have
    suffered, their country being invaded like that. The women, the
    children." 

     

    "The lovely homes and fields laid waste too," Clifford said, putting
    his hand over his wife's. "Could you imagine how we would feel if we
    lost Stone Court?" 

     

    "Or Eltham Castle?" Charlotte whispered with a mournful look at her
    husband. 

     

    Elizabeth shrugged. "But it's only a house, land. Surely the people
    inside are what count more." 

     

    "Spoken like a true Eltham. But of course, with twenty or so
    properties belonging to your family, it's easy for you to say that,"
    Clifford teased. "Just pick up and move on to the next one." 

     

    They all laughed at his small joke, but Elizabeth's expression
    remained sober. "Perhaps it's different for me, since I'm a woman. I
    don't have any property of my own to speak of. I suppose all women
    become used to the idea that they will have to pack and leave their
    family home to go to their husband's one day." 

     

    "You know you're welcome to live with us for as long as you wish,
    Elizabeth," her brother said with a warm smile. "And now that you're
    longing to test your wings, we've agreed you can have your pick of
    any of the houses to run as you see fit. More than one if you really
    want to tie yourself down in such a manner. You won't come into all
    your money until you're twenty-one. But for the most part you can do
    as you wish, so long as your estate remains solvent." 

     

    She smiled back as her brother. "I was rather narrowing it down to
    this one or the one in Galway. I adore Brimley and the Castle, but
    there's just something about living by the sea." 

     

    "Not the one in Dublin then?" 

     

    She shook her head. "No, Thomas. It's a fine townhouse, but I don't
    want to be simply a Society hostess and live in a city. It's fine
    for visiting, the occasional trip up to town to shop and take in
    some of the cultural events, but it would be as bad if not worse
    than living in London or Bath all the time. No, I need the grass
    under my feet and the wind in my hair." 

     

    "You're awfully young to be wanting to rusticate at Ardmore,"
    Charlotte said with a smile. 

     

    Elizabeth looked at Vanessa. "I believe our friend here was quite a
    bluestocking down near Lyme Regis when she was running her aunt's
    estate, and she does not seem overly provincial." 

     

    "True. But there's the other rub. An appropriate chaperone." 

     

    "Mrs. Phelps will be more than vigilant, I'm sure. In any case, I
    shall be so busy running the estate, especially at harvest time, and
    during the winter planting season, that balls and so forth will be
    the least of my worries." 

     

    "But Mrs. Phelps will not be able to mingle in quite the same sphere
    as yourself. We would not wish you to be lonely." 

     

    "All the more reason why I'm glad our cousin Stewart
    Fitzgerald  and his wife Vevina will be so close by. They're
    coming to see us tomorrow with the whole family," Thomas said with a
    smile at his blue-eyed wife.  

     

    "Don't worry, darling, the servants have all been informed. All
    shall be in readiness for them to spend the day. We'd better get to
    bed early tonight, all of us. We'll certainly need all the energy we
    can get when she and the four children descend upon us." 

     

    "I'm looking forward to it. They sound like a fascinating couple."
    Elizabeth waited for a few moments and then asked, "Have you met or
    paid calls upon any of the other neighbors yet?" 

     

    Thomas shrugged. "The vicar and verger from the village we already
    know. The verger's sister Penelope is said to be a most excellent
    spinster. She might suit you as a companion. I'm ashamed to say I've
    not made as much of an effort as I should have with the rest, but
    we'll remedy that once we see our own relatives first. 

     

    "Then there is a trio of cousins of Stewart's on the other side of
    the family, Marcus Fitzsimmons and his sisters Amelia and Mary. They
    are genteel but poor, and have always tried to advance their
    connection with our family as well, claiming direct kinship. I don't
    mind. It's just a bit of vain affectation, after all. Our fathers
    were good friends, but I'm afraid he and I never got on. Marcus was
    always more chummy with Stewart's twin Samuel than either Stewart or
    myself. He was nice enough the last time I saw him, before the
    war.  As are his sisters. They might be good companions for
    you, Elizabeth. 

     

    "Then there are a pair of brothers next to them, the Teagues. The
    large clan near them are the Lynches. A pleasant enough family, even
    if the vicar shakes his head because they're Catholics. Honestly,
    how can you censure someone because they follow the dictates of
    their conscience? Not permit them to own property, vote…" 

     

    "Oh, please, darling, not Catholic Emancipation right now. At least
    wait until coffee. You know how it agitates your digestion." 

     

    "Aye, wife, that it most certainly does. It makes me sick to my
    stomach." 

     

    Clifford laughed. "Spoken like a true Rakehell. But I agree with
    Charlotte. One problem at a time, and no sense in getting agitated.
    It's going to take a campaign just as long, if not longer, than the
    tireless anti-slavery one which Wilberforce waged, to win this point
    in the Commons. Most Protestants, even moderate Anglicans, actually
    believe them to have tails." 

     

    "Damned lot of superstitious nonsense," the Duke scoffed. 

     

    Vanessa smiled. "True, but you have to admit, this is a most
    mysterious country, full of superstitions and bizarre monuments like
    those things they call dolmen. You know, the big triangular slabs
    said to signal the resting places of the ancient ones, the druids." 

     

    "With their flat slabs on top, they look like sacrificial altars." 

     

    They all agreed with Thomas, but Vanessa said, "They could be both.
    Who knows? It's said that a powerful group of druids once lived
    along this coast, in particular a husband and wife with remarkable
    powers, and her brother. They were supposed to have lived in a
    magical cave here at Ardmore, and a ruined old fortress up on the
    hill. Together they fought to hold back the tide of the Norman
    invasion being launched from Wales." 

     

    At the mention of a cave, Elizabeth started and shivered. Was it
    possible that she had stumbled upon a magical cave? The ghost of the
    former druid who had lived there? 

     

    She shook her head. It was ridiculous to be so fanciful. Her
    enigmatic lover had been real, warm, vibrant and alive. Very much
    alive, she thought with a blush. 

     

    She tried to concentrate on what her brother was saying. 

     

    "That sounds like Vevina and Stewart, and her brother Wilfred.
    Clancar Castle dates from the fourteenth century and is said to have
    all sorts of old dungeons and secret rooms. Will's house is a
    sixteenth-century ruin reputed to be situated on the remains of a
    much older house. Not that it was any fault of his that it was
    allowed to fall into disrepair. It was something to do with
    Stewart's brother Samuel, apparently, looking high and low for
    something. He sacked the place, apparently. He was always a rival of
    the Joyces. 

     

    "Their being away fighting to protect England from invasion for the
    past few years is just like the druids you were mentioning." 

     

    "What do you think they were looking for?" Elizabeth asked when she
    trusted herself to speak again. 

     

    Thomas sighed. "The Fitzgerald name has been linked with treasure
    for many years. Something to do with the exodus of many of the
    leading families from this area when the English began to clean out
    the good Catholic families who refused to conform to Protestantism.
    That period was known as the Flight of the Wild Geese.  So
    maybe treasure? Who knows? 

     

    "All I know is Vevina and Will fled for their lives, and joined the
    army, Vevina disguised as a boy. She met Stewart, they fell in love,
    and eventually married. They've been in the Peninsula ever since." 

     

    Charlotte looked from one to the other to see that they were all
    finished with their meals, and rose from her chair. "You'll find out
    all about them tomorrow. Right now I fancy some music, and then off
    to bed. To sleep," she added in an undertone to her fond husband,
    who had already slipped one arm around her waist with an
    enthusiastic grin. 

     

    Normally their light banter would not have bothered her, but she
    looked away and her cheeks flamed. 

     

    Thomas and Charlotte were oblivious, but Vanessa saw her look of
    consternation. Under cover of asking her to turn the pages for her
    at the pianoforte, she took the girl to one side. 

     

    "I'm sorry that we all seem to do nothing but embarrass you these
    days with our too-heated demonstrations of regard for one another." 

     

    "It's not that. I mean, it's a bit odd, but delightful that you're
    not all so stiff and formal like most of the people in London and
    Bath. I just can't help wonder, well, if I'm normal," she confided
    in a whisper. "The thought of having a real beau, a, a lover, is so
    distressing and yet so thrilling sometimes that I really don't know
    what to think. I mean, what happened to Jane…" 

     

    "Is not going to happen to you. Do you understand?" Vanessa said
    firmly. "Your sister was foolish and let her head be turned by a
    suave manner and lying words. Even Charlotte was almost taken in by
    him, for Heaven's sake, and she was brought up in a lot more of a
    worldly way than the two of you ever were." 

     

    "That's part of the problem. I'm so inexperienced. I feel like my
    head could be turned by just one kiss," she confessed. 

     

    "No, it wouldn't. I know Ferncliffe pursued you, and Captain
    Breedon. I'm sure they tried to take liberties. I know you paid no
    more attention to them than to a speck of dust. The heart and the
    body seldom lie. Not if you also respect and esteem the man. It
    takes time. I thought Clifford a rake and libertine, but I was lied
    to. I watched carefully, observed him with the company he kept,
    discovered his tastes and character. It didn't take me long to
    realise I was falling in love with him. It only took me a while to
    be certain I loved him. 

     

    "As soon as I was sure, we married.  I for one have never had a
    moment's regret. He's a wonderful man, a wonderful husband. Every
    moment we're alone my heart and soul, and body," she added in a
    lower tone, "is transported by joy." 

     

    "Is that normal, though?" Elizabeth dared to ask. "I mean, it was
    dreadful for Jane, and so many women complain…." 

     

    Vanessa patted her hand soothingly, then continued to play a popular
    air. "Many women have made bad choices, had their heads turned by
    plausible rogues like Paxton, or by worldly considerations such as
    name, rank and fortune. Many men treat their wives like chattel,
    possessions to be displayed in a drawing room like a china ornament,
    or an object for their own gratification in their bed. Still others
    can be biting and cruel. A man can torment his wife without ever
    lifting his hand. Being unfaithful, not taking her into her
    confidence, there are many ways. Hopefully by the time you ever
    marry you'll know your husband so well, that you'll be assured of
    happiness." 

     

    "And if I'm not? Happy, I mean?" Elizabeth asked, worrying her lower
    lip between her teeth. 

     

    Vanessa gave her a warm smile. "I shall pray that you will be. But
    if for any reason you are not, dear child, you know Thomas will do
    anything he can to help you." 

     

    "Even if he does not approve of my choice?" 

     

    "Even then. He loves you enough to want you to be your own woman,
    with the freedom to choose, and even to err." Vanessa sighed. "I
    know how hard it has been for you since Jane…" 

     

    "Yes, it has. But I'm not her," Elizabeth said stoutly. 

     

    Vanessa nodded approvingly.  "Exactly. Thomas has tried to
    protect and shelter you. But you're old enough and educated enough
    that you can be trusted to be your own woman now. Just remember,
    there's no disgrace in admitting you've been wrong. It's far better
    to do that than let stiff-necked pride make your suffering even
    worse. 

     

    "I was too proud to admit to Clifford that I had been wrong about my
    half-brother Gerald being a highwayman. It almost cost me
    everything. Don't make the mistake I nearly did. If you find love,
    grab it with both hands and hang on. Even if the storm is swirling
    all around you, your love will be your anchor, and your guide." 

     

    Elizabeth embraced her friend. "I shall try to remember." 

     

    Vanessa peered at her closely. "You don't have anything special you
    want to confide in me, do you, dear?" 

     

    Elizabeth shook her head quickly. "No, nothing. I'm sorry to worry
    you. I'm just fine." 

     

    She slid over onto the bench and began to play the notes of one of
    their favorite duets, effectively ending the private conversation
    before she told Vanessa everything, and lost her shadowy lover
    forever. 

    

 

    [bookmark: 6]Chapter Six  

     

    After a restless night, during which Elizabeth had tossed and turned
    with longing for her nameless, faceless lover from the cave, she
    dragged herself out of the bed at nine and scrubbed herself with
    cold water. 

     

    Since Thomas had told her this was to be a special family party, she
    dressed with care in a long-sleeved pale gold day gown with black
    sprigs. She dressed her hair high atop her head with matching hair
    ribbons and gave herself a light dusting of powder. She donned an
    impressive set of jet jewellery, earbobs, bracelets, and a collar
    necklace which could not fail to call attention to her shapely
    bosom, and checked her appearance once more. 

     

    She doubted that her cousin and his wife and brother could help her
    find the clues to the identity of her mystery beau, but it paid to
    look her best just in case. 

     

    She had not realised, though, that their family party would be quite
    so large. An entire house full of likely candidates for the role of
    enigmatic lover appeared in the form of their former comrades from
    the war. 

     

    Elizabeth had never felt so flustered in her life, for each man was
    as tall and handsome as the next, though in different ways. Almost
    any one of them could be the man whose touch had scorched her with
    passion's flame in the cave. 

     

    Fortunately she was able to rule out a few of the men straight away.
    Tall, dark and fiercely handsome Stewart Fitzgerald only had eyes
    for Vevina, his petite auburn-haired wife with sparkling violet
    eyes. In any event they mentioned how they had been out riding
    together when the storm had descended. 

     

    "We weren't caught too badly. Anyone hurrying about on foot would
    have got drenched. Far better to just take shelter until it was all
    over." Stewart smiled broadly and winked at his wife. 

     

    Elizabeth had little doubt what the couple had been getting up to
    whilst they had taken shelter; she had been doing pretty much the
    same herself. 

     

    No one else accounted for their whereabouts immediately, however, so
    she had to use her other powers of deduction. Francis Baines was
    tall and handsome, with brown hair, but he was married to the tiny
    girl called Jeanne who was helping with what she took to be Vevina's
    triplets, two boys and a girl. 

     

    "No, they're twins. This is Jack Beckett Fitzgerald, son of two dear
    friends who were killed at Badajoz. Duncan Monroe over there helped
    me save him from the French when they attacked our baggage train and
    slaughtered all the women and children," Vevina explained. 

     

    They all shuddered, and huge blond brother Wilfred said devoutly,
    "God rest their souls." 

     

    Elizabeth turned to look at Wilfred more closely, but the lanky
    adolescent standing by his side distracted her when he said, "And I
    lost my sight there. But Mum and Dad adopted me, and most of my
    vision has come back. So miracles do happen." 

     

    Wilfred ruffled his hair affectionately. "Yes, they do, Bob, if you
    believe, leave yourself open to the wonderful, the miraculous.
    Meeting Stewart was a miracle for us all. Kind of like getting you
    to lose that incomprehensible Cockney accent of yours." 

     

    The lad grinned back. "It wasn't nearly as bad as Parky's accent. He
    still sounds like a strangled crow." 

     

    Everyone laughed except the tall, well-built, handsome blond young
    man in uniform whom Elizabeth guessed to be just about her own age. 

     

    "Not my fault, old chap, if you don't appreciate the finer things in
    life. Including me. And it is Major Geoffey Parks to you, young man,
    not Parky." His severe tone was ruined by the broad grin have gave
    at the end of his pompous speech. 

     

    She noted his accent was still very plummy, much more so than that
    of the man in the cave. Still, he was most gallant and chatty to her
    as the afternoon progressed, so she could not discount him entirely
    as her enigmatic admirer. 

     

    Dashing Mitchell and dapper Monroe she could. Mitchell was tall,
    about six three, and had the most remarkable black twinkling eyes
    and long flowing hair like a pirate. But his left sleeve, pinned up
    past the elbow, told her he could not have been the man who had
    clutched her in his warm embrace. 

     

    Pity, that, she thought with a sigh. What a terrible loss, though he
    seemed to bear it very well. The fact that he seemed to be a common
    soldier also discounted him. Even her unpretentious brother might
    take exception to him as her lover. As a genteel, entertaining and
    undemanding companion though, he was wonderful. 

     

    Monroe was ruled out by dint of being a bit too short, both in body
    and hair. He was about six feet, with sandy brown hair and deep-set
    hazel eyes. He was very attractive in a direct if quiet way. He had
    a decided air of confidence and unflappability about him. She was
    not surprised to find he had been one of Wellington's most trusted
    ADCs. 

     

    She wondered how Vevina managed to get anything done with so many
    good-looking men surrounding her. Even five minutes in their company
    had her tongue-tied and unable to concentrate. 

     

    Elizabeth's confusion was added to when a new set of visitors was
    announced. The two fair Teague brothers, Timothy and James, three of
    the Kellys, Sean and his sisters Martha and Ann, came in together,
    and finally Marcus Fitzsimmons and his sisters. 

     

    She ruled out Sean as having much too broad a brogue and too short a
    frame. His sisters were two pleasant, quiet girls about her own age
    whom she looked forward to getting to know better. 

     

    She was not so sure about the sharp-eyed, sharp-featured blonde
    Fitzsimmons girls, whom she was certain had to have a little
    pocketbook in which they made notes about every single man they met.
    They asked the most shockingly direct personal questions of every
    man in the room, and ignored all of the women except Charlotte, to
    whom they were excessively deferential. 

     

    Strangely enough, they seemed to avoid Vevina, though she was a
    Duchess as well. 

     

    Elizabeth had to admit that she hardly paid attention to the women
    in the drawing room as each man towered over her and said how
    pleased they were to make her acquaintance. She didn't know what to
    think. She had so many potential chaps to choose from as her
    enigmatic lover that unless someone made specific reference to the
    storm or the cave, she was simply going to have to hope for some
    sort of clue. Or some more obvious intervention, she thought with a
    blush. 

     

    Fortunately the weather was a favourite safe topic of conversation
    around the dinner table, so she would introduce the subject of the
    storm and see what she could discover. 

     

    But first they had to get into dinner. The bevy of new arrivals had
    thrown the eating arrangements into complete disarray. With some
    extra leaves in the long table, and a willingness to sit much more
    closely together than would normally be the custom, they managed to
    sort themselves out. 

     

    Her brother was of course at the head of the table and his wife at
    the foot. Vevina sat with the Duke, her husband with the Duchess.
    Elizabeth sat on the left of her brother, for he was not taking too
    many chances with his sister in such a large company of strange men.
    Thomas specially requested that Will join them, and so he now sat on
    Elizabeth's left. Stewart's cousin Marcus Fitzsimmons pressed in
    next to Vevina, and Major Parks next to him. Mitchell sat on Will's
    left to complete the group at that end of the table. 

     

    Elizabeth felt breathless with anticipation. She looked at the three
    blond men surrounding her, and felt certain that one of them had to
    be the faceless man in the cave. She scanned each one for a brief
    minute. All were tall, golden-haired, blue-eyed and
    broad-shouldered, but that was where the similarity ended. 

     

    Major Parks was about her own age, cultured, with only a touch of
    superiority, which would have only been natural given all he had
    achieved for a man of eighteen. He wore his medals proudly, and his
    uniform seemed to be a second skin. His blue eyes were like
    cornflowers, and always seemed to glow with amusement. His aquiline
    nose and elegant cheekbones suggested delicacy and refinement, as
    did his pale skin. In short, he was almost beautiful, with looks
    most women would have killed for. 

     

    Marcus Fitzsimmons was almost equally tall, the oldest of the three
    men at about thirty. His breadth seemed more a result of the
    enjoyment of good living than an active life. He was dressed
    modestly in a tweed coat made of the local oily wool, and a serge
    waistcoat. 

     

    His blue eyes were almost grey, flat like a pewter charger,
    expressionless even when he seemed to be laughing or talking
    animatedly. He had a broad forehead and a rather florid complexion
    which suggest he enjoyed the outdoors and his fair share of wine and
    whiskey. He was handsome in a rather rugged way. Elizabeth was sure
    many a woman would have found him a good catch provided his fortune
    were not too mean. 

     

    Wilfred Joyce was about twenty-six, and dressed head to toe in black
    apart from his snowy white linen. She noted his coat was of good
    quality, perfectly tailored for his broad shoulders, accented by a
    fine silk waistcoat and cravat. His chest was muscular, rippling
    with every movement of his magnificent physique. His eyes could only
    be described as aquamarine, constantly changing like the sea
    depending upon the light and his thoughts as he gazed upon various
    people and objects at the table. 

     

    His face looked as though it had once been exceptionally handsome
    indeed, but a hard life, with a broken nose and cheekbone, and a
    scar which extended down his left cheek to his chin, had rendered
    his face a much more rough and masculine version of his sister's. 

     

    His past life had also affected his posture, for he seemed to sit
    hunched as though on the edge of his seat all the time, as if any
    moment waiting to be attacked, or to attack. 

     

    She also noted that he ate his meal stiffly. She had watched him out
    of the corner of her eye as he'd cut up the entire plate of food in
    front of him into small bite-sized pieces, and exchanged with
    Mitchell. She smiled inwardly at his kindness to the one-armed man,
    and he rose in her estimation immediately. 

     

    Having made her survey of her three companions, she turned her
    attention back to the flamboyant young major. She couldn't help but
    stare at his beribboned chest until Parks laughed and said, "La, if
    you think these are impressive, you should see Stewart's. Not to
    mention Will's. They would put even Stewart's collection to shame." 

     

    Will fidgetted under the gaze of his companions, but Marcus said in
    an affected drawl, "Oh, please, it's too awful. No more war stories,
    I beg you." 

     

    "Personally, I'd be only too pleased to hear Will's adventures,"
    Thomas said in a cool tone which surprised his sister. 

     

    "Of course," Fitzsimmons said, giving his most dazzling smile. "I
    just meant that often one is subjected to such lurid tales, which
    would not be fit for the ears of two such charming ladies." 

     

    Elizabeth looked at him narrowly, 

     

    Vevina rolled her eyes. 

     

    Parks guffawed outright. 

     

    "I will not claim to have more than a passing acquaintance with the
    charming Lady Elizabeth," Parks said with a gallant bow in her
    direction, "but Vevina does not need to be sheltered from
    distasteful subjects. She knows only too well what the war has
    wrought. She has nursed many a man back to health, including her own
    brother and husband. I will not even make her blush by recounting
    her legendary fighting in the thick of the battle at Cuidad
    Roderigo." 

     

    "Now that I would like to hear about," Thomas said, his eyes glowing
    with interest, "for it was there I was injured." 

     

    "Perhaps later," Will said gently. "As Mr. Fitzsimmons has said, we
    should at least try to get through one dinner without mentioning the
    war. Except for one thing, if I may, Your Grace?" 

     

    Thomas looked at him curiously. "Yes, of course." 

     

    "A tradition, you know." He stood, raised his glass and proposed a
    toast. "To all the friends we have lost, and new ones we will find." 

     

    "Here, here," Parks and Thomas both said at once. 

     

    Fitzsimmons scowled, but drank a sip from his glass. 

     

    Vevina toasted as well, and raised her glass high to salute her
    husband on the opposite side of the room. 

     

    "That was the toast Will made at our wedding, and one that I have
    drunk every day since," Vevina explained. "We've suffered a great
    deal during the war, it's true. But it also brought us all together,
    and has given us so much to be grateful for." 

     

    Will sighed and turned his attention back to his meal. "So tell us,
    Lady Elizabeth," he said after a time, "how do you find Ardmore?" 

     

    "I have not had much chance to explore it as of yet, but I'm looking
    forward to settling down here." 

     

    "Really? Here? I thought you lived in England," Fitzsimmons said. 

     

    She nodded. "I used to. But now I am to be the new owner of
    Ellesmere Manor. My brother is very kindly allowing me to strike out
    on my own, to learn to run an estate myself." 

     

    He laughed shortly. "What a queer notion!" 

     

    Thomas glared at him. "Am I to take it then, sir, that you feel
    women are unequal to the task?" 

     

    "No, not at all. Only that it is odd you should give up the delights
    of what is by all accounts such an impressive family home only a few
    days' ride from all the entertainments of London and less than a day
    away from Bath, to come to this rustic backwater." 

     

    Elizabeth shrugged. "I find it lovely here. There is much to do. And
    I love the sea." 

     

    "But it is not London, you must admit," Fitzsimmons said, inwardly
    congratulating himself on having recovered very well. 

     

    Will said, "I think it's admirable that Lady Elizabeth would like to
    do something more with her life than seek endless rounds of
    enjoyment." 

     

    "Yes, it never did me a bit of harm going off to the war," Vevina
    opined. 

     

    "Ah, but you didn't have much of a choice, did you?" Fitzsimmons put
    in, and then realised he had made yet another faux pas. 

     

    Brother and sister looked at him narrowly, their family resemblance
    more noticeable than ever. 

     

    "One always has a choice," Will said quietly. 

     

    "Yes of course, I simply meant that—" 

     

    "We all wanted to do our part," Thomas said with a suave smile. "All
    of us with the nerve for it, that is." 

     

    Again Elizabeth could detect some strange rippling undercurrents in
    the conversation. 

     

    "Yes, even your cousin Samuel went in the end. Funny, that. He never
    could abide hunting and shooting," Will commented with seeming
    nonchalance. 

     

    Marcus Fitzsimmons's eyes narrowed to slits. "I, on the other hand,
    am proficient at both." 

     

    "Then it is a wonder you did not join," Thomas observed. 

     

    Parks had tried to restrain his laughter, but another chuckle burst
    from him. 

     

    "Just what is so amusing?" Fitzsimmons demanded. 

     

    "The word proficient. Since Vevina and Will trained up thousands of
    soldiers including me, I should think only that word could apply to
    them. Not even I can match their skills, though God knows I've
    tried." 

     

    The two young men, so similar they could have been twins, yet so
    different it was as though they were worlds apart, exchanged
    glances, and Will looked away. 

     

    Elizabeth tried to fathom what was going on all around her. She
    thought she heard plain English. Why then did they all seem to be
    speaking some secret language of which she was completely ignorant? 
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    "So how do you like the neighbors hereabouts?" Will asked, trying to
    include her in the conversation once more. 

     

    "I look forward to getting to know them better." 

     

    She looked down the table at the others with a smile, and observed
    that some of her new guests looked up and then dropped their gazes
    as if unwilling to meet her eye. 

     

    Hers? Or someone else's at the top of the table? Surely they
    had not taken exception to her brother? Parks? Vevina and her
    brother? 

     

    Parks turned the conversation again, this time to music and
    poetry.  They got on much better with this topic, though
    Fitzsimmons was very vociferous in his opinions, however uninformed
    they were. 

     

    Parks declared, "I first fell in love with Vevina over Beethoven." 

     

    "No, it was definitely my sewing skills. If it hadn't been for me
    you would have been running around Cuidad Roderigo stark naked,"
    Vevina laughed. 

     

    Elizabeth started and blushed. 

     

    Will explained patiently, "Young Parky here enlisted at fourteen. He
    was growing so fast that by the time he ever got to Spain he had
    outgrown almost all his uniforms. Vevina made him a new wardrobe,
    and got to swagger about in his old ones." 

     

    "I see. Well, that was very kind of you, Vevina." 

     

    "No, it wasn't your sewing, it was your embroidery," Parks said.
    "You make the most exquisite designs. I quite envy Stewart his
    wardrobe." 

     

    "Kind of you to say so, Parky, but really, I'm sure Elizabeth's
    needlework is far superior to mine." 

     

    "We shall compare afterwards," Elizabeth said politely. 

     

    "Any wife of mine would not have to trouble to do such menial things
    for me," Fitzsimmons asserted with no small degree of hauteur. 

     

    "Menial? Rather a sign of devotion, care," Will said. 

     

    "But one has servants for such things." 

     

    "My wife also does all of my mending, and some wonderful fancy
    work," Thomas put in proudly. 

     

    "My wife will have better things to do with her time, and hands,
    eh?" Fitzsimmons said with a nudge in Parks' ribs. 

     

    The ribaldry froze them all. Fitzsimmons had to recover once more as
    Will asked in a dangerously soft tone, "What do you mean by that,
    sir? Surely a woman's accomplishments cannot be viewed in so dim a
    light." 

     

    "I meant she would be busy tending our children, of course." 

     

    "My sister manages to look after all four quite admirably and still
    be a devoted wife in every respect." 

     

    "Then she is an exceptional woman," Fitzsimmons conceded. 

     

    "I rather think she might not be the only one so gifted," Will said
    with a warm smile at Elizabeth. 

     

    "Oh, yes, certainly, Mr. Joyce. I do not see that running an estate
    and raising a family and being a good wife necessarily have to be
    incompatible." 

     

    "But my dear Lady Elizabeth, why bother when you have servants?"
    Fitzsimmons drawled. 

     

    "Because they look to me for guidance and direction in the same way
    that soldiers look to their commanders for leadership," she said,
    venturing a small smile up at Will. 

     

    His aquamarine eyes sparkled. "Very true, my dear. Well said." 

     

    Fitzsimmons turned the conversation once more his way, with another
    of the incomprehensible remarks she had come to dread. "Yes, but
    what do you do if you have a bad or corrupt leader, one not worth
    following?" 

     

    Thomas fixed him with a gimlet stare. "There can be no question of
    that in my sister's case, now can there?" 

     

    He paled. "Er, no, of course not. I wish you much joy of your new
    home, Lady Elizabeth. Welcome to Ardmore. We will be so please to
    have you amongst us to help us polish our ways. I expect to be a
    reformed man under your regard." 

     

    Thomas relaxed against his chair back slightly, and gave a small
    tight smile. "Surely not, Fitzsimmons. Surely you are exactly as you
    choose to be, no more and no less." 

     

    "There is always room for improvement." 

     

    "So my commander keeps telling me," Parks said with a wink at Will. 

     

    "Ah, but Stewart was your commander before I was. I cannot take all
    the credit for your reformation." 

     

    "No. But thanks to you I have struggled devilishly hard to give up
    the foie gras and caviar." 

     

    Elizabeth laughed. "If those are the worst of your vices, sir, then
    I think you can be assured of a place in Heaven." 

     

    "I certainly hope so," he said with surprising devoutness. "I'd very
    much like to see all of my friends there. What larks, eh, Will? No
    pain, no suffering, all the happiness you missed out on with—" 

     

    Vevina shook her head. "There is said to be no gender in Heaven, so
    I'm afraid your flirtatious ways will not come in useful there." 

     

    "Moi? Flirtatious? My dear Vevina, I'm wounded. As If I ever say
    anything I don't mean." 

     

    Will laughed heartily. "That's just the trouble, Parky. You say
    everything you really do mean. There is such a thing as too much
    candor, you know, especially when it comes to women." 

     

    "Do you think so?" Elizabeth asked, before taking a sip of wine. "I
    would like to be told the truth, no matter how awful it is to hear." 

     

    Will sobered, "You say that now, Lady Elizabeth, but I warrant no
    woman in the world wants to be told her new hat looks like an old
    bucket." 

     

    Elizabeth giggled in spite of herself. "Perhaps not, but there may
    also be a way to say it without hurting the lady's feelings?" 

     

    "Dashed if I can think how," Parks said. 

     

    Will raised his hand as if offering proof. "There you have it. Just
    what I was saying. Try not to express your opinions quite so
    bluntly, and you will have the women flocking to you, rather than
    flying from you." 

     

    "And are you such an expert on women?" Fitzsimmons said, challenge
    glinting in his eye. 

     

    Will's handsome face turned to granite. "Not at all. Anything
    expertise I may claim is thanks to my inestimable sister, and my
    mother before that. I am no philanderer, sir." 

     

    "Then where does the soldier's fearsome reputation as a ravisher of
    women come from?" he said with a smirk, obviously trying to bait the
    younger man. 

     

    Will shrugged. "Not just soldiers. Sailors as well. The glamour of
    travel, the romance, one would presume. And I am sorry to say, some
    excesses when taking the spoils of war, if you grasp my meaning." 

     

    "No one in our set is like that," Parks said in a firm tone. "If we
    soldiers got up to one iota of what we are rumored to we would never
    have won the war. Boney would have wiped out one half of us, and the
    clap the other." 

     

    The silence which followed throughout the room was one in which they
    could have heard a pin drop. 

     

    "Is this the thing you warned me about not doing, Will?" Parks said
    in a stage whisper. 

     

    Will's lips twitched as he restrained a smile. "Yes, afraid so, old
    son." 

     

    The Teagues and Lynch sisters glared at Will as though what had been
    said were all his fault, not Parks'. 

     

    As soon as was convenient, they indicated that they had finished
    their meal and were ready to go into the drawing room for coffee. 

     

    Fitzsimmons thought to linger for port and cigars, but Thomas shook
    his head. "We say and do nothing in this household that would not be
    suitable in the presence of the ladies." 

     

    "You had better tell that to young Parks, then," he said with a
    smirk. 

     

    "That was slightly unfortunate if taken out of context," ,Elizabeth
    said mildly, "but not overly shocking." 

     

    "Besides," her brother said, "it is no less than the truth. I was a
    soldier too, after all, as was Clifford and the rest of my
    particular set from Eton and Oxford. We were known as the Rakehells
    for a certain glamour and our pursuit of social justice, which got
    us into a few scrapes. 

     

    "But in the Army we did not conduct ourselves in a manner which
    would support the stereotype of the seducing soldier. I'm sure that
    none of these here gentleman who have also served would give me any
    cause to fear allowing my sister to remain in their company. Am I
    correct, Elizabeth?" 

     

    "You are, Thomas. I'm not some shrinking violet who does not know
    how the world works." 

     

    She did look uncomfortable, however. 

     

    Will took her arm, careful not to touch the bare flesh which peeped
    between the top of her long glove and the bottom of her sleeve for
    fear of acting upon his rampant desires. Never had a woman affected
    him so deeply with just one glance of her eyes, or the smell of her
    lovely womanly fragrance. 

     

    "I'm most sorry if he shocked you," he said in a low tone. "He is
    young yet." 

     

    "Not at all." She met his gaze, so alluring yet so bleak. "You can't
    be so old, Mr. Joyce, and yet, with the way you comport yourself, I
    might think you the most mature man here," she could not help
    observe. 

     

    His expression was bleak. "Do you think so? Ah well, it's been a
    long war. And even before that—" 

     

    "I say, Lady Elizabeth, what about some croquet?" 

     

    She tore her eyes away from Will to smile at the irrepressible
    Parks. "Only if we can find a few others to join us." 

     

    Monroe and Marcus Fitzsimmons agreed, but Will still seemed  to
    favour one arm, she noticed. He slipped away from her side and went
    over to his sister. 

     

    Mitchell joined them, and they settled themselves on the sofa near
    the large French windows to play with the children. 

     

    Her eyes lingered on Will's broad back for a moment. She was sorry
    she had agreed to play and thus had excluded two such pleasant
    companions. 

     

    Then Fitzsimmons was smiling down at her, Parks took her arm, and
    the two blond men led her out onto the terrace at the back of the
    house and from thence onto the lawn. 
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    Elizabeth enjoyed the game of croquet on the lawn and the lavish
    male attention of her new-found companions, but she could not help
    but wonder why she didn't feel any of the spark she had in the cave
    with either of the two men. 

     

    Both Parks and Fitzsimmons were gallant, and they touched her on
    occasion, yet there was none of the surging of the blood she had
    felt that bright yet stormy day. 

     

    After a time they came in for refreshment. She could not help
    observe how radically Will's appearance altered when he was playing
    with the children. It was almost indecent to be able to see
    someone's raw emotions so openly displayed. 

     

    Her brother and his friends felt things deeply, but here was a man
    even more passionate in his likes and dislikes, a man who had
    visited Hell and still carried the scars. 

     

    Then he looked up, blinked, and his mask of impassivity slipped back
    securely into place, leaving Elizabeth more confused than ever. 

     

    Had she imagined the whole thing? Seen things which simply were not
    there? After all, she had only just met him. She hardly knew the man
    to be making such judgments about him. 

     

    They all settled around the tea table and Elizabeth poured. She sat
    closely beside Vevina and Mitchell. Bob and Monroe had taken the
    children away from the delectable-looking cakes, and now Will sat
    next to his sister and took the cup offered by Elizabeth. Their
    hands touched, and she nearly dropped it. 

     

    "Sorry. How clumsy of me," he said, trying to account for half the
    tea sloshing into the saucer. 

     

    "No, all my fault," she said, blushing profusely, as she felt
    herself go hot and cold all over in the most inexplicable way. 

     

    Then she turned her attention to Marcus Fitzsimmons as he held forth
    about all the attractions the area had to offer. 

     

    "We can take you shopping in Cork. There are also the races and
    point to points coming up. I feel sure you must have a magnificent
    seat," he said, practically ogling said part of her anatomy. 

     

    Elizabeth flushed to the roots of her hair. 

     

    "Indeed, she rides very well," her sister-in-law said with a sharp
    look. 

     

    "But all is not pleasure and enjoyment, sir, I have told you that.
    This is a well-run estate. There is also always so much to do to
    help the poor. Teaching them to read and write, for example. Our
    vicar's wife back home set up—" 

     

    "They go to school for that." 

     

    "Not all children can afford to go to school. There are fees in some
    cases, and the lost wages in others. I would like to see universal
    education for all children from five to sixteen. But I'm actually
    talking about teaching the adults to read, so they can help their
    children and lead fuller lives." 

     

    "Stuff and nonsense. They need to work," Fitzsimmons said
    dismissively. 

     

    "If they're willing to give up what little free time they have to
    come to the vicarage to learn, then why should we privileged few not
    teach them?" 

     

    Fitzsimmons snorted in derision. "Next you'll be telling me you want
    to have equal rights for Catholics." 

     

    "What would be wrong with that?" Parks asked with a seemingly
    ingenuous smile which was reminiscent of a cat that had licked the
    cream. 

     

    "Why, everything," he said dismissively. "They're little better than
    savages." 

     

    "They can never be better if they are not educated," Charlotte said
    mildly, seeking to forestall the bitter argument she could see about
    to break out. 

     

    Will, trying to stave off social disaster as well, asked Elizabeth
    as their hostess what she thought of the Catholic emancipation
    issue. 

     

    But the gloves were already off. Fitzsimmons argued for the status
    quo long and hard, while Thomas got more and more agitated.
    Elizabeth occasionally got a word of remonstrance in, and Will
    remained silent. 

     

    Finally Elizabeth asked Will his opinion. 

     

    He said quietly, "I think anything which oppresses people has to be
    eradicated. Slavery, the right of ascendancy, a system of taxation
    which favors the rich who can afford to pay, instead of the poor who
    can barely scrape by. All of it needs to come to an end if we are
    ever to have a just and fair society" 

     

    Elizabeth noted many of the company who had come over to engage in
    the debate looking daggers at Will. One of the Teague brothers now
    rose to his feet. 

     

    "We are of course delighted to make your acquaintance, Your Grace.
    But you will forgive us if we say that we would have thought you
    might be a bit more discerning about the company you keep," Timothy
    said. 

     

    Thomas gave a wolfish smile. "What better company can there be for a
    Radical politician such as myself than a fellow Radical?" 

     

    "Radicalism is one thing, sir. Treason is quite another." 

     

    Will and Vevina remained calm. It was not the first time they had
    met with such a response since their return to Ireland, nor would it
    be the last. 

     

    Thomas's eyes were as hard as emeralds. "A man has highly decorated
    as Will can hardly be accused of treason. Why Wellington himself—" 

     

    "Yes, of course, I expressed myself badly.  Not treason, but
    not any point of view I would wish my family to be exposed to,"
    Timothy Teague said hastily. 

     

    "Ideas cannot harm." 

     

    "No, but they can incite to harm, as I am sure you are well aware.
    Good day to you, Your Grace." 

     

    They rose and began to take their leave, Elizabeth staring after
    them. 

     

    Charlotte stood up and went to try to mend fences. The Lynch sisters
    and the Fitzsimmons girls retreated to the corners of the rooms with
    Monroe, Mitchell and Parks in tow. Eventually the Teague brothers
    returned, but they certainly looked grim. 

     

    At length Elizabeth said to her brother quietly, "I don't understand
    why is everyone acting so oddly. Anyone would think to hear them
    that you and the Rakehells, Stewart and Mr. Joyce, had done
    something wrong by going off to fight. How can they be so petty and
    ungrateful?" 

     

    Thomas shook his head. "They don't understand, and they don't wish
    to know. It's like Charlotte and Pamela. They would never have
    wanted to know about the more seamy side of the world if they had
    not had it thrust upon them. I'm only sorry that you have had it
    thrust upon you." 

     

    Will started guiltily at these words. "I beg your pardon, Lady
    Elizabeth, if any of the jibes which were directed at me have caused
    you offense. I should go before I risk driving any more of your
    guests away." 

     

    Fitzsimmons was delighted at the prospect of getting Elizabeth
    alone, but she said, "No, I was not distressed by you, but for you.
    Please, I would not wish you to leave, you or your sister," she
    added, as Vevina stood up to take his arm and lead him away from the
    circle. 

     

    "No, really, it's kind of you, but you have other guests who seem to
    share a similar opinion of us." 

     

    She placed one hand firmly on his shoulder. He could feel the
    contact sizzling along his spine and gasped aloud. He could hardly
    hear what she was saying as the blood pounded in his ears. 

     

    "Yes, except that as hostess I am duty bound to make everyone feel
    welcome. I'm sorry if I have been remiss. I'm accustomed to
    deferring to my brother. But if Ellesmere Manor is to be mine, I
    must set the tone. I would like you all to stay for supper, Mr.
    Joyce. Anyone who does not choose to sit down with my cousin and his
    wife and friends may leave." 

     

    Fitzsimmons plopped himself down on the sofa with a martyred air.
    "As a cousin I feel duty bound to remain, but if one more person
    mentions the war or politics I shall scream." 

     

    Elizabeth nodded. "Very well, then. Vanessa, would you do us the
    honor of sitting down at the pianoforte? Clifford, a duet if you
    please?" 

     

    The couple obeyed with alacrity, and all was calm in the large
    elegant blue and gold drawing room once more. 

     

    "Thank you for allowing me to stay," Will said quietly a short time
    later, when he could breathe again. 

     

    "Think nothing of it. I'm only sorry I did not intervene sooner." 

     

    "I would like to tell you—" 

     

    But Parks came up and took her arm, and was already leading her away
    to favor them with a performance of her own. 

     

    Both Fitzsimmons and Will had to grit their teeth as the younger man
    took away the lithe young beauty for his own. 

     

    In some senses, however, Parks advanced both their causes, for
    Elizabeth became more and more certain that Parks could not have
    been the man in the cave. The very idea of him being in anything
    other than an elegant drawing room was laughable, though she knew
    that this was also a misleading impression. Parks was a highly
    decorated officer. He had not got those ribbons and medals by
    sitting at home or safely at a desk job at Horse Guards. 

     

    "So, sir, did you earn your commissions?" she asked as they moved
    toward the piano. 

     

    "After my ensigncy, yes. All of them. One thing about being under
    Stewart and Will, you don't get to hang about at the back. However
    much one might wish to." 

     

    He flashed her a warm smile and seated her on the bench. They sang a
    marvelous duet in Italian that had almost everyone in the room in
    raptures. 

     

    Marcus Fitzsimmons seethed. How he hated the young buck who was so
    determined to show off in every way. 

     

    Will sighed. How could any woman like Elizabeth ever fancy him in
    comparison with Parks, who was like a breath of spring air in any
    company? Unlike my wintry gusts, he thought to himself bleakly. 

     

    He did not begrudge Parks; he knew he was a naturally superior and
    outgoing young man, someone he was proud to consider as close as a
    brother during the past three years. 

     

    Nay, more than a brother. A bosom companion, even more so than
    Stewart in some senses, partly because of the age difference, and
    the fact that he and Parks had served so closely together ever since
    Cuidad Roderigo. 

     

    No, if Parks was his brother, then Stewart was his father now that
    his own had been so tragically lost. They had formed a new family in
    the Peninsula, one that he would fight and die for. And wanted only
    the best for. He could not blame Parks if he ran the course and
    seized the prize. For she was certainly a prize worth having. 

     

    After the duet was completed, Elizabeth asked if anyone else would
    like to join her for a song. 

     

    Fitzsimmons stood up next, then Mitchell and Monroe. 

     

    Will had to admit as he watched them that these three men were just
    as much rivals, though in different ways. 

     

    Fitzsimmons' eyes might be flat and dead to Elizabeth, but he could
    see what way the man's thoughts were tending. And why not? She was a
    breathtaking woman, and the daughter of a Duke no less. 

     

    Mitchell turned the head of every woman who laid eyes on him. If he
    could only convince himself they were not all taking pity on him
    over the loss of his arm, he could shake down happily one day. 

     

    Monroe had a heart of gold, was fiercely intelligent, and had proven
    a good friend to his sister time and time again. 

     

    But none of them could sparkle compared with Parks, even though the
    young man was so happy to play the fool that he actually seemed
    unconscious of his magnetism, and the wide-eyed attention of the
    Lynch and Fitzsimmons sisters. 

     

    "I say, Will, your turn next. You know you have the best voice of
    any of our lot." 

     

    Elizabeth smiled across at him encouragingly but he shook his head.
    "No, really, let someone else have a go." 

     

    "You're far too modest, old chap." 

     

    Elizabeth nodded at Parks and asked him to favor them with another
    to spare Will embarrassment. 

     

    Will felt a pang—his chance had been lost, and Parks now looked
    better than ever. 

     

    He did, but not in a romantic way. Elizabeth was pleased that they
    all seemed to be such good friends, and that Parks did not try to
    score points off anyone by teasing them. No, he actually brought the
    others in the group out of themselves more, and was only directing
    his attention at Will because he admired him and wanted him to show
    his true colors to the company. 

     

    Which was more than kind considering some of their companions in the
    room still seemed to look upon him as a devil with horns. Not to
    mention Parks' own view of him as a near rival—but no, they seemed
    as close as brothers. 

     

    She commented upon this to Stewart as he came up to warn Parks to
    let others have a chance to entertain the guests. 

     

    "Nay, closer, they're closer than brothers," Stewart said as he sat
    down beside her to turn her pages. "My own brother Samuel and I were
    always bitter rivals thanks to my father. Samuel tried to steal my
    estate. We even married the same woman. He's dead now, of course,"
    he said quickly, seeing her look of consternation. 

     

    She stared. "How very odd." 

     

    "Oh, it was not by choice, I assure you. Vevina fled before he could
    actually force her to consummate the marriage. He was a dreadful
    fortune hunter. He took the Joyces' home and left she and Will
    destitute. But we have all recovered our fortunes since then, Will
    most of all. He had quite an impressive bank account now and is
    working on getting their holdings back in shape. He's a very
    hard-working young man, our Will. 

     

    "But this is far too gloomy a subject for such a fine night. How are
    you, Cousin?" 

     

    "Well, thank you." 

     

    "I was sorry to hear about Jane." 

     

    She held back a sob. "I know. Thank you." 

     

    "And you?" he asked with a warm smile. "Any happiness on your
    horizon?" 

     

    Elizabeth smiled tightly and shook her head. "I intend to remain
    single for quite some time to come." 

     

    "Ah, spoken like a woman who has never been exposed to the
    temptations of a pair of handsome blue eyes." 

     

    "Nonsense," Parks said, returning to the instrument once more. "She
    has seen mine, has she not? Or Will's?" 

     

    She stared at his sparkling eyes, and then at Will's across the
    room. Gazing at their rich aquamarine, she could almost sense the
    sea, hear the surf, smell the salt tang… 

     

    "Yes, indeed. Blue is a lovely color. But so is green, eh, Brother?"
    she said, causing Thomas's emerald eyes to sparkle as he came up
    with Charlotte to take their turn to entertain the guests with a
    duet. 

     

    "I don't know. You would need to ask my wife." 

     

    He got a lingering kiss by way of reply. 

     

    Elizabeth blushed, thinking of her own recent kisses. One of the
    spectacular men in this room simply had to be the one. The question
    was, which?  

     

    And even more important, when could she share such delicious kisses
    with him again?  
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    The afternoon flew by quickly, and Elizabeth soon rose to see about
    supper. She consulted with Charlotte, and they laid out a buffet on
    the long dining room table for everyone to help themselves. 

     

    Then, at her request, the servants lit the candelabra in the
    ballroom. They all stood up for some dancing, with the guests taking
    turns to play at the pianoforte. 

     

    Parks was in a buoyant mood, and insisted on getting some paper and
    some of the children's colored pencils to make dance cards for the
    women. He asserted that everyone should have one turn dancing with
    each other. 

     

    "It saves the trouble of being shy," he said with a grin, "and also
    stops anyone from monopolising anyone else, even if they do happen
    to be your spouse, Stewart!" he said, with a not-so-subtle attempt
    at a hint to the couple who had retreated to one corner for a kiss. 

     

    Elizabeth joined in the spirit. "Thomas, Charlotte out of there
    now." 

     

    They came out of the alcove looking sheepish. 

     

    Vanessa and Clifford raised their hands in mock surrender. With a
    last fond kiss they went off to accept their dance cards graciously. 

     

    "The only trouble is the women will not get to sit any out. But then
    they do love to dance so much more than we do." 

     

    "Speak for yourself," Fitzsimmons said, "I adore dancing. Nothing
    better than standing up with a high-stepper." He looked straight at
    Elizabeth. 

     

    She coloured profusely and attempted to withdraw from the
    embarrassing perusal of her person by several of the local men. 

     

    Several of the other male eyes swivelled toward Marcus Fitzsimmons
    coldly. 

     

    "Yes, a good energetic partner is much better than a log of wood,"
    Monroe said quickly, trying to gloss over the rather rude thing
    which had just been said. 

     

    Thomas smiled at him, grateful for his help in defusing the volatile
    situation  He went to claim his partner for the first dance,
    Mary Fitzsimmons, who beamed at him and tittered like a two-year
    old. 

     

    "We shall of course have a proper ball in evening garb in a few
    days' time," he told the giggling girl, "but for now, this will
    serve." 

     

    Elizabeth looked at her card as she tried to regain her composure.
    She was relieved to see that Parks had put Fitzsimmons toward the
    end of her list. It would take some time for her to be able to speak
    to him again after his suggestive remarks. 

     

    Then she looked again. Parks had unaccountably given the first dance
    to Wilfred Joyce. And the last as well, she noted in with even more
    astonishment. 

     

    When all the cards had been handed out, Parks clapped his hands
    together. "Time to claim your partners, everyone." 

     

    "Oh, but I am hostess. Perhaps I should—" 

     

    "Go on, Sister. Young Parks here seems to know what he's about," the
    Duke urged. 

     

    Parks did not dance in the first group or even in the second, she
    noted. But she had all to do to keep her wits about her as she
    waltzed in Will's arms. 

     

    Despite his size he was most light on his feet, and the tempo which
    Monroe had struck up at the piano was as jaunty as a fast gallop on
    a wild stallion. 

     

    She could feel herself becoming more and more breathless in Will's
    arms. When he brushed her bared arm with his gloveless hand, or took
    hers in his own, she heard a pounding in her ears like the sound of
    the sea. She felt as if she were swirling and falling, with Will
    holding her the only thing standing between her and disaster. 

     

    Surely this grim-faced man couldn't have been her lover in the
      cave, could he? she wondered wildly. His eyes, so striking and
    storm-tossed, did not seem to pay her any particular regard. 

     

    He was most pleasant, but seemed in no way lover like towards her as
    Parks and Fitzsimmons had been. Yet he was assuredly most handsome…. 

     

    Mitchell was next on her card, then Stewart, her brother, Clifford,
    the two Teague brothers, Sean Lynch, young Bob, Francis Baines,
    Parks, and eventually Marcus Fitzsimmons. 

     

    Marcus did his utmost to be charming, and she could feel herself
    growing warm under his effusive admiration. He was merely a
    competent dancer, so she did not get the incredible feeling of being
    swept off her feet as she had done with Wilfred Joyce. That had to
    be why she had responded to him so. He was a very fine man, but so
    serious. But then, he had obviously been through much in the war…. 

     

    Fitzsimmons was much more easy-going, and seemed not to have such a
    complicated away of looking at the world. But nor was Will as
    flamboyant as his friend Parks, which in the circumstances was quite
    a relief. 

     

    Fitzsimmons begged to be allowed another dance with her later. She
    looked up at his importunate expression and nodded. 

     

    "We can try. The dance cards, you know." 

     

    She looked at his eyes again. His words had been most flattering,
    but his gaze was still as flat as pewter. Again she looked at Parks
    and Will, and noted the warmth of their eyes, even if each face was
    not quite so animated as her recent dance partner's had been. 

     

    They finished the evening with a long quadrille. Being not nearly so
    lively, and with her not held so closely in Will's arm, Elizabeth
    did not feel quite so heated as she had before. It must have been
    her imagination, too much to eat for supper, some such thing. 

     

    She sighed. She was still no closer to guessing the identity of her
    mystery lover than she had been before. No, the only thing she had
    ended up with was more confusion than ever. 

     

    "That's a rather big sigh for a dance. Would you like to sit?" Will
    asked. 

     

    "No, not at all. I was just thinking of absent friends." 

     

    His jaw tightened. "Anyone in particular?" 

     

    "The Rakehells." 

     

    "Pardon me?" 

     

    She laughed lightly. "My brother's set are all known as the
    Rakehells. They were inseparable during the war. They are like one
    big extended family. They would love this. Enjoy meeting you.
    Jonathan would be only too happy to tell you of his experiences at
    Cuidad Roderigo and Badajoz, and show you his tattoos." 

     

    His brows lofted. "Tattoos?" 

     

    "They used them to identify themselves in case they were killed. An
    old army tradition, apparently." 

     

    He nodded. "Yes, I know of the custom. Parks has one on his chest.
    The sword Excalibur, I believe. Very fine. Got it to cut a dash,
    don't you know." 

     

    She completed the figure in the dance, and resumed her explanation.
    "Anyway, whenever they get together, they drink a toast, and
    Jonathan makes them all show their tattoos. They have these matching
    ones of George and the Dragon on their chests, here." She pointed.
    "Most beautiful workmanship." 

     

    "I see." His jealousy over the thought of her viewing any other bare
    chest than his own nearly choked him. "And this man Jonathan. You're
    fond of him?" Will forced himself to ask. 

     

    "Yes, of course. His our vicar. He and his sister Sarah are very
    dear to us all. Now that he's married at last, we shall be even
    closer. At least I hope so. After all, I shall be here in Ireland,
    so it could be difficult." 

     

    Will was inwardly relieved to hear that this paragon was safely
    married. 

     

    She pressed on, "And his sister has unexpectedly just married
    another of the Rakehells we did not even know was still alive,
    Alexander Davenport." 

     

    Will stiffened and they missed a step. "Davenport, you say?" he
    asked in a tone which he just managed to keep level. 

     

    "Yes. Completely a shock to us all, but they appear to be blissfully
    happy by all accounts.  He was blind, with no memory. Sarah
    helped him and they fell in love." 

     

    "How is he now?" 

     

    "Very well. Still some problems with his eyes and back, but his
    memory has returned for the most part." 

     

    "Good to hear it." 

     

    At her puzzled look he said, "We're always happy to hear about a
    comrade recovering from their terrible experiences." 

     

    She shook her head. "Oh, but I never said he was in the war." 

     

    "Oh, um, but you said all the Rakehells served," he said quickly,
    trying to cover over his error. 

     

    She nodded. "Most of them, true. But he was different, apparently. A
    merchant or something. I didn't get quite the whole story in the
    letter, I'm afraid. Sarah was too busy gushing over her joy,
    especially with the baby on the way." 

     

    "I see. My mistake, sorry." 

     

    Elizabeth once again had the sensation that she had missed
    something, but he swung her around the set so enthusiastically that
    she was forced to concentrate on keeping up with her very skilled
    partner. 

     

    Only when the dance came to an end, and he put one hand upon her
    back did she feel that familiar shudder of desire again. 

     

    Will had allowed himself one light intimate touch on the bare flesh
    between her shoulder blades and could feel the desire rocket within
    him. 

     

    Her body seared his like a branding iron. His only saving grace had
    been that she had not touched his left shoulder again or else he
    would have been truly lost. He did not dare mention what had
    happened in the cave. He did not want her to feel cornered,
    obligated to him in any way. Nor did he wish her to feel ashamed of
    what they had shared. It had been delightful and natural, not
    disgusting. 

     

    And what would be the point anyway. She was clearly  not for
    him. A Duke's daughter, with such a set of the companions as the
    Rakehells, well, it was a wonder one of those paragons had not swept
    her up into matrimony already. 

     

    The evening now at an end, Will was forced to relinquish her
    scintillating company. Elizabeth shook his hand as she said good
    night, and then turned to take her leave of the other guests as if
    he had already been dismissed from her mind completely. 

     

    He sighed, seeing it was pointless to linger. She was already being
    surrounded by Parks and Fitzsimmons bidding her effusive good
    nights. He could not say anything about the cave. He needed her to
    forget she had ever been there. 

     

    But as he watched the other men, his noble notions of giving her up
    grew like so many leaves on the wind. The spirit of competition, as
    well as his own passions, rose to the challenge.  He had made
    her respond in the cave, not them. She might be wanton, but his ligh
    touches that evening had convinced him that it was a great deal
    more. 

     

    Such passion was a gift, he knew. He might mention the cave in order
    to trigger further intimacy, but he wanted her to make her choice of
    beau with her head and heart, not her loins. 

     

    So if Will was to win her for himself it, had to be fair and square,
    or not at all. 
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    Will having no chance to win Elizabeth's hand at all was
    what it began to look like the next day as Will saw that several of
    the other men from the evening get-together the night before had
    come to visit even earlier than he and his family's party. 

     

    After a restless night in which he had replayed every look, every
    word which had passed between them in his mind, he had risen before
    dawn, unable to sleep, and with his duties pressing. 

     

    He knew he ought to cry off of the house party which had hastily
    been arranged after the dancing the night before, but Elizabeth was
    just too much of a temptation for him. He did not want to make an
    ass of himself in front of the whole of Ardmore when she spurned his
    advances, but something within compelled him to see her. 

     

    In the end he had not been able to help himself. He had crawled back
    through the dank tunnel which led to the wine cellar of his house,
    and gone up to take a bath and dress with care. 

     

    Even taking his time with his toilette and having a short distance
    to travel to Clancar Castle, he was very early. He waited
    impatiently while Vevina and Stewart dragged themselves out of bed. 

     

    He passed the time helping the children get ready, and broke his
    fast with some eggs and sausage, even though he felt so choked up
    with nerves at the prospect of seeing Elizabeth again that he could
    barely swallow. 

     

    Once he arrived at Ellesmere Manor, he saw that Monroe and Mitchell
    had been out riding, and stopped in to ask if she wanted to come.
    She had declined, but invited them in for breakfast. 

     

    The Teague brothers had also decided to call, and her cousin Marcus
    Fitzsimmons. There would be no chance to get her alone now. What on
    earth could he do or say even if he did? If he ever dared presume
    again. He shook his head. Now that she had so many other far more
    eligible beaux, he would probably end up with a good tongue-lashing,
    and a sharp slap. 

     

    Parks had come in with Will, Vevina and Stewart, and had managed to
    insinuate himself into the conversation quickly. Then he had thrust
    his friend into the seat which had been made available for him. Now
    Will sat on the sofa next to her in the small morning room, and
    observed his lady love. 

     

    Dressed in an elegant day gown of Turkey red with small gold
    flowers, her hair tied with a simple red ribbon, she looked as
    innocent as a newborn kitten, and brought out just as fierce a
    desire within him to cuddle and stroke her until she purred as she
    had in the cave. 

     

    He looked around the room and noted the gleams in the men's eyes,
    but they were not always due to her appearance, but rather the fine
    furnishings, tapestries, and silver. 

     

    He sighed. Elizabeth was a lovely woman, bright, intelligent, war
    and loving; why then was she surrounded by people who only seemed to
    be able to see her fortune? 

     

    Fitzsimmons didn't just see her fortune, though it was certainly a
    huge carrot for him. He saw a supple young body, firm breasts, and
    rosebud lips just ripe for all sort of delights. But he had learned
    his lesson the day before. The girl might be the most lusty wench
    this side of St. Stephen's Green's street corners, but her family
    had some odd notions about what women were for. Running an estate
    indeed. Being accomplished. Interested in politics. 

     

    He had sneered to himself about their absurd ideas as he had strode
    up to the front door earlier, wanting to get the jump on everyone
    else, and being furious to find Monroe and Mitchell there before
    him. The serving maid he had just tumbled, and the one last night,
    had in no way taken the edge off his desire. 

     

    He was not a man women said no to. They could dress it up with all
    sorts of flowery phrases: falling in love; a meeting of minds;
    finding their soul mate. But it was really just appetite, a
    different kind of hunger waiting to be fed. Whatever they called it,
    he was more than happy to cram the girl full of sausage. 

     

    Only in Elizabeth Eltham's case, she was so arousing, and her
    fortune and connections so great, that he was going to do his utmost
    to win her for his wife. He had never planned to put his head in the
    noose—use them and lose them had always been his motto. But now….
    Money, the prospect of rogering her until she screamed... What a
    triumph that would be. Becoming the Duke of Ellesmere's brother-
    in-law. Thomas' nose would be well and truly put out of joint. 

     

    He had always tried to be polite to his vastly wealthy distant
    relation, but had always had the sense that Thomas looked down on
    him, though he affected to be a Radical. Hypocrites, the whole lot
    of them. It was easy to talk about helping the poor when you had
    twenty homes to choose from, each more grand than the next. His
    sister was a pretty little thing, young, a virgin. He had no doubt
    that Thomas would be vehemently opposed to the marriage. 

     

    But if he could pluck the rose and shred her petals, he would be
    able to convince them both that marriage even to him was preferable
    to her living the rest of her life labeled as a strumpet. 

     

    Fitzsimmons smiled into Elizabeth's face as he kissed her hand,
    bending down to get an eyeful of her cleavage. Then he sat on the
    sofa, his knees pressing against her thigh every so often as he
    feigned an interest in her needlework, all the while imagining all
    of the fascinating things she could do with her supple little hands,
    with those rosebud lips. His lap tingled at the prospect. 

     

    Elizabeth remained blissfully unaware of her companion's lascivious
    thoughts. Though they boiled and churned in his brain like an evil
    brew, his eyes were still the same flat pewter color, dirty water in
    a stagnant pool. 

     

    Yet he was most fulsome in his praises, and seemed to be going out
    of his way to make himself pleasant to the whole company, as well as
    herself. 

     

    Of course, he was not in the shadow of Parks, but graciously allowed
    himself to be eclipsed when the young man strode in a short time
    after Will with Stewart and Vevina and asked if they wanted to have
    a go at archery. 

     

    "We set up the butts this morning over at Clancar Castle. Everyone
    is welcome to come. That is, if you do not consider this a slight on
    your hospitality, Lady Elizabeth." 

     

    "No, not at all. A walk and some exercise will do us all good. Then
    we can come back here for dinner." 

     

    Fitzsimmons got up to let Parks sit, but he waved Will into the seat
    and went off to speak with Thomas and Charlotte. 

     

    Elizabeth smiled at each of the newcomers and made small talk about
    the ball, glancing every so often at Will, who was now sitting next
    to her, still dressed in unrelieved black apart from his shirt. She
    was just about to address him directly when his sister brought the
    children closer. 

     

    They held their arms out to him and he smiled at them in delight and
    embraced all three in his huge arms. 

     

    "Excuse me. I'll just take them off into a corner here so they won't
    disturb you." 

     

    She was about to say they would be no trouble at all, but he had
    already risen.  Monroe took Will's place next to her and asked
    her if she would like to go riding with them all the following
    morning. 

     

    By the time she had agreed and they had arranged the details, Will
    was some distance away from her. She noted the children all climbing
    over him most affectionately. She could not help notice how very
    patient he was with them. He was also free once more of the usual
    guarded expression on his face. 

     

    Fitzsimmons saw where her gaze was resting, and misinterpreted her
    look. "Yes, awful little monkeys, aren't they?" he whispered. "Never
    still, always seeking attention. Children can be such dreadful
    things." 

     

    "On the contrary, I find children charming. Vevina's in particular.
    They seem very well behaved and very devoted to their family." 

     

    She stood up and went over to Will, seeing that he looked as though
    he were alarmed by something. She interpreted his white-lipped
    stiffness correctly, and hastened over to help little Arthur climb
    down to safety from off of his seemingly sore shoulder. 

     

    They stood closely, practically hip to hip. It was all Will had to
    do not to lay his head on her bosom and fit his body to hers. He had
    to content himself with his niece's and nephews' warm affection. 

     

    "They're very good children," she said with a smile. 

     

    "Yes, indeed. We are most blessed." 

     

    "Your niece and nephew are how old?" 

     

    "They are all of them my nephews, including Bob, but you're right.
    The twins turned two not long ago, and Jack is seven months older.
    Bob will be fifteen soon, so far as any of us can tell. He was a
    orphan raised in a poor house. He fell in with a gang of thieves and
    joined the army to keep out of prison, you see." 

     

    "Oh my." 

     

    "But he's the best of lads, aren't you, Bob." 

     

    Bob gave Will a big hug, and grabbed Elizabeth around the waist too.
    Then they were all tumbling down on the carpet, and began playing
    with the children's toy horses. 

     

    "No tin soldiers?" she commented to Will. 

     

    "Certainly not. No glorifying war with this lot. Or my own children
    either, if I'm ever fortune enough to marry and have any." 

     

    He should have said marry again, he knew, but he did not want to
    blurt out the whole story now. Not in front of so many people, not
    when she was kneeling on the carpet so near to him that he could
    just move his head two inches and… 

     

    "Really, Lady Elizabeth, your gown. It's much too lovely to ruin in
    so cavalier a manner," Fitzsimmons protested. 

     

    She shrugged. "It's only a dress. What matter that when there is so
    much fun to be had with such loving children?" 

     

    Arthur, seeing her arms outstretched, was so loving that he charged
    and knocked her flat. Will helped her up most carefully. 

     

    "Are you all right?" 

     

    "Yes, fine, just a bit winded." 

     

    She stared at him for a moment, her hands on his shoulders, heard
    his sharp intake of breath, saw a spasm cross his features. Their
    hips were only inches apart. She was tempted to stand even closer…. 

     

    Then she felt her arm being taken in a most proprietary manner by
    Marcus Fitzsimmons. 

     

    "Really, I did warn you. He could have broken your delicate little
    ribs." 

     

    He put his hand upon her waist familiarly and her heart knocked
    against her breast. 

     

    She jumped back and gasped, "I'm fine, really, sir. You presume too
    much." 

     

    "Do I indeed?" Marcus Fitzsimmons said in an undertone. "Surely my
    touch cannot be that repugnant to you." 

     

    Elizabeth froze. Was this what she had been waiting for? Some
sign



    of the mysterious man in the cave's true identity? 

     

    But before he could say more, Vevina came up and took her to one
    side away from both men. "Are you all right?" 

     

    "Fine, really." 

     

    "I'm so sorry." 

     

    "He's a delight. I'm not so weak and feeble that a small child such
    as Arthur could do me a permanent injury." 

     

    "I'm so glad. Now, would you care to come over to the archery
    butts?" 

     

    "Yes, of course, Vevina." 

     

    "And I shall take the children back to the house. No sense in
    letting them get underfoot or injured." 

     

    "Yet it seems a shame to exclude them on so fine a day," Elizabeth
    said sincerely. 

     

    "True, true." 

     

    "How about getting out their ponies, and we can take turns helping
    them ride?" Will suggested, subtly edging Fitzsimmons out of the way
    once more as he stood by Elizabeth's side. 

     

    "What a good idea, Brother." 

     

    She took up her daughter, he lifted Arthur, and Mitchell and Monroe
    followed on behind with Jack and Bob. 

     

    The Elthams and Stones also joined them in their walk over to
    Clancar Castle, pleased with how well Elizabeth seemed to be getting
    on with the local families. 

     

    "Though I might wish that she and Fitzsimmons did not seem to be
    quite so familiar with one another." 

     

    "It's not her fault, Thomas." 

     

    "I know that, darling. It's his," he said as they strolled along. "I
    can't really complain too much about him. There's just something
    about several things he's said that worry me." 

     

    Vanessa commented, "I don't think you need fear. All the men are
    paying so much attention to her that I doubt she will want to settle
    on any single one of them so early on. They flocked in all the other
    places we've visited this summer here in Ireland, and she didn't
    seemed fazed in the slightest." 

     

    "Yes, but here the stakes are higher. Here they know who we are, who
    she really is. Some of the men here seem most ambitious. Especially
    Fitzsimmons." 

     

    "Yes, but others do not. Parks and Wilfred Joyce, for example." 

     

    "Now one of them I would approve of for her. Though perhaps not
    Parks until he is a bit older and more sober-minded. Monroe would be
    no bad match either. He's a good man from a fine family. But it
    shall of course be her choice. No matchmaking please, I beg," he
    said, with a pointed look at Charlotte. 

     

    She shook her head. "No, never. Look at the pain it almost cost me
    when my supposedly well-meaning aunt and friend tried to get me to
    believe Paxton was the man for me. I would never dream of inciting
    any young girl to behave wrongly. Or fancy herself in love if she
    isn't. But that's not to say we can't help Will or Parks along if it
    means getting rid of Fitzsimmons." She gave a small smile at that
    prospect, and strode on. 

     

    Soon they were all spread out on the large lawn at Clancar Castle,
    with Parks and Fitzsimmons trying to teach the ladies archery. 

     

    Vanessa and Charlotte had giggled with delight, and then gone back
    to fetch Vanessa's sons from the house for a short session in the
    fine fresh air. 

     

    Elizabeth was reluctantly taking her turn when Parks said, "Ah but
    here is the real expert now. Will, you'll show Elizabeth how it's
    done, won't you? I beg your pardon, Lady Elizabeth." He bowed. 

     

    "Elizabeth will do. I do not always need to flaunt my title. After
    all, it's not something of my own doing, now is it? I just happened
    to be lucky to have had a father who was a duke." 

     

    "As was I lucky," Stewart said, with a sweep of his hand to
    indicated the magnificent Castle at their backs in all its
    crenellated glory. 

     

    "Come on, Will," Parks encouraged. 

     

    "No I really—" Will hesitated. "My shoulder." 

     

    "You know it is no impediment, since you can do it with either hand.
    You might as well learn from the best," Parks said, with a subtle
    dig at Fitzsimmons that was not lost upon him. 

     

    He scowled and remarked, "Well, if you don't think I'm good enough."
    He let the arrow fly petulantly. It hit the outer edge of the
    target, nowhere near the bull's eye. 

     

    Parks hit his just about in the centre, but Will's arrow was smack
    dab in the middle despite the fact that he was holding the bow in
    his right hand and snicking the arrow with his left because of his
    tightly-bunched shoulder. A second loosed arrow spilt the first
    directly in two. 

     

    "Go on, Will, three." 

     

    "Very well," he sighed, "but you can pay my sister for all the
    arrows you make me ruin doing party tricks." 

     

    He loosed a third, then a fourth. Finally he smiled down at
    Elizabeth. "Enough showing off for one day. Your turn, my 
    lady." 

     

    "Oh, no, I couldn't possibly,"  she said, shaking her head in
    wonder at his incredible marksmanship. 

     

    He handed her the leather gloves and waited until she put them on,
    then rested one hand on her bowarm, the other on her right hand. 

     

    It was difficult, since he could not extend his left arm fully, but
    he did manage to get it away from his side. 

     

    And it was worth the pain.  Being able to stand so near
    Elizabeth was like heaven on earth. He could smell her perfume, feel
    the warmth of her flesh, the shapely curve of her back as it pressed
    into… 

     

    "Like so, and like so. Very good. Now, aim, pull, release." 

     

    Elizabeth was nearly suffocated by his nearness, but she could sense
    his arm caused him pain by his rapid intake of breath as she
    followed his instructions. His steadying hand on the bow ensured
    that her shot would not fly too wildly. 

     

    "Ah, a bit short. We need to get the arrow back a bit more." 

     

    "Like this?" she asked, feeling his breath whispering in her hair,
    setting her atingle. Had it been him? 

     

    "That's right. Excellent. Aim, release." 

     

    His body trembled so badly it was a wonder that she didn't feel his
    massive erection, or that the arrow did not go sailing off into the
    distance. 

     

    But she held perfectly still, letting the strange sensation of his
    nearness wash over her, closing her eyes so that she did not even
    see her target as she let the arrow fly. Her second shot went into
    the outer edge of the bull, and he patted her on the shoulder. "Well
    done." 

     

    "Oh, another please," she asked, turning in his arms and giving him
    her most winning smile. Her lips were only inches from his own... 

     

    But at Marcus Fitzsimmons's approach he said, "I don't think you
    need me now. Not with so many others willing to teach you. I should
    go help the children with the ponies. I'll see you later." 

     

    He relinquished his shared grip on the bow and was gone, leaving her
    staring at him in surprise, not unmixed with longing. 
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    Elizabeth blinked and stared after Wilfred as he left her to tend to
    the children on their ponies. What had just happened between them? 

     

    One moment then had been so close, the next… 

     

    His face just before he left had been as expressionless as ever,
    though his eyes had darkened from their usual bright aquamarine to
    almost a marbled jade. 

     

    But no. It wasn't possible. The grim, severe Sir Wilfred Joyce the
    man in the cave, saying those lover-like things, being so able to
    know exactly what pleasured her? Possessing a mastery of touch which
    had thrilled her like nothing she had ever known before? 

     

    He had said he was not a ladies' man. Surely if it had been him in
    the cave he would have said something by now, tried to put himself
    forward, wanted to be with her more? 

     

    Only Marcus Fitzsimmons and Parks seemed to really be competing for
    her attention, though Monroe looked at her every so often in an
    inscrutable way. 

     

    In fact, it was now he who came up to her and said, "No, not like
    that, Lady Elizabeth. Mustn't drop your elbow." 

     

    "Monroe is a splendid shot too. Will taught him everything he
    knows." 

     

    "And you?" she asked Parks. 

     

    "Yes, he taught me too. Though I can never surpass him, much as it
    pains me to admit it." For once even he looked as bleak as his
    friend. 

     

    Elizabeth stared at the transformation, wondering why everyone
    around her seemed to be shifting like the sands upon the beach. 

     

    "Well, sir, there is more to life than archery, is there not?" she
    said in an effort to dispel his grim mood. 

     

    "Yes, indeed. Croquet we have already had the pleasure of sharing
    with you. Then there is hunting, fishing, shooting." 

     

    "I am afraid we do none of those things on any of our estates
    without the express purpose of eating what we kill, do we, Thomas." 

     

    "No, indeed we do not." 

     

    "No, of course not," Parks and Monroe agreed at once. 

     

    "What, no fox hunting?" Fitzsimmons said in shock. 

     

    "Most certainly not," Elizabeth said firmly. "Where is the sport in
    that?" 

     

    "But my dear girl, it is one of our oldest traditions." 

     

    Elizabeth fixed him with a sharp stare. "So was painting our bodies
    blue and going naked into battle, but I think you will find that
    civilisation has moved on even from that." 

     

    Nearly everyone laughed. 

     

    "Can't tell you how relieved I am about that," Parks drawled. "Blue
    is most definitely not my color. And I never could figure out how
    the Scottish Highland regiments ever went into battle with only
    their kilts on, and drat all underneath, let alone have to do it
    starkers." 

     

    Everyone laughed again, but Fitzsimmons had turned purple. With
    what? Anger, embarrassment? 

     

    Vevina said, "No, we don't kill anything we don't eat either, and
    neither myself nor Will would ever ride to hounds in anything other
    than a drag hunt." 

     

    Will had been readying the children's mounts. He looked at Elizabeth
    proudly. She had really stood up for herself, and was nothing like
    the vain and frivolous society beauties he had found so dull when he
    had last been home at Ardmore. 

     

    Now there was a woman after his own heart. Bright, intelligent,
    principled. If he had not been completely in love with Elizabeth
    after their first meeting, their continuing acquaintance had
    certainly made him so. 

     

    She saw his face light up in a smile as he looked over at her, and
    for a moment her breath caught in her throat. He looked like such a
    different person…. So handsome, so debonair… 

     

    She put down the bow and quiver, and went over to where he was
    standing with two long leads in his hands for the boys' ponies. She
    picked up the third from the ground. "I'll do Evelyn." 

     

    He was about to make a demur, but where was the harm in spending a
    few moments alone with her in the middle of a lawn? 

     

    "Thank you. She will love that." 

     

    So the three children pranced up and down while they stood together
    in the sunshine, back to back, turning slowly as the children went
    round and round. After a time in the scorching sunshine he said,
    "They've set up the tables for elevenses. Are you sure you wouldn't
    like to go take some refreshment?" 

     

    "No, I'm fine. You?" 

     

    "I'm most content." 

     

    "So, my brother tells me you have only recently got home from the
    Continent." 

     

    He nodded. "That's right. We had a few more things to take care of
    there, some people to see before we finally returned home," he said
    cautiously. 

     

    "In Portugal and Spain?" 

     

    "And France." 

     

    "You had friends there?" she asked in surprise. 

     

    "Yes, the Olivier family. Most pleasant people. Old school. We grew
    up together when they fled the Terror in 1793 and my father gave
    them refuge. Viv was a tiny infant, but she loved them all. She was
    heartbroken when they went back, accepted Bonaparte as their ruler.
    They were an old military family you see. Seven boys, all of them
    soldiers, like Parks over there. It was their choice and their
    mistake to go back. Five of the brothers were killed, their father's
    health all but destroyed by his grief. But they managed to make the
    best of their circumstances. 

     

    "We became friends once more with Vincent and then his brother Andre
    of the Imperial Guard, and also with the Chevalier du Gerald in
    Grenoble, a distant relative of Stewart's. He left Stewart and
    Vevina a vast estate, of which they have been kind enough to give me
    half." 

     

    "That's very generous of them." 

     

    He shrugged. "They are that kind of people. Very warm and loving. I
    hate to think where I would be without them. Dead is the short
    answer." 

     

    She shuddered and pressed her back more closely to his. "I'm sorry.
    I did not mean to distress you." 

     

    He looked over his shoulder at her. "No. I'm the one who should be
    sorry. Forgive my clumsy manners and blunt way of expressing
    myself." 

     

    "Not at all. I take no issue with the way you address me," she said
    with a warm smile. 

     

    "I am glad. I'm not accustomed to ladies of your class." 

     

    "Your class too." 

     

    "I suppose. But I don't hold very much with my title, it's humble
    enough, just plain Sir Wilfred. I am just as happy to be Mr. Joyce.
    And I try to take people very much as I find them." 

     

    "I had noticed with you. You have an interesting array of friends.
    Mitchell and Bob, and Parks of course. It is a rare talent to have
    so many good friends from all spheres of life." 

     

    "I dare say not many of our class would agree with your assessment,
    though." 

     

    "I don't care if they agree or not," she said with a lift of her
    chin. "I am not the kind of person who does wrong just because the
    rest of society threatens to censure me if I do not conform." 

     

    "I am most glad to hear it," Marcus Fitzsimmons said, taking the
    pony lead from her hand. "Perhaps that is why you are so fascinating
    a companion. That flash of fire, those hidden depths of yours I can
    see in the spark of your eyes." 

     

    She stepped away from him, suddenly alarmed by his nearness and his
    suggestive remarks. Really, it was one thing when they were alone,
    another entirely when they were surrounded by strangers and
    neighbors. 

     

    "I beg your pardon, Sir Wilfred, but I think I should go see if I
    can help your sister with anything." 

     

    Will scowled at Fitzsimmons as he dropped the lead, and would have
    gone after them if the children had not come first. Their safety was
    of course paramount, and there was no one else nearby to help. 

     

    Monroe and Francis Baines looked over some time later, and came to
    relieve him. 

     

    "I say, you should have given us a shout, old man." 

     

    "The children are fine. I'm fine." 

     

    "You don't look fine. Mad enough to spit, more like," Baines said in
    his thick Cork brogue. 

     

    "Aye. That man Fitzsimmons is appalling, is he not." 

     

    Will shrugged. "His conversation is somewhat objectionable, I will
    own, but he is Stewart's cousin, and therefore kin. I've met worse." 

     

    "And would like to meet better," Baines said, grimacing. 

     

    Will sighed. "I never did like him, the times we ever crossed paths
    in the past ten years. I'm glad it's not just me, then. I was
    beginning to think I had been bitten by the green-eyed monster." 

     

    "Not that we would blame you one iota if you were," Monroe said. 

     

    "It's absurd. Why look at me when she could have Parks?" Will
    grumbled. 

     

    "Because she likes him but does not admire him. Could not love and
    respect him," the brown haired ADC replied promptly. 

     

    Will laughed. "What is there not to like? Handsome, dashing, brave…" 

     

    "As are you," Monroe said patiently. 

     

    "Young and carefree, then." 

     

    "As you could be again if you just let go of the past. Dwelling on
    it won't change what happened." 

     

    "Oh, Duncan, I'm trying to let go. Elizabeth gives me a whole new
    reason to hope, to try to be a better man. It just seems like I get
    nothing but constant reminders of the past." 

     

    "It is hard, but you need to try, and can't let yourself get
    distracted. If you like the girl, tell her so. Get some sort of
    understanding with her one way or the other, and get on with your
    job." 

     

    Will's face closed up as Monroe reminded him of the task at hand. He
    should be working on his long list of duties, not swanning about
    making moon-eyes at Elizabeth. 

     

    "You're right, of course. My duty." 

     

    "What about Lady Elizabeth?" Baines asked. 

     

    He shook his head and sighed. "I can't. It wouldn't be fair. Look at
    me. Scarred as I am, inside and out." 

     

    "Parks has his fair share too, you know," Monroe pointed out. 

     

    "I know. But mine run deeper. There are more of them, and they
    weren't all caused by the war." 

     

    Baines said, "Vevina has managed to put it behind her. So have I,
    come to that. Even I've killed, poor humble secretary though I was
    until I met Samuel Fitzgerald. He made me do things I burn with
    shame to recall. If I had been any more polluted by him, I would
    have killed your own sister. Possibly even you too." 

     

    Will looked over at his smiling sister. "Viv has flourished, it's
    true. But she has a rare love with Stewart that's helped her win
    through against the darkness. Elizabeth is too delicate to ever
    understand what I've endured, what I've done." 

     

    Monroe shook his head. "I think you're underestimating her. She's
    young and lovely, but strong too. There's sorrow there. I know
    Stewart mentioned some very serious family trouble two years ago
    which only resolved itself in the spring. Something about a lost
    sister and niece. If anyone is capable of understanding you, not
    judging your past, I believe it's Elizabeth Eltham." 

     

    Will ran his fingers through his hair and shrugged. "Well, only time
    will tell. She has the opportunity to pick one of us, or even none
    of us. We shall just have to wait and see. I'm going to head back
    home. I have to check on the new roof. Leave the workers here alone
    for a second and they slack off." He gave the two men a meaning
    look, and left them with the children and ponies. 

     

    He strode up to Vevina and Elizabeth and made his apologies. 

     

    "But you will come for dinner at four?" Elizabeth asked quickly. 

     

    "Well...." 

     

    "Oh do, please." 

     

    "Shall I dress? 

     

    "Yes, we're all going to dress and perform some of She Stoops to
      Conquer. The four of us were in it last year at Brimley and we
    can still recall all our lines and thought it might amuse." 

     

    "If you need a Tony Lumpkin I'm at your service," Parks offered. 

     

    Will grinned. "What part did you play, Lady Elizabeth?" 

     

    "I was Miss Hardcastle." 

     

    "In that case I simply must be your Mr. Marlow," Fitzsimmons
    interjected before anyone else could say a word. 

     

    "But Vanessa and Clifford also had parts—" Elizabeth tried to say in
    an effort to dissuade him. 

     

    He waved his hand airily. "They must have been Hastings and Miss
    Neville. So Marlow's part, and his luck with a lovely lady such as
    yourself must be mine." 

     

    "Oh, no really. Perhaps you might like to-" 

     

    "So long as you have a book, I can play whatever part you like,"
    Parks said, to try to cover up her embarrassment. 

     

    "Thank you." 

     

    "We shall settle it later, my dear," Fitzsimmons said mildly. 

     

    But Elizabeth could tell he was determined to get his own way in
    being the romantic hero in more ways than one. 

     

    Wasn't this what she had wanted, a more strong pressing of her
    mysterious lover's suit? Why then did she feel so, so trapped?
    Cornered all the time? Flustered, on edge. Off balance whenever any
    of the three men were around? 

     

    "We shan't have time for the whole thing. Just Act One will
    suffice," Thomas said when he saw her sister's high colour. 

     

    Fitzsimmons grinned. "A pity, but I shall still look forward to it." 

     

    Some of the more racy lines and actions in the play came to mind,
    and she blushed again. Really, was this another hint as to his
    identity? 

     

    She simply couldn't be sure of anything at the moment, least of all
    her own feelings, much as it pained her to admit it. She had gone
    from having no beaux, to one vibrant shadowy one, to four or five in
    the space of only a couple of days. 

     

    As she stood there in confusion, she felt a warm hand upon her arm,
    and jumped. 

     

    "I shall seen you anon, my dear Lady Elizabeth." 

     

    "Oh, er, yes, Sir Wilfred, at four, if you please." 

     

    "I would be pleased if you called me Mr. Joyce, or Will. Sir Wilfred
    was my father, poor man." 

     

    "Oh, er, yes, er, Mr. Joyce. Though surely your army title--" 

     

    "Is a reminder of the past I would prefer not to have to carry with
    me for the rest of my life." 

     

    She blinked in surprise. "But if the rank was earned--" 

     

    "There is nothing noble about war, Lady Elizabeth. I take no pride
    in any title. I am a Sir thanks to the death of a father I loved.
    There is no cause to rejoice in that." 

     

    "No, indeed," she said with a sniff, thinking of the loss of her own
    father and how deeply her brother had mourned him, when everyone
    else had envied him ascending to the Dukedom. 

     

    "As for my military titles," he continued, "I did what any patriot
    would do. That is all." 

     

    She met his aquamarine gaze head on and nodded. "Very well, then,
    Mr. Joyce. Will." 

     

    He bowed over her hand and went grumbling to himself all the way
    back home about how churlish he had been with her. But then, he was
    sure he had reason to be, as he cursed the ill luck that had ever
    caused him to fall in love with a woman who would probably never
    even take a second look at him if he were the last man in Ardmore. 
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    Much as Will longed to linger with Elizabeth Eltham at Clancar
    Castle, Will left the field to the other men all vying for his
    attention, and went off to attend to his duties in the cave. 

     

    He knew he should have told Monroe that he had located it. Located
    it some time ago, in fact. But something held him back. After all,
    the more people who knew about a secret, the less likely it was that
    it would remain one. 

     

    Elizabeth enjoyed herself at Clancar Castle, but somehow as the
    afternoon wore on, she felt more and more weary of the company. The
    children were all a delight, and Vevina was a wonderful companion,
    but the men constantly competing for her attention began to put her
    on edge. Finally at two she announced her intention of leaving. 

     

    "I must dress for dinner, and see to a few business matters with the
    steward," she said as she excused herself. 

     

    "Two hours dressing, five minutes to, er, do business," Fitzsimmons
    said with a twinkle in his eye. 

     

    Parks scowled. Really, the man and his innuendoes were really
    starting to get on his nerves. He knew he was a cousin of Stewart's,
    but there was just something about him that was not quite right….
    And almost familiar. 

     

    Perhaps it was the strong superficial similarities family manner,
    but it was vaguely disquieting having him hanging about constantly,
    especially since the Duke's frown indicated that he didn't think
    much of him either. 

     

    "We are heartbroken and bereft, Lady Elizabeth, that you should
    leave us," Parks said, "but please, do not let us keep you from your
    most important estate business." He bowed to her. 

     

    "We shall see you at four, then," Fitzsimmons said. "I and my
    sisters." 

     

    "Four?" she echoed blankly. 

     

    "For dinner, of course." 

     

    "Oh, er, yes." She had not really intended to invite the entire
    family, but there now seemed no help for it without appearing
    excessively particular, not to say rude. 

     

    "Yes, all of you at four." 

     

    She bowed to Parks, who bestowed a winning smile upon her, and took
    her brother's left arm. 

     

    Vevina and Clifford followed on behind with their children, and she
    was relieved when they were all fairly quiet on the trip back. Her
    thoughts were so swirling she could barely make sense of them. 

     

    Thomas said, "If you find them all too boisterous we can always cry
    off having the ball at the end of the week." 

     

    "No, really, they will all enjoy it so. In any case, I am to set the
    tone in the district, along with the Duke and Duchess of Clancar, of
    course," she added hastily. "I must try to be friends with
    everyone." 

     

    "You will be careful though, Sister, won't you? I would not like you
    to get into trouble because you are being exceedingly and
    unfailingly polite as always." 

     

    "If you mean about Mr. Fitzsimmons, it was rather forward of him to
    include his whole party, but they are after all distant relations." 

     

    "However, they also put themselves forward last night. It's not a
    habit you will want to encourage, especially if you're a young woman
    on your own here." 

     

    "I know. I had rather thought perhaps one or both of the Miss
    Lynches might suit as an appropriate companion. They are both quiet
    and fairly intelligent, and respectable." 

     

    "I don't disagree. But then you might be often in the company of
    Sean, who is said to be a bit wild when he has taken too much to
    drink." 

     

    "The same can be said for many of the Irish," Charlotte pointed out.
    "It is a stereotype, like the rampant seducer soldier." 

     

    "Yes, dearest. How true," the Duke replied mildly. "Only in his
    case, I rather fear it is more than just stereotype. He most
    certainly went into the small parlor and helped himself to the
    decanters last night. I suppose it is partly my fault for leaving
    temptation in people's way. 

     

    "As you say, Elizabeth, we must set the tone. If I have never held
    with strong spirits in the house for myself, I ought not to buy them
    and have them in my home." 

     

    "It is no loss to me certainly. Wine for special occasions and a
    spot of medicinal brandy, by all means, but whiskey, no. Banish it
    from the parlor by all means." 

     

    "In that case we shall make a generous gift to Mr. Phelps. I know he
    likes a tot and will not abuse the privilege, but rather savor it
    for some considerable time to come." 

     

    "Oh dear, that's yet another thing I am ignorant of," Elizabeth
    said. "The wine cellar." 

     

    "Well, you do have the wonderful Edgars to assist you in that
    regard. He is indeed most knowledgeable on wines." 

     

    "I only know what you select for me." 

     

    "We can have a tasting, and I shall teach you what I know. Not that
    I'm encouraging you to drink, mind, but a tasting is, after all,
    supposed to be only that, not a spree. 

     

    "Clifford will help, won't you, old man? You have some real gems in
    your cellar back at Stone Court." 

     

    "I have my father to thank for that," he said modestly. "If you
    would like me to join you in setting something up for tomorrow
    evening, I would be happy to help. Anything to expand Elizabeth's
    education." 

     

    She nodded. "Speaking of which, remind me to invite the vicar and
    verger around to tea so that we can get the adult reading classes
    underway." 

     

    Thomas warned his sister, "You may find some resistance to the idea
    here, you know. Some of the more narrow-minded here have a vested
    interest in keeping the people downtrodden. If they get ideas of a
    better life, they may just start demanding one." 

     

    "And so they should." Elizabeth said stoutly. "Rank and privilege
    also has its duties and responsibilities." 

     

    "Hah, spoken like a true Rakehell," Clifford said with a beaming
    smile. 

     

    She returned it.  "Well, it's just that I know we've been
    twitted about us having so many houses, but every single one of the
    properties is well-run even if we are absentee landlords. Every
    single one has a village school nearby which you helped endow, or
    Father before you. We're doing a great deal of good, not just having
    them till the fields, or charging them such exorbitant rents on
    their ramshackle cottages that they're constantly in arrears and
    could not leave to find a better place elsewhere even if they wanted
    to." 

     

    "It is said the Fitzsimmons' tenantry are very badly pinched indeed,
    especially the serving women," Vanessa put in with a significant
    look at Thomas. 

     

    "Indeed." Elizabeth frowned. "Well, there is much of that sort of
    gossip here in Ireland. They do make up the most fantastic stories
    about each other. Like Mrs. Lynch's newborn having a snout on her
    like a pig." 

     

    They all laughed heartily. 

     

    "And I dare say if they are inventive enough they can even come up
    with some terrible things to say about us, or Stewart and his
    family," Thomas said with a smile which did not reach his eyes.
    "Don't believe everything you hear is my motto, but pay attention to
    what is being said all the same." 

     

    Once again, Elizabeth got the sense that there was a lot more going
    on in the district than met the eye. She tried to shake off her
    uneasy feeling, and hurried back to Ellesmere Manor to get ready for
    the evening. 
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    Having returned to Ellesmere Manor, they all went about their
    business. 

     

    Elizabeth had dealt with the menu that morning, but now had to warn
    Cook that there would be twice the number for dinner. 

     

    True to her word, Elizabeth did have business with the steward,
    learning all she could about the estate. She not come out of the
    study until quarter to four, and raced upstairs to give herself a
    cat lick, and brush out and re-style her hair. 

     

    She surveyed her gowns, and decided she did not want to appear too
    fine. Charlotte and Vanessa were good but not modish dressers, and
    she did not want to eclipse Vevina, who seemed to not worry very
    much what she wore so long as she was decently clad. 

     

    Not that there was anything wrong with her taste, but she was
    constantly romping with the children and seemed not to care in the
    least for jewels or her coiffure. But she was a most happy woman,
    with a surpassingly devoted partner. 

     

    Elizabeth knew there was more to life than clothes and baubles—just
    how much more she had had a taste of in the cave. 

     

    She blushed at her fevered recollections, and grabbed the first gown
    that came to hand, a shimmering dark blue silk with lace trim which
    set off her eyes, making them look twice as large, and her hair, a
    rich deep black with hidden highlights which were almost midnight
    blue in colour. 

     

    She took up her matching gloves and an embroidery hoop and her
    reticule, and went below.  She passed the time stitching in the
    drawing room downstairs as the guest began to assemble. 

     

    The Fitzsimmons clan had already arrived by the time she went
    down.  Fortunately Clifford was managing to keep Marcus busy
    with talk of hunting and fishing thereabouts, so she could further
    her acquaintance with his sisters. 

     

    She rather wished she had not, for they did nothing but quiz her
    about all the men of the party that day, what they had done and
    said. It was evident they were trying to decide who was the best one
    for each to set their cap at. Since they were so sharp-eyed, it was
    surprising that they were not both making a beeline for either Parks
    or Will. 

     

    Amelia pointed out, "La, a career soldier? Not for me. All that dirt
    and discomfort. And no chances at prize money or loot now that the
    war is over, so the pay will be mean enough." 

     

    Elizabeth stiffened. "I'm glad the war is over. It has meant far
    more than simply loot, which is nothing more than stealing, may I
    remind you. Why, my brother tells me Wellington was most severe upon
    that sort of thing—" 

     

    "Sheer hypocrisy," Mary interjected, licking her lips with relish.
    "You can't tell me any soldier in their right mind wouldn't pick up
    a souvenir or two if it were dangled in front of his nose." 

     

    "I'm sorry, but my brother and our cousin Stewart don't seem those
    kind of men. Nor were my brother's set." 

     

    "More fool them, then." 

     

    "Or Mr. Joyce, or Mr. Parks," she added. 

     

    "I don't know about Parks, but that there Will Joyce is rich as
    Croesus after the war. Not from looting, of course, you're correct,"
    said Amelia, "but what he did is a far worse sin in our books, and
    we shan't have more to do with him than we have to." 

     

    Elizabeth opened her mouth to demand to know what she was talking
    about. Just then the subject of the discussion appeared, still clad
    in black, though it was now silk evening garb. She sat with her
    mouth open, hardly knowing what to say or think. What on earth had
    Amelia meant? 

     

    Her brother caught her eye, and he shook his head. He did a rather
    good if catty imitation of the two sisters behind their backs which
    Will and Parks caught, and all four of them smiled.  

     

    The sisters, who had just been so dismissive of the two young men a
    moment before, now pounced upon them as eagerly as if they were on
    the menu, and they hadn't eaten all day. 

     

    "Pray excuse me, Lady Elizabeth. I fear I must—" Will said, as he
    was dragged away to the opposite end of the table with Parks,
    leaving Fitzsimmons to escort her into dinner. 

     

    She could see now why Marcus had insisted upon Amelia and Mary
    coming. Rather a clever little gambit. But once again she got that
    cornered feeling only he seemed to produce. 

     

    Cornered, or intimate, knowing what she had seemingly shared with
    him in the cave? If it had been him. If it had, why did she not feel
    so thrilled by his company? 

     

    Because first impressions, especially ones in a pitch-black cave
    when she was being kissed and fondled to a fevered frenzy, were not
    the most reliable, she admitted to herself with a sigh. 

     

    Even Jane had been deceived, in broad daylight. And Charlotte.
    Vanessa. Were all men deceivers? All men apart from the Rakehells?
    And even they had fibbed to their wives in order to protect them…. 

     

    That sobering chain of thought followed her throughout dinner. She
    managed a couple of glances at Will down at the far end of the
    table, cutting up Mitchell's dinner and patiently helping him mop up
    a spill. He chatted with Parks and Monroe amiably about their plans
    for the morrow.  Surely not all men, she amended. 

     

    Eventually even the thick-skinned Fitzsimmons noticed she was more
    and more noncommunicative. 

     

    "My dear, are you unwell?" 

     

    "No, not at all. I'm just going over all my lines in my head for the
    play later," she said as she straightened her shoulders, trying to
    dispel the blue devils she had allowed to take over her normally
    tranquil mind. 

     

    "Ah, yes, of course. Looking forward to it." 

     

    "Indeed, if everyone is ready, we might adjourn to the drawing room
    for coffee, and get started," Thomas said with a measuring look at
    his sister. 

     

    He knew her well enough to know that something had come over her in
    the past few days. Was it possible she was in love? 

     

    With which one? He looked at the sea of new faces around the room.
    He hoped that if that was indeed what ailed her, it would be Wilfred
    Joyce. 

     

    He sighed. He could not make the choice for her. In any case, there
    was no accounting for a lady's heart and mind. Anyone could see the
    sober young chap was completely head over heels, but so modest he
    seemed to be retiring from the field without even trying to engage
    in battle. 

     

    Thomas smiled. He disapproved of matchmaking, but there was no harm
    in trying to help the poor fellow's cause along, now was there? That
    would mean getting Fitzsimmons out of the way. 

     

    He looked over at that man now, and frowned. There was just
    something so… reptilian about him. Cold. Impassive. No, not
    reptilian. Chameleon-like. As if he could change his colours
    depending upon what company he kept. 

     

    "I say, Fitzsimmons, there's a horse fair on tomorrow in Cork. I
    should be most grateful if you would condescend to spend the day
    with me looking over what's on offer." 

     

    "I'm at your service, sir," he said with a barely contained smirk.
    "I was actually going to look for a few mounts for myself and my
    sisters." 

     

    "Good, then. I shall have the carriage come pick you up at eight. I
    am told if we are not there early we will miss out badly." 

     

    "Very true." 

     

    "I understand you plan to ride tomorrow, Elizabeth. I hope you don't
    mind if we join your party. Would you care to join us in turn for a
    luncheon on the beach if the weather is fine?" Stewart asked. 

     

    "Delighted, thank you." 

     

    "And we have arranged a wine tasting for you all for tomorrow
    evening," Clifford added to Stewart and Will in a low enough tone
    for it to be understood that Fitzsimmons was not to be included. 

     

    "Thank you, we would find that most pleasant," Stewart accepted for
    them both. 

     

    The Fitzsimmons sisters could not invite themselves to such an
    occasion without looking immoderate, and so they lapsed into silence
    and scowled. 

     

    "And of course there is to be the ball at the end of the week,"
    Charlotte pointed out to put them back into good humor. "We shall
    have much to do to make all the arrangements." 

     

    "Whatever help you need, you have only to say," Will said sincerely. 

     

    Charlotte and Vanessa both smiled at him with approval. "Thank you.
    Your interest would be most welcome." 

     

    They too did not approve of matchmaking, but they did not see any
    harm in bringing the retiring young man out of his shell. 

     

    After all, so many men had been affected by the war. It was over
    now. He ought to try to come back into the normal way of things, not
    dress as though in deep mourning all the time. It was such a waste
    for so attractive a man with such a sterling character. 

     

    They rose from the table and went into the drawing room, where they
    had gathered copies of the play and moved the furniture from one end
    of the room to create a makeshift stage. The French window and
    curtains served as stage right. Now all that had to be decided upon
    were the parts. 

     

    Fitzsimmons of course insisted upon being the hero, the Duke and
    Duchess the Hardcastles. Parks seemed perfect for Tony Lumpkin, and
    Clifford reprised his role as Hastings. Will suddenly found himself
    being volunteered for the role of the Landlord. 

     

    "Oh, no, really, Stewart or Monroe…" 

     

    "Nonsense, my dear fellow," Stewart said. "You know I'm not bookish.
    It's one of your favorite plays. As for poetry, Will can recite
    hundreds of things from memory. He was the most popular man in the
    officer's mess. He helped pass a great number of very long, tedious
    and cold hours in Spain and France, I can tell you." 

     

    "Then you must be the Landlord," Elizabeth said. "I insist." 

     

    "No, really—" 

     

    She smiled mischievously, seeing Amelia ogling him, and wondering
    why the silly girl bothered her so. "It will work out well. After
    all, you are four tall, blond, handsome men. You will look well
    together, and the women can all admire you." 

     

    "Thank you for my share," Clifford said, "but all I want is
    Vanessa's warm regard." 

     

    "Do you mean you shall not admire us?" Parks teased. 

     

    "Of course I shall, if you read your lines well," she said with a
    wink. 

     

    True to her words, Elizabeth was most impressed with Parks and
    Will's performances. Their comic timing could not have been better,
    and paired as Tony and the Landlord, they did extremely well. 

     

    The only weak link was Fitzsimmons. It was a pity he had such an
    exaggerated opinion of his own very limited abilities, she thought
    with a sigh. 

     

    She laughed as hard as anyone in the audience when Will exclaimed in
    a broad West Country accent, "Master Hardcastle's! Lack-a-daisy, my
    masters, you're come a deadly deal wrong! When you came to the
    bottom of the hill, you should have crossed down Squash Lane. Then
    you were to keep straight forward, till you came to four roads." 

     

    "Come to where four roads meet?" Marcus Fitzsimmons said woodenly. 

     

    "Aye," Parks said, "but you must be sure to take only one of them. 

     

    "Then keeping to the right, you are to go sideways till you come
    upon Crackskull Common: there you must look sharp for the track of
    the wheel, and go forward till you come to farmer Murrain's barn.
    Coming to the farmer's barn, you are to turn to the right, and then
    to the left, and then to the right about again, till you find out
    the old mill—" 

     

    Having missed a couple of his other lines, Marcus Fitzsimmons burst
    out, "‘Zounds, man! We could as soon find out the longitude!" but he
    was too loud and did not manage to get a laugh. 

     

    Will's performance was word-perfect without so much as a glance at
    the book. 

     

    He said in a stage whisper, "Sure, you been't sending them to your
    father's as an inn, be you?" 

     

    "Mum, you fool you. Let them find that out." 

     

    Parks then bestowed a huge smile on his fellow actors and victims in
    the play and said, "You have only to keep on straight forward, till
    you come to a large old house by the road side. You'll see a pair of
    large horns over the door. That's the sign. Drive up the yard, and
    call stoutly about you. I'll just step myself, and show you a piece
    of the way." 

     

    Will, left alone on stage to deliver the final line of the act,
    muttered under his breath, "Ah, bless your heart, for a sweet,
    pleasant, mischievous brat." 

     

    Then there was rapturous applause, and they took their bows. 

     

    Fitzsimmons looked at the book and remarked with a sly smile, "Not
    quite what it says here, eh, old boy?" 

     

    Will stared at him coldly. "There is no need to use such language in
    front of the ladies." 

     

    "All a bit of fun." 

     

    "If you speak like that in your own home sir, that is your affair. I
    do not in mine, and most certainly would not in any one else's." 

     

    Elizabeth silently applauded his principles, but Marcus Fitzsimmons
    opened his mouth to retort. 

     

    Parks calmed the scene by congratulating everyone on how well they
    had done, and suggesting they could all do with a spot of
    refreshment. 

     

    "Honestly, I don't know what I would do without you," she said,
    giving Parks a warm smile. "You certainly know how to be the
    ultimate host." 

     

    "Only too pleased to help, my dear. Not every person is blessed with
    my gift of uncomplicated and brazen love of ostentation." 

     

    Everyone within hearing distance laughed at him, and Elizabeth took
    his arm. 

     

    As they drank coffee a few moments later in the dining room, they
    discussed plans for the ball in two nights' time. 

     

    "What about a masked ball?" Parks suggested. "Now is the best time
    to have it, before we all get to know each other's clothes and gowns
    so well that we will be able to tell each other easily. There can be
    little prizes for the person who guesses the most out of all the
    people. We will make hooded cloaks, black for the men, white for the
    ladies, and we can pin little numbers on each other." 

     

    "Ah, but you are forgetting there will not be enough ladies,"
    Elizabeth said. 

     

    "We can invite all the Lynches," Thomas suggested. "I'm sure since
    it's not a public assembly, there will be no harm in the younger
    ones coming as well." 

     

    "But they're Catholic," Fitzsimmons said with a note of horror in
    his tone. 

     

    "So? They're still ladies, and we all still like to dance. You had
    no objection to Sean Lynch and his two sisters last night, did you?" 

     

    "Er, no," he said, seeing himself cornered and not wishing to appear
    more rude. 

     

    "Good," Elizabeth said coolly. "I shall send out the invitations
    first thing in the morning." 

     

    "I shall help with the numbers and the list," Parks offered before
    Fitzsimmons could put himself forward. "Only you and I shall know
    who is really who." 

     

    Elizabeth looked up and met Will's eye. 

     

    He gazed at her for a moment. "Can I help?" 

     

    "Yes, indeed. I am also told you play and sing very well indeed.
    Please, if you would be so kind?" 

     

    They returned to the drawing room arm, and arm, but she was sorry to
    see him trapped in the corner so far away from her as he went to do
    her bidding, and was followed by Miss Amelia, who had a voice like a
    corncrake. 

     

    But his performance at the pianoforte was a revelation, with his
    skill and magnificent baritone voice. 

     

    Stewart and Parks flashed her a smile as if to say, "I told you so." 

     

    As soon as she finished with the list and the numbers she had been
    working on with Parks for the ball, she rose to join him. 

     

    Will immediately got up from the stool before she could sit down
    next to him, and almost climbed over the instrument in his haste to
    get away. 

     

    She blinked in surprise. "But I thought we might-" 

     

    "I have prevailed upon your guests long enough with my toneless
    croaking," Will said. 

     

    She grinned, until she realized he was in earnest. "No, no! Not at
    all!" she protested sincerely. 

     

    "It is kind of you. But if we're to be up early for riding, I'd
    better be going." 

     

    "Yes, there will be much to organize for the picnic too," Stewart
    said, taking his wife's arm. 

     

    She smiled at her husband and came over to say goodnight to
    Elizabeth. 

     

    "And you have your invitations to send out. Thank you so much for
    another lovely evening." She gave a surprised Elizabeth a quick
    embrace. 

     

    Stewart kissed her hand and gave her a warm, almost fatherly smile. 

     

    It would have looked odd if Will had not taken a more gracious leave
    of her, so he came out from the opposite side of the piano, and
    bowed over her gloved hand. 

     

    Their gazes mingled for a moment. She saw something spark and ignite
    for a brief second in his rare blue eyes, before he blinked and it
    was gone. 

     

    "Good night, Lady Elizabeth. Until tomorrow." 

     

    "Good night, Mr. Joyce. A bien tot." 

     

    Parks came up to kiss her hand effusively, and vanished with Will,
    leaving only Mitchell and Monroe. They asked to escort the
    Fitzsimmons sisters home. 

     

    Since Fitzsimmons lingering would have looked excessively odd, he
    was forced to say goodbye as well, and had to content himself with
    one warm pressure of the hand, and no especial words of regard,
    since Thomas and Charlotte were flanking Elizabeth on either side
    like library lions. 

     

    "I shall see you in the morning, Fitzsimmons." 

     

    "Yes, Your Grace. Thank you. Good night." 

     

    After they had left, Elizabeth hurriedly wrote out the invitations
    with Charlotte's help. 

     

    A short time later, she said good night and was alone in her room
    once more. She undressed and got into bed. But sleep was a long time
    in coming as she replayed the few precious minutes in the cave over
    and over again in her mind. 

     

    It had been real. She was sure of it. Why then had those heated
    feelings been so elusive, despite all of the good-looking men she
    had been surrounded by? 

     

    Perhaps he was none of them? Or it really was Fitzsimmons? Why then
    did he now leave her so cold? 

     

    Whoever it was, he had to be out there… 

     

     

    Will tossed and turned, dreaming of Elizabeth over and over again.
    Damn him for a fool. She had desired him so much, he should have
    just given in to his raw need and suffered the consequences and
    questions after the fact. 

     

    But that would have been unfair to her. He simply couldn't have
    ravished her in a cave.  He wanted every blessed inch of her.
    Body, soul, and her whole heart. He needed her to be sure of him. He
    wanted nothing to mar their happiness together, not as it had with
    his former wife. 

     

    Then he sighed. He had had too much honesty with her. With Elizabeth
    he could never have enough… 

     

    No, he was a fool to think she could ever give more than a passing
    though to, let alone fall in love with, a shadowy man she had met in
    a cave. A man forced to live in the shadows for as long as he had to
    follow his orders, or pay the price. He thumped the pillows, and
    sighed. 

     

    Then he rose, and headed for the cave once more to do his duty,
    always his duty… 
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    The next day dawned bright and clear. Elizabeth got out of bed
    feeling much more optimistic than she had done the night before. She
    would love to know who the man in the cavern had been, but that was
    not all there was to her life. It was most distracting. 

     

    At the same time, she couldn't allow it to ruin her peace of mind.
    She missed all of the Rakehells and Brimley. But with the
    Fitzgeralds and their friends, and the other neighbors at Ardmore,
    she had all the makings of a new set of very close companions. 

     

    Elizabeth groaned as she recalled she had been so busy the day
    before she had neglected to invite the vicar and verger and his
    sister to tea. 

     

    She dashed off a couple of notes to them and was just finishing her
    cup of coffee in the breakfast room when Will came striding in. 

     

    Really, it was almost as though black were made for him, she thought
    to herself as she gazed up at his handsome visage, his strikingly
    athletic figure. 

     

    He drew himself up short when he saw she was all alone.  "They
    told me to pop my head in to see if you were ready." 

     

    "Yes, indeed," she said, putting down the cup. 

     

    "Please don't let me hurry you." 

     

    "Not at all. I have had sufficient." 

     

    When she got outside, Vevina was there with her husband and Parks,
    and she noted that Vevina did not use a sidesaddle either. Well,
    that was a relief. 

     

    Will helped her with a leg up, trying to make the contact as
    impersonal as possible, but appreciating the warmth of her lithe
    form so much he was glad of the cold bath he had subjected himself
    to that morning in an effort to get the grime of the cave off him,
    and all the torrid associations with it which filled him with the
    most agonizing desire. 

     

    She felt so perfect in his arms, under his hands, it was all he
    could do not to press her to him for a kiss. 

     

    Elizabeth got up into the saddle without incident, and looked down
    to thank Will. Once again she saw that elusive spark in his eyes,
    and felt a slight flush to her cheeks, a tremble to her hand as she
    gathered the reins. 

     

    Then he was swinging his long leg over his saddle, and she gazed
    after him almost with longing as he took the lead up the tree-lined
    avenue toward the beach. 

     

    Once there, they galloped along the sandy strand for a time. 
    Elizabeth was glad she was wearing a sunbonnet instead of her usual
    dapper little riding hat, for the sun was beating down as if it were
    the height of summer. Even Parks' pale complexion took on a golden
    tinge. 

     

    "I must say I hardly recognized you out of uniform, " she remarked
    as the five of them rode side by side. 

     

    "I feel positively indecent. But you know what sand is like. It gets
    all over, in every nook and cranny." 

     

    She blushed and thought she saw Will looking at her, but he simply
    remarked, "Not to mention the damage the salt water could do to your
    regimentals." 

     

    She flushed again. Was this a reference to the other day? 

     

    "Thank you for the loan, old man. I can't recall the last time I
    owned any regular clothes." 

     

    "What's mine is yours." He looked at his friend again more
    closely.  "You'll have to borrow something for the ball as
    well. All your usual gold braid might be a bit of a giveaway." 

     

    "True. Thank you for reminding me to ransack your wardrobe when we
    get back to Joyce Hall." 

     

    "Honestly, you two, anyone would think you were some society belles.
    Balls and clothes indeed," Vevina teased. "Come. Let's gallop." 

     

    They had a race which Will won easily, moving so at one with his
    horse he might have been a centaur, Elizabeth thought with a long,
    appraising look. 

     

    "Would you like to walk for a time, Lady Elizabeth?" he asked when
    he saw her staring pointedly at him. 

     

    "Yes, that would be pleasant," she said with a smile. 

     

    He helped her down out of the saddle, but if she had hoped for a
    long, lingering pressing against his manly chest, she was
    disappointed. He got her down in a workmanlike fashion and took the
    reins of both horses, while Parks took her other arm. 

     

    She looked over again at Will, wondering why he was always so formal
    and reticent. Perhaps he was already spoken for? An understanding
    with another lady? 

     

    Elizabeth wondered why the notion bothered her so. She decided she
    was being silly. Did she not have enough men fighting to impress
    her, without her wanting to make a conquest of the sombre Will
    Joyce? She recalled how flighty Jonathan's wife Pamela had been
    prior to her marriage, and how it had almost cost her his friendship
    and love. 

     

    No, Sir Wilfred Joyce was a thoroughly solid and respectable man of
    sound opinions and most upright and decent character. To try to
    flirt with him for the sake of getting some sort of emotional
    response from him other than cordiality would be just too bad of
    her. 

     

    All the same, though, his hands and eyes upon her did the most
    peculiar things to her heartbeat…. 

     

    She managed to get through the ride and luncheon on the beach
    without disgracing herself too shamefully. But her sensation of
    being flustered only seemed to increase during the day as the rest
    of the party joined them and began to loosen up under the influence
    of good food, company, and some chilled white wine. 

     

    Monroe, Mitchell and the Baineses served everyone, and then
    organised games for the whole party, including the children. 

     

    No, it couldn't be Sir Wilfred, Mr. Joyce, she corrected herself,
    recalling his request from the previous day.  It had to be
    Parks, she told herself as they tossed one of the children's balls
    to each other. 

     

    They both went for one Will had thrown. They ended up almost in each
    other's arms rolling around in the sand. 

     

    "Lord, Parks, you're going to break the poor girl's neck," Stewart
    remonstrated. 

     

    The children giggled delightedly and all piled onto the struggling
    couple. 

     

    Parks sat up from the wriggling mass of bodies. "Hah! Got it,
    Monroe." 

     

    He threw it to his friend and moved to help Will disentangle
    Elizabeth from the writhing toddlers, as well as Bob, who was
    tickling them all until they screamed with laughter, even Elizabeth. 

     

    Will helped her up, pressing her close to his chest. He began 
    brushing down the back of her gown without thinking. "Sand
    everywhere," he whispered. 

     

    She raised her lips to his almost instinctively, touching his
    shoulder as she did so. He winced and she almost fell again as his
    bad arm gave way completely with the searing pain. He caught her to
    him tightly with his right hand to stop her tumbling into the sand
    once more. He almost thrust her at Vevina and Stewart as they came
    up to see if she was all right. 

     

    He was white-faced with pain, clutching his left arm hard. "I'm
    sorry," he rasped. "I must have overdone things today. I hope I
    wasn't too rough with you." 

     

    "Never mind you, love. What about the children being too rough? Are
    you all right, Lady Elizabeth?" Vevina asked. 

     

    "Fine. But if the vicar is coming to tea, I'd better run home and
    change," she said, flooded with confusion. 

     

    "Yes, it's about time we were all heading back home," Stewart
    agreed. 

     

    Vevina helped brush off the worst of the sand from Elizabeth's dark
    habit. Monroe helped her into her saddle silently. The whole party
    was now a great deal more subdued than it had been a few moments
    before. 

     

    "Mr. Joyce's arm. Can he get into the saddle?" she asked sotto voce. 

     

    Monroe flashed her a broad grin. "Can he ever. Watch." 

     

    She turned to see Will take a small running jump at the back of the
    horse and vault squarely into his saddle. He was already moving the
    horse with his knees alone as he took up the reins and put his feet
    in the stirrups at last. 

     

    Elizabeth's breath caught in her throat.  She stared at him
    open-mouthed. 

     

    To her chagrin he did not meet her eyes; rather, it seemed he took
    pains to avoid her gaze. What on earth had happened between them? To
    his arm? 

     

    She longed to ask him, but there was no chance to draw near enough. 

     

    Yet he seemed fine and was perfectly cordial as he took his leave of
    her. He reached over the pommel of his saddle to shake hands.
    "Goodbye." 

     

    "Thank you for a lovely day." 

     

    "Enjoy your tea." 

     

    "You're coming for supper, surely?" she blurted out almost
    desperately. 

     

    "Oh, no, I have-" 

     

    "Nothing that cannot wait," Parks intervened. "We will all be there
    for the wine tasting. Plus the last minute arrangements for the
    ball, of course." 

     

    Will said nothing, merely nodded. 

     

    "Thank you. I shall see you then. And I'm sorry if you hurt yourself
    because of me," she said with a timid glance up into his face. 

     

    "Not at all. Your servant, Ma'am." 

     

    Elizabeth waved and went in to change, playing over the whole day in
    her mind. She noted that she had had a marvelous day, and not once
    had she even thought of Marcus Fitzsimmons. 

     

    She wondered at how flustered she had been around Parks. He had
    never once said anything even remotely indicating admiration, or any
    hint of what had happened in the cave. She had been ruffled by what
    had happened on the sand, but it had actually been when Mr. Joyce
    had tried to help her, not when she had been in Parks' arms. 

     

    She stripped off her now sandy riding habit, refreshed herself with
    a  quick sponge bath, and put on her spotted muslin with the
    blue trim. 

     

    She had worn it the night of the incident in the cave, and allowed
    its soft folds to whisper over her flesh like a lover's caress. With
    a shake of her head over her romantic notions, she went down to
    greet her guests. 

     

    The vicar Mr. Locke and his bookish young verger were somewhat less
    than enthusiastic over her idea for adult literacy classes. 

     

     But Mr. Nolan's sister Penelope, a most pert and outspoken
    young bluestocking in her early twenties with flaming red hair,
    said, "Of course we shall help. Nothing worse than ignorance, except
    people who are willfully so. We can call upon everyone of importance
    in the district and get them to commit to an hour a week." 

     

    "Oh, but—" 

     

    She snorted with derision.  "No sense in trying to be polite,
    dear.  If you wait for them to volunteer, you'll be waiting
    until the last trump sounds." 

     

    "Very well. We're having a masked ball tomorrow night. If you would
    all care to come, you can get them to give you an undertaking. You
    can put me down for three hours each week." 

     

    "Goodo. Leave it to me, my girl. Only don't expect me to wear a
    costume. I shall just bully them and leave," the pretty Penelope
    said in a firm tone. 

     

    Elizabeth smiled, and nodded. "As you please. But you're more than
    welcome to join us." 

     

    As soon as tea was over, she joined Charlotte and Vanessa, who she
    saw had been hard at the ball preparations all day. 

     

    "I'm sorry I've not been much help." 

     

    "Nonsense, dear," Charlotte said, giving her sister-in-law a warm
    hug. "Vanessa and I have been having a marvelous time. We had a
    lovely day with the children. Clifford is just now finishing
    gathering wines from the cellar if you'd like to see what he's up
    to. Only don't ruin your frock." 

     

    "Is Thomas back yet?" 

     

    "No. You know what these horse fairs are like. A lot of whiskey,
    blarney and hand spitting." 

     

    "True. He will have to scrub himself from head to toe when he gets
    back." 

     

    "So long as he doesn't bring Fitzsimmons, I shall be happy to see
    him no matter what his state." 

     

    Elizabeth looked at Charlotte. "You don't like him, then?" 

     

    "I am sure he is all very well in his way, but certainly nothing
    like the Rakehells. Or his cousin Stewart, and Colonel Joyce and
    Major Parks and their set." 

     

    Elizabeth nodded thoughtfully. "I shall go find Clifford, tell him
    to come up and wash and dress for dinner." 

     

    Vanessa smiled at her. "Thank you." 

     

    She threw her dark day coat over her gown and went to the door at
    the back of the house under the servants' stairs. 

     

    Clifford was happily standing there amid the racks with a lantern,
    poring over the treasures. 

     

    "Fascinating. You father must have done a very brisk trade with the
    French. There are some vintages and types of wine here that even
    I've never seen, and my father fancied himself a real connoisseur." 

     

    "Well, we're very close to France here. Historically speaking
    there's always been a great deal of trade between the two countries,
    up until the Revolution at any rate. And there was that short
    cessation of hostilities after Trafalgar, and the Convention of
    Cintra." 

     

    "Don't mention that ignoble incident to me, or I shall forget myself
    and swear in the presence of a lady." 

     

    "Well, the Government thought it was were doing the right thing,
    trying to save lives," she said in an attempt to placate him. 

     

    "Wellington didn't. They forced him to agree to the Treaty, but as
    soon as he got to London there was the inquiry, and he was
    exonerated." 

     

    "Thank goodness," she said with a shudder. "I hate to think where we
    would all be now without him." 

     

    "Don't I know it." 

     

    "But sometimes one has to compromise, doesn't one?" she asked
    pensively. 

     

    Clifford shook his head. "Not if you believe in your cause strongly
    enough. If you know it is the right thing to do. We never could have
    placated Napoleon except by allowing ourselves to be devoured." 

     

    Elizabeth considered his words for a moment as she admired the dusty
    old bottles and the cellar. It was  not used very much, but was
    not nearly as filthy as she might have expected. She certainly had
    some very dedicated servants. 

     

    "So your solution is to stand and fight, no matter what?" 

     

    "If it is presented to you, yes. Never start a fight, but always
    finish one." 

     

    "Thank you. I'll keep it in mind." 

     

    Clifford gathered up the last of the bottles from the table. 

     

    "Here, let me give you a hand," she offered. 

     

    She took a couple from him and he was able to lift the lantern to
    guide their way up the stairs. 

     

    "I hope you're going to be happy here. If you ever get homesick,
    though, you know we'll always be thrilled to see you at Stone
    Court." 

     

    "Do you think I'm making a mistake by staying, Clifford? Please,
    give me your honest opinion." 

     

    He shrugged, and went into the small parlor they had set aside for
    the wine tasting. "It's not for me to say." 

     

    "But I'm asking your advice. As an old friend." 

     

    He sighed. "As I said, we shall miss you. But you need to strike out
    on your own, not live with the shadow of what happened to Jane
    forever. Promise me you'll be careful, won't you, Elizabeth. Men can
    be most plausible rogues." 

     

    "I know. I promise." 

     

    Clifford gave her a warm hug and a soothing rub on the back. 

     

    They heard the tread of a booted foot on the wooden floor outside. 

     

    "Sorry to interrupt, I was told to come look for Elizabeth," Will
    said gruffly, feeling a cold fury spread through him. 

     

    He gaped as he saw the face of the tall blond man she had been
    hugging. Relief flooded through him. For a moment he had thought it
    was Fitzsimmons. 

     

    "Mr. Stone?" 

     

    Clifford pumped his hand warmly. "Good to see you, lad. We've just
    finished in the cellars. Perhaps you can help Elizabeth open them to
    breathe whilst I get cleaned up." 

     

    "Er, certainly." 

     

    But Clifford had already vanished, leaving them completely alone for
    the first time. 

     

    "Please allow me to take off your dusty coat first, Lady Elizabeth." 

     

    "Thank you." 

     

    He removed it from her gently and draped it over a chair, then took
    off his evening gloves and began to open and uncork with deft
    movements. 

     

    "We can get Edgars to do this if you prefer." 

     

    "Don't be silly. I'm not averse to doing things myself. I had to in
    the war, after all." 

     

    "How is your shoulder now? I noticed it pained you today," she said
    quietly, daring to risk a direct look at his handsome face as she
    removed her gloves to stop them from getting any more dusty than
    they already had. 

     

    "It twinges me every so often. I'm sorry if you were hurt or
    startled." 

     

    "Neither, but I was concerned for you." 

     

    "It's nothing." 

     

    "How did it happen, or is that too personal a question?" 

     

    He shrugged. "The French were trying to kill me. They fired a
    cannon, the shell exploded, I was hit. The shrapnel was too deep to
    get it out. End of story." 

     

    "I'm sure it's a great deal more painful than you are letting on,"
    she said softly, placing one hand upon his sleeve. "Emotion doesn't
    have to be weakness, you know." 

     

    He jumped away from her before she could touch him again. "I don't
    know what you mean, Lady Elizabeth. Pray excuse me while I see where
    my sister has got to. We should not be alone in here together like
    this." 

     

    He fled. Beat an ignominious retreat. Turned tail and ran. 

     

    Whatever terms he couched it in, he could have turned his head and
    kissed her, but didn't. 

     

    He would have words with his so-called friends about setting him up
    again. It was simply not fair to either of them. The last thing he
    wanted was for her to get herself a reputation thanks to him. 

     

    If the Fitzsimmons family had been in the house and found them alone
    together with their gloves off having a personal conversation, they
    would never have heard the end of it. 

     

    But then, he had to concede, if Marcus had been in the house he
    would never have got the chance to get anywhere near her alone. 

     

    What had she meant by her statement about emotion? He sighed. He
    would never know now. 

     

    He gathered the troops to get them to help set up the wine bottles,
    and headed back to the little room. The servants began to lay out
    food. Clifford came in a short time later with Thomas, both looking
    freshly washed and dressed, and eager to be the teachers for the
    evening. To everyone's relief, Fitzsimmons was not with Thomas. 

     

    They had a most pleasant evening, for Will and Parks were
    knowledgable about wines as well. 

     

    "You should see Will's cellars at Joyce Hall. Most fine." 

     

    Will stared fixedly at his friend and remained silent. 

     

    "You can pop round tomorrow to come have a look if you like, all of
    you," Parks invited. 

     

    "Oh, er, but they will have so much to do tomorrow to prepare for
    the ball, and the house is in such poor repair—" 

     

    "Nonsense. What's a bit of dust? Do say you'll come have a look,
    Clifford. I would value your opinion. I might buy a few bottles from
    you and Lady Elizabeth as well, if you don't mind, to start laying
    down my own cellar. After three years drinking the most appalling
    swill in Portugal and Spain I could do with some good tipple." 

     

    "Surely the wines were not that bad there? Port and sherry and so
    on," Elizabeth said with a smile at Parks. 

     

    "True, true. And I would not want you to think that we were topers.
    But the water often wasn't fit to drink, and the cheaper wines were
    like vinegar. The Frenchies got most of the good stuff, curse them."
    His tone was so mild that everyone laughed. 

     

    "You make me feel very ashamed of my privileged and easy life, while
    you all sacrificed so much." 

     

    "We sacrificed for our wives, sisters, children, parents," Will said
    firmly. "It was a privilege to serve." 

     

    She smiled at him warmly, and she found her ungloved hand grasping
    his own bare one for a brief moment. 

     

    Her eyes widened, her head swam, and the next thing she knew, she
    was on a sofa in the drawing room with Charlotte and Vanessa patting
    her face, a bottle of sal volatile under her nose. 

     

    She choked and sputtered, while Thomas and Clifford hovered nearby
    solicitously. 

     

    She could hear a murmur of voices outside the door and someone
    speaking in sharp strident tones on the terrace. 

     

    "I don't know. I don't understand any of this. It's like, I don't
    know, some sort of witchcraft—" she heard a male voice exclaim. 

     

    She heard a female voice speaking in a soothing tone. 

     

    Elizabeth sat up and looked around. 

     

    "What happened?" 

     

    "You fainted," Charlotte said gently. 

     

    "Fainted? But I never—" 

     

    "Too much wine and sunshine, eh, Sister? You're done in. Let's get
    you to bed." 

     

    Thomas and Clifford put an arm each around her waist to help her up. 

     

    Word spread quickly that she was feeling better, and everyone
    gathered in the hall. 

     

    "We'll just say a quick goodnight to your guests, if you're up to
    it?" 

     

    She nodded, dazed. "Yes of course, Thomas." 

     

    She went out into the hall and said, "I'm so sorry to have ruined
    the evening giving you such a shock." 

     

    "You're sure you're all right now?" Vevina asked with evident
    concern. 

     

    "I think so. Too much sun and wine, I fear. I shall be fine tomorrow
    in time for the ball." 

     

    "Are you sure?" Parks asked, bowing over her hand with his usual
    sharp military style. 

     

    "Yes, I am." 

     

    "I'm so glad to see you're feeling better." Will bent over her hand,
    and pressed her dusty gloves into it. 

     

    Seeing his shining blond head, she was tempted to touch his locks to
    feel if they were as silky soft as they appeared. 

     

    She fisted her hand to her side, and told herself to get a grip on
    her emotions. She was overwrought, that had to be it. The tumble
    that day and fall in Will's arms must have take its toll more than
    she realised. 

     

    "Good night. I shall see you tomorrow evening at nine." 

     

    Thomas swung her up into his arms, and brought her to her room. "You
    are to stay in bed tomorrow and rest, or I shall cancel the ball for
    sure." 

     

    "Yes, Brother," she said meekly. 

     

    Charlotte and Vanessa came in to check on her and help her undress.
    She could hardly wait for them to leave her. 

     

    At last she was in bed alone in the dark with her terrified
    thoughts. What on earth had happened to her? Had she fainted because
    she was ill? With child? Under some sort of spell? 

     

    She tried to calm her fears. No, there was no such thing as
    witchcraft. There couldn't be. She was a sensible, devout Christian
    woman. 

     

    Ill? She was rarely if ever sick. Never had the vapors. 

     

    With child? Was it possible? She had lost her senses in her mystery
    lover's arms. Was it possible he had… 

     

    He had said he would not hurt her, damage her. She knew the
    mechanics of lovemaking—she would have thought she could tell if she
    had… 

     

    She had checked for any sign of injury or blood. Not all women bled
    their first time, of course, but she would have thought an invasion
    of her body such as that would have left some sign or lingering
    sensation. 

     

    No. She had to be ill. She had to trust the word of her mystery beau
    that he had not harmed her. And she had to try to be more vigilant,
    look for warning signs that she was going to pass out as she had
    done twice before. Both times she had been with a man… 

     

    Not Will Joyce, surely. He acted as though he were completely
    oblivious to her charms. Was she a lewd woman, so lost to decency
    that the merest touch of a man's bare hand could set her off into
    some sort of licentious frenzy? 

     

    Lord, had she done anything dreadful when she had touched Mr. Joyce?
    Clung to him importunately? Tried to kiss him? 

     

    No, she had just smiled at him. She recalled holding out her hand,
    but that was it. She shivered with heat and cold, her skin
    throbbing, the full moon lighting her room as brightly as if it were
    day. 

     

    She got up out of bed to open the window, noting a strange
    flickering light outside and to the right. An odd time of night to
    be out. Lost livestock? But there were no sheep so close to… On the
    beach. Or rather the cliffs. The cave…. 

     

    She shivered again. She would go down to the beach again tomorrow,
    slip out unseen and try to find it. Of course the man might not be
    there, anywhere near there. But she needed to find him, needed to
    feel again the incredible wonder of being in his arms, or else she
    would surely lose her mind…. 
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    Elizabeth eventually fell into an exhausted slumber and dreamed. Of
    the storm, the cave, the man, and far more. Of a shadowy presence
    nearby, watching like a spider weaving its web, observing her every
    move, waiting to pounce. 

     

    Of the cave, warm and welcoming, with a fire. Of a couple, he tall
    and dark, she petite and red haired, very much in love. With a baby.
    Then her own features appeared where the woman's had been. She saw a
    pair of lovely bracelets on her which seemed to glow with an inner
    fire. 

     

    And the other man? He was huge but still indistinct. All she knew
    was that she belonged with him. That they were meant to stand side
    by side, battling the encroaching darkness. 

     

    She felt a rumbling, and the fire in the cave winked out. Then all
    was black, choking, crushing her, apart from one streak of
    brightness. A lightning bolt? And then a crescent, as thin as a
    slivered moon in the indigo sky. Except that it was gold. 

     

    Elizabeth sat up with a sharp cry, and fell back onto the pillows in
    relief when she saw it was day. She rose, trembling, and poured
    herself some water, then stripped off her sodden nightdress. She
    wondered again if she had the sweating sickness, or fever. Or some
    sort of moonstruck madness, she thought with a wry smile. 

     

    She knew the ancient people of Ireland had had all sorts of
    mysterious festivals and celebrated the moon and sun as gods.
    Witchcraft… Who had said the word last night? 

     

    She pushed her heavy hair from her face and padded into the bathroom
    to have a nice long hot soak. She scrubbed herself from head to toe,
    trying to free herself of the miasma of the cave, or whatever it was
    that had infected her. 

     

    Eventually she heard the clock strike. Good Lord. It couldn't be
    noon already, could it? The ball tonight! She had not lifted a
    finger…. 

     

    But Thomas and Vanessa smiled warmly at Elizabeth when she entered
    the small parlor some time later. 

     

    "Nothing to worry about. Parks has agreed to get every robed and
    masked appropriately, and send them into the ballroom. There is
    nothing for you to do except enjoy yourself." 

     

    Thomas hugged her. "I hope you're feeling better." 

     

    "Er, I didn't do or say anything odd or embarrassing last night, did
    I?" 

     

    They shook their heads. "No, nothing. We looked up and you had
    fainted into Will's arms. He couldn't carry you with his bad
    shoulder, so I grabbed you. He didn't say you had said a word. I
    would just forget about it. You're not to go to the beach again
    until it cools down. I've never known it to be so warm in September
    before." 

     

    "I had thought to go down to the beach-" 

     

    "The only place you're allowed to go is to Will's to see his wine
    cellar with Clifford and I," Thomas said firmly. 

     

    "Very well. I shall." 

     

    "I shall fetch the carriage round then." 

     

    "Oh, but we can walk." 

     

    "Not after last night you can't. Not in this heat." 

     

    "Oh, very well." 

     

    Their excursion was longer than she imagined, for Clifford enthused
    over every bottle, until she wandered off into one of the murky
    corners, hoping to find a rare bottle he had not yet spotted. 

     

    "Lady Elizabeth, what are you doing?" Will asked quietly as he found
    her staring at a rack on the far side of the room. 

     

    "Nothing. Just looking for hidden treasures, unique vintages, you
    know," she said as she watched his face undergo an alarming
    transformation for a brief second. 

     

    "Come. I would not wish you to have another fainting spell in this
    damp place. Plus the floors are so uneven. It would be dreadful for
    you to turn an ankle and miss the ball. I understand that Parks has
    engaged you for the first waltz, but I should like the second, if
    you would do me the honor." 

     

    "No, Parks never asked me. He may have intended to, but-" 

     

    "He will be too busy in the parlor getting everyone ready. Consider
    the first waltz yours," Thomas said. 

     

    "Oh, no, I couldn't possibly. The identities must be kept secret." 

     

    "Nonsense. Elizabeth will not be competing for prizes at her own
    ball. Have the dance with her, lad." 

     

    "Yes, I should be delighted, Mr. Joyce," she said sincerely. 

     

    "Very well, then, if you're sure." 

     

    "I am." She smiled up at him. 

     

    He shivered with desire, and tried to catch his breath. "In that
    case, I would be greatly honoured."  His gloves on securely, he
    took her elbow and led her up to his drawing room, a typical
    eighteenth-century floral drawing room with pale blue flock
    wallpaper and matching silk and gilt-edge furniture. 

     

    "Why, this house is not nearly as bad as you would have people
    believe," she said. 

     

    "At the risk of offending you, I have to point out that in all
    fairness you have not seen the sleeping chambers above, nor the
    roof." 

     

    She blushed. 

     

    They had a lavish tea which had been sent from Clancar Castle, Will
    having not troubled to hire any servants yet for the old ramshackle
    place. 

     

    After they had eaten and drunk their fill, Thomas told Elizabeth it
    was high time they were heading back. 

     

    "Elizabeth needs to rest, and I need to make some arrangements for
    our traveling back home to Somerset soon." 

     

    "You will be departing shortly?" Will asked, trying to keep the
    panic out of his voice. 

     

    Thomas nodded. "Elizabeth seems happily settled. I shall stay a few
    more days to make sure she is truly well. Then we shall go home
    before the autumn storms grip the Irish Sea." 

     

    "So you really plan to stay, Lady Elizabeth?" Will asked, his heart
    soaring. 

     

    She nodded.  "I adore my family and Brimley, but Ardmore feels
    like home now, though I have only been here a short while." 

     

    He smiled down at her. It was only a small crack in his usual sombre
    demeanor, but it was like the sun coming out from behind a cloud.
    She gaped at his magnificence like a dumb-struck child. 

     

    "I shall see you later, Lady Elizabeth." 

     

    "Yes, later, Mr. Joyce," she said breathlessly. 

     

    She went home and threw herself on the bed, suddenly exhausted once
    more. But no, it had to just be coincidence. If it were Will Joyce,
    why had he never given her a single indication? Why let Parks and
    Fitzsimmons and Monroe… 

     

    Fitzsimmons. He had said things which had indicated he was the man
    in the cave. Unless it had all been her imagination, reading things
    into his conversation… 

     

    Or another man entirely. Parks, for instance. The roll in the sand
    the other day… 

     

    Drat. She got up and went into the bathroom for a quick wash. She
    began to strip off all of her clothes, noting the blush of her skin.
    As though she had been with her lover again… 

     

    She shook her head. She had been in a dank, sand- and dust-filled
    cellar with a trio of wine aficionados. No lover there. 

     

    She went over to her dresser and donned clean linen, silk stockings
    and garters, lacy underdrawers, and a fine lawn chemise. She had
    already selected her gown, white with a deep V-neckline and tiny
    split sleeves trimmed with Brussels lace. All was trimmed with
    silver embroidery, and the train extended out from behind her by at
    least a foot. There was a braided silver loop for her to place over
    her wrist when she was dancing, and she had managed to get some
    matching trim with which to decorate her white silk and spangled
    reticule and to turn into garters for her long gloves and as a sash.
    She had added some heavy jet beads to the end of the braid to make
    some tassels for the gown, and Charlotte exclaimed over how lovely
    she looked as she tapped on the door and entered. 

     

    "Now all we need to do is fix your hair." 

     

    It was soon wrapped in complicated crown atop her head and fix with
    a silver coronet. "There. Wonderful. Except that no one will be able
    to see the gown or your coiffure with your domino over it." 

     

    "We unmask at midnight, and I for one plan to dance until three at
    least," she said, fastening her jet collar, bracelets and ear bobs. 

     

    "Glad to see you're so much better. You gave us quite a scare last
    evening." 

     

    "I'm fine. Really," she reassured her sister-in-law in a firm tone. 

     

    "Good. Find your fan and let us go. I can already hear people
    arriving." 

     

    "Our cloaks and masks?" Elizabeth asked. 

     

    "All downstairs in the ballroom. We shall go down the back stairs so
    no one will be any the wiser." 

     

    Elizabeth admired her sister-in-law's gown as they went. It was a
    rich bronze color with cream lace at the bosom, and she took note of
    it and determined to make sure her dresses were all as modest as
    Charlotte's. It was a scandal to see so much bosom showing at balls
    these days. Some things were better off being kept private. She
    should not have allowed her modiste to talk her into such a daring
    design. 

     

    But when she said as much to Charlotte, she laughed. "My dear, you
    can't look like a little Quakeress all the time. There is nothing
    improper about that gown. Even if there were, the cloak would hide
    it. Now quick, put it on and let me tie your mask." 

     

    "You look lovely," Thomas said when she asked his opinion in a
    worried tone. "I'm so proud of you. You have never given me an ounce
    of unease or concern over your good judgment in your person or
    tastes. The dress is perfect. Enjoy yourself." 

     

    Soon the room began to fill. The women were clad all in white, but
    their gowns peeping from underneath and their heights were easy
    enough to distinguish.  

     

    She started guessing the men's identities as they entered. Monroe
    and Mitchell were easy, but the four blond men were all in solid
    black with black dominoes. Clifford soon detached himself from the
    group to seek out his wife for the first dance. Will made a beeline
    toward Elizabeth to claim her for the first waltz. 

     

    "How did you know it was me?" she asked breathlessly. 

     

    His face was as inscrutable as ever, especially with the black silk
    mask. "Your raven curls, of course, and that gown. I can't wait to
    see what the rest of it looks like at midnight. You're like a
    goddess. Your perfume, your walk, the way you hold your head. The
    curve of your neck.  The lilt of you voice. Your dainty hands
    and feet. The way you fit to me when we are dancing. Your remarkable
    blue eyes. Do you need me to go on?" 

     

    She felt herself blushing as he led her on the floor. "No indeed.
    Thank you. You've never said-" 

     

    "Words often fail me. I have not Parks' gift for flattery. Or
    rather, not flattery, but facility with words." 

     

    "Yet Stewart says you know much poetry by heart." 

     

    "Very well, I shall give you a love poem, shall I?" he asked with a
    teasing smile which showed whitely against his black velvet mask. 

     

    "Certainly," she said, feeling a heated flush of pleasure tinge her
    cheeks. 

     

     

    "My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun 

     

    Coral is far more red than her lips' red:     

     

    If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;  

     

    If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head. 

     

    I have seen roses damask'd, red and white,  

     

    But no such roses see I in her cheeks;  

     

    And in some perfumes is there more delight  

     

    Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.  

     

    I love to hear her speak, yet well I know  

     

    That music hath a far more pleasing sound:  

     

    I grant I never saw a goddess go, 

     

    My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground." 

     

     

    "Oh, very pretty indeed," she said, slightly piqued. 

     

    "No, not quite, apart from your hair, of course, which is dark. But
    don't forget the concluding couplet. 

     

    "And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare  

     

    As any she belied with false compare."  

     

    "That's true. I'm not hurt and offended any more," she said with a
    laugh. "Very witty." 

     

    "It was never my intention to wound you, my dear. I shall give you
    another, then, more in keeping with your own personality. I know
    just the one. 

     

     

    "Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? 

     

    Thou art more lovely and more temperate: 

     

    Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 

     

    And summer's lease hath all too short a date:   

     

    Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,  

     

    And often is his gold complexion dimm'd;  

     

    And every fair from fair sometime declines, 

     

    By chance, or nature's changing course untrimm'd;  

     

    But thy eternal summer shall not fade,  

     

    Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow'st,  

     

    Nor shall death brag thou wander'st in his shade,   
     

     

    When in eternal lines to time thou grow'st;  

     

    So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see,   

     

    So long lives this, and this gives life to thee." 

     

     

    "My you are most certainly a man of many impressive talents. Why do
    you always hide, even in company?" 

     

    "Do I?" he asked tonelessly. 

     

    "Well, perhaps hide isn't quite the right word. Just never let
    anyone see what a caring and deeply, well, passionate man you are." 

     

    He sucked in a breath, which she fortunately did not catch due to
    the volume of the musicians. "Passionate. An interesting word. Any
    reason for your choosing it?" 

     

    She shrugged. "I've seen you play with the children, discuss
    important things with your friends. Most of the time you are so
    impassive. Occasionally, though, I can see what lies beneath. A
    spark, a fire…" 

     

    "Parks says the same of you." 

     

    "Does he, indeed?" she said with a blush. The last thing she wanted
    to do was talk about his friend. "I must thank him then for seeing
    my potential." 

     

    "You are quite remarkable. He would be a fool not to see it." 

     

    "And you?" 

     

    "I am no fool, Lady Elizabeth. However, I appreciate you as a man
    appreciates a lovely painting in a museum. With admiration, but
    hardly any notion of having the luck to possess it myself. Or indeed
    any woman after everything which happened to me in the war." 

     

    "But surely-" she started to protest. 

     

    Just then, the dance came to an end, and he bowed, effectively
    silencing her. 

     

    She half-hoped he would keep hold of her hand for another dance. 

     

    But now Fitzsimmons hove into view and took her arm, leading her
    away from Will, who turned away as if the matter were not the least
    important to him. 

     

    Yet his words of a few moments before had been so warm and admiring… 

     

    After a few moments' conversation, he laughed and said, "Ah, you
    see, Lady Elizabeth, you cannot fool me." 

     

    "How did you know?" 

     

    "Your accent, of course." 

     

    "Nothing else?" 

     

    "No. Why?" he said crassly, not taking the hint. 

     

    She contrasted his stark response with Mr. Joyce's warm words of
    regard.  How very odd. Fitzsimmons had professed to be her
    lover, but it had been the other man's conversation which had been
    so romantic. 

     

    Yet Will had spoken of Parks as if it were evident they were made
    for each other. Had it been Parks in the cave, and he had told…. 

     

    She came to an abrupt halt. Fitzsimmons tripped and cursed
    profoundly. 

     

    "I'm so sorry." 

     

    "No, my fault," he gritted out. "I am sorry. My language. I forgot
    myself." 

     

    "Are you in much pain?" 

     

    "It is nothing. A twinge in my ankle, no more," he said, leading her
    from the dance floor and into the room set aside for refreshments. 

     

    He kept hold of her arm, and sent the servant out for more ice.
    Elizabeth opened her mouth to protest at being alone with him, when
    she found herself being kissed. 

     

    It was a firm kiss, possessive. She forced herself to stand still,
    waiting for the thunderclap of sensation which she hoped would come. 

     

    She remained passive for a few moments until he released her. Two
    cloaked men came in shortly thereafter, leading two women whom she
    guessed to be Fitzsimmons' sisters. She noted one man had a pinned
    sleeve and long black hair, and the other was of moderate height
    with sandy hair. 

     

    She was glad to see Mitchell and Monroe, and told Fitzsimmons to
    stay and talk, so he could note down their names next to their
    numbers. 

     

    Elizabeth hurried away, eager to be alone with her swirling
    thoughts. She had been so longing to be kissed again, yet now that
    it had happened, why did she feel as though she had been doused with
    ice water? 
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    Elizabeth made her escape from Fitzsimmons, but there was little
    chance to be alone at a ball. She was swept up in turn by Clifford,
    Stewart and finally Parks before the musician's rest interval. 

     

    By the time he claimed his dance, she felt more calm and
    self-assured.   "Enjoying yourself?" she asked. 

     

    "Very much. You?" 

     

    "I have to thank you for all your help in arranging such a wonderful
    evening. You have been most kind." 

     

    He smiled. "I was only too glad to help. You too have been most kind
    to a lonely old soldier. But I fear that my orders shall take me
    away from Ardmore soon. I have cooled my heels here long enough with
    nothing substantial to show for it." 

     

    "What could you show for it?" she asked in surprise. "The war is
    over, after all." 

     

    "Nothing, of course," Parks said quickly. "I simply meant that I
    have been appallingly lazy, and ought to at least force myself to
    read more improving books, go home to my parents' and help with
    their estate, that sort of thing. But it's been a pleasure to know
    you.  I hope we shall always be friends, even once you're
    married." 

     

    She frowned. This sounded suspiciously like a goodbye to her. 
      Married? "I don't understand. Why would you say I was getting
    married?" 

     

    He laughed. "A lovely woman like you, intelligent, beautiful. Who
    wouldn't want to marry you?" 

     

    She waited, but he said nothing else. "I notice you didn't include
    rich and titled in your list," she said pertly. 

     

    He tisked and shook his head. "You are your own treasure, my dear.
    All else is dross. I am sure someone more famous and witty than me
    first said that. We shall have to ask Will which poet." 

     

    He bowed to her, and keeping hold of her hand, went in search of his
    friend. 

     

    Fitzsimmons saw red as Parks tried to conduct her from the dance
    floor. He decided the kid gloves had to come off before one of the
    other young bucks pipped him at the post. "My dance, I believe." 

     

    She started to protest, "Oh, but I'm—" 

     

    Parks bowed curtly. "But of course. Later, my dear." He bowed over
    her hand and departed. 

     

    They danced silently for several moments in the quadrille as they
    executed the Le Pantalon figure, the Chaîne Anglaise, Balance,
    Un Tour de Deux Mains and La Chaîne des Dames. 

     

    By the time they got to La Demi-Queue du Chat, he murmured to her,
    "I can't remain silent any longer. I cannot stop thinking of all we
    have shared ever since we met. I would love to get you alone again
    and-" 

     

    "Please sir, not here! Someone might hear you!" she gasped, moving
    to the right in the set. 

     

    He did not pass through, but kept hold of her hand and said quickly,
    "It matters not. I have tried to keep my feelings in check, but to
    no avail." 

     

    She stepped out of the set, pretending to have a loose slipper lace,
    and made a show of hobbling to the French windows and out onto the
    terrace. 

     

    Then she turned back in the door at the far end of the house, the
    small room being used by the men as a cloakroom and place to take
    their ease. 

     

    "Please, sir, this is too sudden, and you are far too importunate." 

     

    "I cannot help it," he rasped. "I can't stop thinking about all we
    have shared. You know how I feel about you. I would like nothing
    more than to ask your brother for your hand. Please allow me to hope
    at least. But to have an answer from your own sweet lips would be
    more than I could possibly ask for." 

     

    He began kissing her hand. She waited for the tingle, the wildfire
    sweetness. But there was nothing. No spark, no desire, no surge of
    passion in her loins. 

     

    What was wrong with her? Was she such a wanton that only an
    encounter in the dark with a nameless faceless stranger could fill
    her with such delight? 

     

    "Darling!" His mouth came down on hers for a brief moment, and she
    waited for the fire to course through her veins. But there was still
    nothing. 

     

    "Please, can you take off your mask?" she asked, her voice
    rock-steady. 

     

    He smiled broadly. "Ah, but that would be cheating." 

     

    "I don't think so. I need to see your face. See if you are in
    earnest. It's not an unreasonable request considering you've just
    declared your intention to speak to my brotherThomas." 

     

    He removed the mask, and Marcus Fitzsimmons stood before her. 

     

    She was glad her mask covered her own face, for she was a complete
    state of confusion. She had known it would be him. But his
    expression was like… 

     

    "My dear, we shall be so happy together. This was meant to be. Ever
    since I first saw you on the beach the day of the storm…." 

     

    He trailed off as he realized his error. He was not supposed to have
    been anywhere near the beach that day. 

     

    This was the declaration Elizabeth had been waiting for, but somehow
    it did not strike her with the delight she had expected it to. She
    started and clasped her hands together nervously. 

     

    "Perhaps your regard for me was somewhat impetuous that day?" she
    asked quietly. 

     

    He ran his hand down her back. "I don't think so. You are all woman.
    Why should I not desire you?" 

     

    She waited for any sensation at all other than nervousness, but none
    came. She lingered, allowing his hand to travel down yet further,
    more boldly. Still nothing. 

     

    "Shall I go now, go to speak with your brother?" 

     

    Something in her posture must have given her away, for as the
    silence lengthened Fitzsimmons asked, "Unless you think it's too
    soon, that I should wait?" 

     

    He was chomping at the bit with impatience, and wondering why she
    kept staring at him like a wide-eyed ingenue. 

     

    "I hardly know what to think," she said truthfully, before fleeing
    out of the anteroom and down to the other end of the terrace for
    some fresh air. 

     

    She took several deep breaths and gazed up at the stars. The clock
    struck midnight, and she tugged off her swirling cloak at last, and
    untied the silk mask with a sigh. 

     

    Elizabeth did not jump as the warm arms came around her waist from
    behind, for she had expected him to follow. Only now she went on
    fire. Whatever had been lacking in these past few days and nights
    since her fateful encounter in the cave, her cup began to runneth
    over as the hard hands pressed her front most intimately, a teasing
    finger's breadth from her breast in one instance, and from her
    delicate mound through the light fabric of her gown in the other. 

     

    His warm breath fanned her cheeks, and his husky whisper caressed
    her ear. "Darling. You look so lovely, I just can't help myself.
    I've tried to be aloof, let you make a choice without any pressure
    from me. But these last few days have been torture. Now, touching
    you like this, I just know we belong together." 

     

    She pressed her back into his body, feeling the tell-tale bulge
    pressing against her buttocks. Her eyes closed as she surrendered
    utterly, blocking out any other sensation except that of the touch
    of her lover. 

     

    "I know it now too," she whispered. "I've been so confused. I hardly
    knew what to think. Whether what we shared in the cave was real or
    not. 

     

    "Now you hold me like this, and they're back, all the wonderful
    feelings you gifted me with when you held me in your arms, touched
    me until I melted. The heart and the body never lie. I want you so
    much," she admitted shyly. 

     

    He turned her into his arms, and kissed her torridly, all their
    pent-up longings feeding each other's desire. His mouth slanted
    across hers, his tongue thrusting into her mouth so possessively she
    felt as though he were putting his stamp upon her. Molding her to
    his body and mind until there was no he and she, but a mystical
    oneness. She curved her fingers up his neck through his long hair to
    his scalp, and again his shoulder went on fire as she stroked it. 

     

    The pain was out of all proportion to the lightness of her touch,
    and he thought once more with a superstitious shiver of all the
    myths about the healing power of love. 

     

    He wasn't sure of anything any more; he hadn't seemed to possess any
    sort of certainty about his life since he had met Elizabeth in the
    cave. All he knew was that his shoulder had been getting better
    every day, and the thrill of being in her arms was something he
    simply could not surrender. 

     

    He backed her up into the small space between the open French doors
    behind a huge potted palm. It was not much better than the cave, but
    a bit less damp and odiferous. Their hips ground together, and he
    had all to do not to tear down her magnificent coiffure in the
    silver coronet to touch her silken hair, or shred her gown in his
    desperate effort to nuzzle himself against her bare breasts. 

     

    Her breath was coming in short panting gasps, and his own
    respiration was so labored he felt as if he were drowning. 

     

    His hands continued their devastating exploration of her lower body,
    until she could feel herself on the brink of the remarkable wave of
    release such as she had felt in the cave. And he had not even
    touched her bare flesh…. 

     

    His tongue had set up a most suggestive rhythm and was penetrating
    her mouth in a way which left her in no doubt of what was going to
    happen next. But not here, not now…. 

     

     Could they get up to her room unseen? she thought wildly.
    She could barely stand of her own volition. The only reason she was
    still upright was the fact that she was pinioned firmly between his
    body and the wall. But there was no force, nothing being done
    against her will. She wanted him all, every single glorious
    masculine inch of him. Inside and out. 

     

    He dragged his mouth away from hers to rasp, "We must be married at
    once. I can't live without you any longer. I know it's been so
    sudden, only a matter of days. But I haven't slept a moment since we
    met, I want you so." He showered her face with small kisses, her
    brow, eyelids, cheeks, as he spoke. 

     

    Her lashes fluttered but did not lift. "We must. Yes, we must. It's
    not sudden at all. It's like I've known you a lifetime, as if we're
    meant to be together. Even now I want to take you up to my room, up
    to my bed, and lose myself in your arms. Let you lose yourself
    inside me." 

     

    "Oh, darling," he groaned. "I'm not going to be able to face your
    family if you say such heated things to me." 

     

    "I can't help it," she whispered, cheek to cheek, the black velvet
    of his mask caresssing her flesh as she surrendered herself utterly
    to the rapture of his nearness. "Each time you touch me, I burn even
    more for you, not less." 

     

    "My darling Elizabeth. We'll have the special licence drawn up and
    marry by the end of the week." 

     

    "Oh, yes, please, my love." She kissed him again, sliding her tongue
    so sensuously against his own that he lifted her right off the
    ground and wrapped her legs around his waist. 

     

    So lost in each other's arms were they that they did not hear the
    approaching footsteps until the intruder was just about on the
    terrace. 

     

    "Elizabeth, Elizabeth, where are you?" Thomas called. 

     

    Her lover quickly yanked down her gown and checked the bosom to make
    sure she was decent. 

     

    With a last tender kiss he turned around to face her brother. 

     

    "Elizabeth, I need to speak with you. Are you out here?" 

     

    She brushed past her lover's darkly-clad shoulder without even
    daring to look up, and stepped out from behind the potted palm. 

     

    "There you are." Thomas's smile altered only slightly as he saw his
    sister's flushed features and her inability to look him in the eye.
    Oh no. She couldn't possibly want to marry… 

     

    The tall blond man stepping out from behind the plant a moment later
    and removed his mask. 

     

    Thomas practically buckled at the knees with both surpreise and
    relief. 

     

    "Thomas. Your Grace. I was just coming to see you. Will you listen
    to my suit for your inestimable sister' hand?" 

     

    Thomas smiled. "I don't think I really have to, now do I? It appears
    from what I've just seen that my sister has already made up her
    mind." 

     

    "Your Grace, we never meant to--" 

     

    He raised one hand. "Don't apologize, please.  I quite
    understand. I know you have done nothing dishonourable. But just to
    be on the safe side, so the two of you don't burn for each other any
    longer than you have to, we can arrange a special licence first
    thing in the morning, and then call upon the vicar." 

     

    He smiled from one to the other as they stood side by side,
    Elizabeth not even daring to look at the man who now slipped one arm
    around her waist with evident pride. 

     

    Her brother didn't mind? Wasn't upset? Not even about her
    undoubtedly dishevelled and well-kissed appearance? She had thought
    he couldn't stand… 

     

    The Duke put his hand out. "Welcome to the family. Well, a closer
    relationship to me in the family anyway." 

     

    They shook hands warmly, and actually embraced. Elizabeth heaved a
    huge sigh of relief and smiled. 

     

    At last she risked looking her brother right in the eye. But no,
    there was no dissembling on his part at all, she was sure of it. He
    was beaming in delight at them both, happier than she had seen him
    look for a long time. Then her head turned to look up into the face
    of her beloved. 

     

    Her heart nearly dropped into her feet. For there, smiling down at
    her tenderly, his mask finally off, bending nearer and nearer to
    kiss her, was Wilfred Joyce. 
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    Elizabath's head swum at the enormity of what had just happened on
    the terrace. Thomas had well and truly caught her in the most
    passionate encounter behind the potted plant. Her lover had offered
    for her, and she was now engaged to none other than Sir Wilfred
    Joyce. 

     

    Elizabeth's mind screamed that it simply wasn't possible, but even
    as she formed the words of denial and refusal in her mind, Will was
    taking her hand. The sparks almost flew off their flesh despite
    their gloves still being on, and she understood it all at last. 

     

    Marcus Fitzsimmons had pursued her ardently, it was true, but he had
    never been able to ignite the fires within her such as she had felt
    in the mysterious dark cave. She had assumed his failure in that
    regard as a lover had been a result of the less romantic, more
    mundane surroundings of Ellesmere Manor, and the constant round of
    socialising which had prevented them from more intimate contact or
    conversation. 

     

    Now she knew it had not been the Manor. It had been the man. He
      had been the wrong man.  

     

    Well, to be fair, she had never come right out and reminded him of
    what they had supposedly shared in the cave, so he could not be said
    to have deceived her. She had deceived herself, reading things into
    what he had said, but her heart and body had not. 

     

    But Sir Wilfred? Mr. Joyce? He had never once dropped so much as a
    romantic hint before his poetry this evening, and that had been more
    of an intellectual exercise than a declaration of desire. But then,
    gentlemen should not kiss and tell, or press their attentions where
    they might not be welcome… 

     

    She looked at him again in a whole new light, reviewing all he had
    said and done since they had been introduced.  He had been an
    excellent companion, going out of his way to elicit her opinions,
    find out what she truly thought about things. He had treated her as
    a person in her own right, not just the Duke of Ellesmere's sister.
    Or as a mere woman to be flirted with, her views on politics like so
    many bubbles of sparkling conversation to be laughed and teased
    over. 

     

    He had to feel the same overwhelming desire she did. He had said so
    himself. She had felt his physical response, something she doubted a
    man was able to fake. Marcus Fitzsimmons had never been able to
    reproduce even a reasonable approximation of the overwhelming
    urgency Wilfred, Will, she reminded herself, had shown for her. 

     

    Why then the lack of assertion on Will's part for so many days
    whilst she had been flirted with by every other man in the house
    party? 

     

    The kiss on her hand now told her much of what she needed to know.
    He loved her. Loved her. Strange though it seemed,
    he had resisted the stirring of his loins to make certain of her in
    his heart. But even more importantly, he had been trying to
    vouchsafe her certainty. To allow her to make her own choice, with
    no pressure or demands upon her person such as Fitzsimmons had made. 

     

    Fitzsimmons had been gradually taking her over with more and more of
    a proprietary air which she had found vaguely disquieting. She had
    had increasingly frequent moments of doubt in which she had thought
    her fortune far more tempting that herself. Now she knew why. It had



    been. 

     

    Looking at Mr. Joyce, Will, she corrected herself again mentally as
    he smiled down at her now, she saw the look she had seen in her own
    eyes as she had thought of the marvelous man in the secret cave. 

     

    She stared up at him, and stroked his shimmering blond hair in
    fascination. His lean, hard cheeks, his darkly clad right shoulder,
    it was all warm and real and oh so familiar now, and yet so
    exciting. 

     

    "My love," he whispered, kissing her right hand once more. 

     

    "My dear fellow, my most cherished sister, I don't want to rush your
    tender display, but we need to get back inside," Thomas said, taking
    both their stroking hands in his own to separate them. "You've
    already been missed, and I'm afraid, well, if we don't make your
    announcement soon, we may have to ward off some unpleasant gossip." 

     

    "Gossip?" Will echoed. 

     

    Thomas nodded. "I hate to spoil your magical moment, my dear, but I
    was coming to tell you that Marcus Fitzsimmons has already asked for
    your hand, Elizabeth." 

     

    "My hand?" she gasped, now shuddering with disgust at the very
    thought. 

     

    Will put his arm around her waist protectively. 

     

    Her brother nodded. "I don't know how many people he might have
    declared his intention to, or where he is even now. I ws coming to
    find you to speak with you about your feelings for such an offer
    when I came across you here on the terrace with Will, and the rest
    is as you can see." 

     

    "There are no feelings, Brother," she said truthfully. "There has
    all been some sort of mistake on his part, and perhaps excessive
    politeness on mine." 

     

    He nodded, satsfied, and she was pleased to see that Will looked
    completely at ease with her explanation. 

     

    The Duke looked from one to the other. "By rights I suppose I ought
    to be angry that you and Will have come to an understanding with one
    another so quickly without so much as giving me an inkling, or
    asking permission, but I can see how you both clearly feel about
    each other, and I know you've certainly not been sneaking around in
    any way on purpose. 

     

    "As for Marcus Fitzsimmons, well, sneaking is more his style, and a
    lack of veracity. So I merely said I would consider what he had
    requested. I also admit I told him flat out that I did not approve. 

     

    "I did, however, also tell him that the final choice would be yours,
    dear sister. I'm only sorry I had to declare my own feelings so
    openly. He is after all a cousin of Stewart's, and as such is part
    of our extended family circle, so I would not wish to offend him.
    But it was my opinion, and as your loving brother I could say no
    less than the truth, that you were very young, and that frankly, his
    prospects and person were not quite what I could hope for a precious
    jewel such as yourself. 

     

    "No, indeed," she agreed, nodding dazedly, still struck by the fact
    that Will had slipped and arm around her again as they headed back
    to the ballroom, and was holding her so close she was sure she was
    going to swoon again. 

     

    "However, that is all no matter now, for you have made your choice.
    Thus I will not have to be the villain of this piece, so long as you
    make it clear to everyone that you're marrying Will of your own
    volition. That he was your choice all along. But then, I doubt
    anyone will be surprised. No one can have failed to notice his
    gentlemanly and loving regard for you. Therefore, Fitzsimmons will
    never have cause to think that I talked you out of the match in any
    way." 

     

    "No, indeed," she said numbly, still shocked by the sudden turnabout
    in her affairs. 

     

    "Are you all right?" Thomas asked, looking at her more closely as
    she clung to Will's arm as though afraid he would disappear, hardly
    able to take her eyes off him. 

     

    "Yes, fine. Just shocked. I cannot plead ignorance of what Marcus
    Fitzsimmons intended, but I did not offer him any encouragement to
    go speak with you," she temporized. 

     

    "It's not your fault, my love," Will murmured. "You can't help it if
    he read more into your indulgence of him as he carried on like a
    rattle than was actually in your heart." 

     

    The Duke nodded. "No, of course not, Elizabeth. Anyone who ever met
    you would never accuse you of being a wanton. I hope you will
    appreciate, Will, what a delicate flower my sister is. She had been
    very sheltered since that family trouble which we have spoken of
    privately. I am sure Elizabeth has probably mentioned how much it
    horrified us all. I know as a gentleman you would not take advantage
    of her tender sensibilities and youth." 

     

    "Never," Will said promptly, drawing the other arm around her
    protectively. "My actions, such as they have been, have, I hope,
    demonstrated nothing more than my most sincere and devoted love for
    the most worthy woman in the world. Next to your wife, of course." 

     

    "And your sister," Thomas said with a bow. 

     

    "We certainly have some wonderfully lovely women in this family, do
    we not?" Will said with a warm smile which lit up his entire face. 

     

    Elizabeth stared up at the transformation, and wondered how on earth
    she had ever found him gloomy or forbidding-looking. 

     

    He was…. quite spectacular. Those lush lips, those incredible
    aquamarine eyes. The lightest touch of his hands upon her waist or
    shoulder were enough to set her flesh roiling all over again. Could
    she possibly….. Did she dare? 

     

    "Thomas, dear brother, can you please give me one more minute alone
    with Mr. Joyce?" 

     

    "Well, I—" 

     

    "Really, it's all right. We just need to fortify ourselves for the
    crush," Will reassured him, seeing that Elizabeth was quite overcome
    with emotion. 

     

    Thomas at length smiled and nodded. "Very well, then. Slip around
    the front to our private parlor, and have something from the
    decanter, both of you. Fitzsimmons will not be the only one
    surprised by my announcement." 

     

    "I'll meet you at the entrance to the ballroom in five minutes," she
    promised her brother. 

     

    "Of course, dear child." He bent to kiss her. "Much health and
    happiness to you both, and a dozen nieces and nephews for me." 

     

    He congratulated them both again, and at last they were alone once
    more. 

     

    She hesitated for only a moment. She grabbed Will's hand, snatched
    up her train, and began to run around the side of the house to the
    front. She sailed past the butler and into the parlor, practically
    slamming the door behind them. 

     

    As she had run, she'd thought about admitting to him that she had
    never dreamed in a million years that he had been her lover in the
    cave. What on earth had he been doing in there? But as his
    hand had rested in hers, she only had one question: Was the
      desire between them real? 

     

    She had assumed it had been Fitzsimmons' arms around her. Would the
    thrilling sensations be able to survive now that she knew it was
    Wilfred Joyce of all people who had been her secret lover? Could
    those feelings survive the workaday existence in broad daylight
    which marriage entailed? 

     

    Elizabeth pressed Will's back against the door and thrust herself
    into his arms like a diver launching herself off a cliff. Which in a
    sense she was. For to consider marrying this man after everything
    that had happened would be the greatest leap of faith she had ever
    taken in her young life. 

     

    She knew Will, but didn't know him. He had been most candid about
    his feeling upon many subjects, but his past, his experiences during
    the war, were shadowy to her at best, like her lover in the cave.
    Only now he had to come out into the light. 

     

    As she kissed him and their hands were once again all over each
    other, the seams of their clothing straining as they clenched bodies
    fiercely, Elizabeth had her answer. 

     

    However foolhardy it was, she simply couldn't give this up. This was
    only the tiniest portion of what couples shared, she knew. But it
    was so compelling that she could never, ever relinquish the
    torrid yearnings he provoked deep within her, and promised to
    vibrantly and utterly fulfill. 

     

    At last he raised his lips, with gasp and shook his head.  

     

    She stared up at him in confusion. 

     

    "I'm sorry, darling, but the truth is, I can't hold out much longer.
    We must stop. We gave your brother our word. We need to go out there
    in a minute and face everyone." He began to smooth down her skirt
    and then started to refasten his shirt and waistcoat with trembling
    fingers. 

     

    "Oh, er, yes, of course. Thank you for being so, well, restrained.
    Gentlemanly." 

     

    "I would never do anything to harm you, my dear." He seated her
    gently on the sofa to help her regain her composure whilst he poured
    two glasses of port. 

     

    "Here, love." 

     

    He pressed the glass into her hand and helped raise it to her lips.
    She took a sip and licked her lips. The sight of her little pink
    tongue darting out was more than he could stand. He snatched a
    quick, wet kiss, and smacked his own lips lightly as though tasting
    something delectable. 

     

    "You taste divine. Smell like heaven. I can't stop staring at you.
    You fill my senses, dearest Elizabeth. That is why we must be
    cautious. One touch from you, and I'm so filled with desire I forget
    even my own name." 

     

    She nodded and sighed shakily. "I know. It's the same for me." 

     

    She patted the sofa and he sat carefully by her side. They both
    sipped their wine in silence. Then she said, "Can I ask you one
    thing?" 

     

    "Anything, my dear," he promised rashly, even knowing there were
    many things he would never be able to discuss with her about his
    past, or even his present. 

     

    "When you saw Marcus Fitzsimmons making a bid for me, and the other
    men flirting, why did you hold back, and never say anything?" 

     

    He sighed and stroked the back of her hand with his broad, warm
    fingers. "Oh, Elizabeth, you're so young. I needed you to be sure.
    This physical desire between us is so magical, I didn't want to
    confuse you. Not to mention the fact that I'm far beneath you in
    station, and so damaged after the war. I can't be much fun for a
    lively and popular girl like you. Yet I won you." He shook his head
    in disbelief. "I will spend the rest of my days thanking all the
    gods for my good fortune in winning your love." 

     

    "Only my love? Not my estate?" she asked quietly. 

     

    He stiffened, but his face never changed. "I know your brother and I
    have not had a chance to discuss the formal settlement, but I'm a
    very wealthy man despite the ramshackle condition of my house at
    present. He need not give you a dowry. I have more than enough to
    keep you, and our children when we are finally so blessed." 

     

    She nodded and sipped. So far, all seemed well. He did not seem to
    care about anything other than her. His words before as he had told
    her how he had discerned her identity were ample evidence of that. 

     

    "Are you well, darling? You look so pensive." 

     

    She stared at his face, so handsome, yet that of a stranger in some
    ways. "I'm just so startled by all of this. I had not expected
    Thomas to give in to me on the question of marriage. And falling in
    love with you, well, it has truly been so sudden. I've never
    experienced anything like it before." 

     

    "Neither have I," he said truthfully, all thoughts of his former
    wife having resolved themselves. It had been a painful time in his
    life, but could in no way be compared to what he had known ever
    since he had first laid eyes on Elizabeth coming up the beach toward
    him that bright yet stormy summer's day. 

     

    "But I know it was meant to be. The cave can be our secret, special
    place, but our love can now come out into the open at last." 

     

    He rose from the sofa and took her arm, helping her to her feet. She
    took one more sip of the wine, and asked him to kiss her once more.
    There it was again…. Far too thrilling to resist…. 

     

    "Come, Elizabeth, we must meet Thomas now, before I forget I'm a
    gentleman and make love to you on this carpet with no thought for
    his anger or your embarrassment." 

     

    She blushed as red as a peony, and allowed herself to be led from
    the room. 

     

    Thomas was waiting for them as promised, and gave them a long look.
    Then he grinned. 

     

    "We need that special licence for sure, the sooner the better. I
    ought to be horrified that my little sister is so in love, shall we
    say, but really, I couldn't be more pleased." 

     

    They entered the ballroom together then, and Thomas signalled to the
    musicians to stop playing. 

     

    They did so, all eyes turning to the Duke. Everyone had taken off
    their masks and cloaks, and she saw a sea of friendly faces admiring
    her lovely gown. 

     

    "I'm sorry to interrupt, but I have a few things I would like to
    say. Firstly, thank you all for coming. It has been a most enjoyable
    evening, and my sister and I look forward to many more such evenings
    as this in the near future. 

     

    "Secondly, don't forget to hand in your guesses as to the identity
    of each of the guests with a number this evening, and we shall make
    sure the prizes are distributed tomorrow. 

     

    "Finally, and most importantly, I have the unexpected pleasure of
    announcing that I have just given my consent for my sister to be
    wed. The servants are coming around with glasses of champagne, but
    for the moment, I want us all to give our warmest congratulations to
    the happy couple. 

     

    "I give you Lady Elizabeth, and none other than Colonel Wilfred
    Joyce." 
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    After making the announcement about their engagement, the Duke of
    Ellesmere took his sister's hand and Will's and put them together. 

     

    The happy and stunned couple both smiled at each other, feeling as
    if they were floating on air. 

     

    The announcement certainly took quite a few people by surprise, not
    least Marcus Fitzsimmons, whose beaming smile of joy became a black
    scowl of fury.  

     

    He made a choking sound which could be heard half way across the
    room. 

     

    Elizabeth ignored his livid response and smiled up at Will. 

     

    His appearance had altered so materially that she could not believe
    he was the same man. His eyes sparkled like a sun-kissed sea and his
    even white teeth nearly blinded her with his dazzling smile. 

     

    "Thank you for making me the happiest of men," he said softly,
    kissing her hand. 

     

    "I shall try to make you the happiest husband, I promise." 

     

    "You don't need to try, my love. One kiss and you had all of me,
    heart and soul. I only hope you feel the same." 

     

    She nodded, and said honestly. "Yes, I do. It's been very sudden,
    but I do." 

     

    "Save those words for our wedding day, my darling." 

     

    Will kissed her on the lips, nearly knocking the breath from her
    body even though it was only the lightest peck. 

     

    There was warm applause from all of their friends. Some of the
    others in the company like the Lynches grumbled in discontent, while
    the Teague brothers elected to leave the ball. As far as they were
    concerned, the Duke and his sister had shown their true colours, and
    were simply too dangerous or undesirable to know. A convicted
    traitor and a Radical politician's sister were just not the sort of
    people they could afford to be associated with. 

     

    Elizabeth remained blissfully unaware of the tension and
    undercurrents in the ballroom and gazed up at Will as if she were
    afraid he would vanish again if she took her eyes off him for one
    second. 

     

    Thomas and Stewart now both stood side by side and together the two
    stunning dark-haired men proposed the toast. 

     

    "To the happy couple." 

     

    "The happy couple," everyone echoed. 

     

    "To my darling sister, long life and happiness, with Will by her
    side always." 

     

    "To Elizabeth and Will." 

     

    Will stepped forward. "To all the friends we have lost, and new ones
    we will find." 

     

    "Here, here," his comrades cheered, and then applauded. 

     

    Charlotte and Vanessa came up to hug her, and finally Vevina came
    over to embrace them both. 

     

    "You sly young chap. I never suspected you would propose so soon.
    I'm thrilled." 

     

    "Thanks, Sis. So am I." 

     

    Now all of his other friends came up to wish them both well, and
    there was a great deal of hand shaking and back slapping all around. 

     

    "You can thank me later, old chap," Parks said at one point. 

     

    "What for?" 

     

    "Why, bringing all this about, of course." 

     

    Will stared. "What do you mean?" 

     

    "I chased her so hard she was bound to run away from me and straight
    into the arms of a far more sensible chap like you." 

     

    They all laughed, and Will slapped him on the back and embraced him. 

     

    "No hard feelings?" he whispered. 

     

    "Not at all," Parks said sincerely.  "Anyone can see she adores
    you, and I have yet to fall in love. Not to mention being married to
    the Army. I'll be hard pressed to find a wife who doesn't mind a
    career soldier." 

     

    "I'm sure you'll meet one some day soon. You're very young yet." 

     

    He nodded. "Aye, and there is still so much more to do." 

     

    "More?" Elizabeth asked in confusion. 

     

    "Yes, of course," Parks said, suddenly looking ill at ease. "Might
    end up in India, eh, what?" 

     

    Elizabeth noticed that Will had gone very still and Monroe was
    looking at them both oddly. 

     

    "That's it. No more Army talk until after my wedding, and that's an
    order." 

     

    "You're a civilian now, but I promise to obey that command for old
    times' sake. So long as I get to be a groomsman," Parks said, once
    more resuming his devil-may-care air. 

     

    "Of course. Can't think of anyone I would rather have stand up with
    me than all you chaps. We will sort everything out in the morning
    regarding the wedding party, I promise." 

     

    Everyone's good humour now appeared to have been restored, and Will
    pulled Elizabeth to him for a long lingering kiss. When he lifted
    his lips he asked, "Shall we have our first dance together with you
    as my fiance?" 

     

    She smiled and nodded. "It may be my only one, if our engagement is
    to be so very short." 

     

    His hand in the small of her back pressed her more securely against
    him, sending shivers of delight through them both. "Do you mind?" 

     

    She shook her head.  "No, not at all. I now understand the
    phrase ‘better to marry than to burn.' That other day when we were
    together, I thought I would burst into flames," she admitted with a
    blush. 

     

    "I'm glad. That's the way I want it to be for us, always." 

     

    They finished the waltz floating on air.  With a final kiss,
    Will returned Elizabeth to her brother's side. 

     

    "I shall be here early tomorrow with the vicar and my solicitor, if
    I may?" he asked, his eyes never leaving her face. 

     

    "I shall look forward to it," the Duke replied. 

     

    They shook hands. 

     

    Will took Elizabeth's hand and gave it to Thomas. "Make sure she
    rests tonight, and doesn't get into a tizzy about the wedding.
    Everyone will pitch in to help, and it will go as smoothly as a
    military drill." 

     

    They all smiled, and nodded.  Will took his leave of a few of
    the other guests milling about to offer their congratulations.
    Shortly thereafter, he and his friend and sister departed, leaving
    Elizabeth feeling sorry to see him go, but elated. 

     

    The heady sensation drained away like the air from a punctured
    balloon a moment later, however, as she began to head toward the
    stairs to her room, and was grabbed by Marcus Fitzsimmons. He
    dragged into the small anteroom just outside the ballroom. 

     

    "Did you enjoy making a complete fool of me, you little whore?" he
    growled. 

     

    She gasped, stunned at his livid face and tone. She was sure she had
    never seen such a transformation so shocking.  "No, never, I-" 

     

    "And that brother of yours. So ambitious for you to marry well that
    he would just hand you over to that crippled bastard. Well, let's
    see how you all feel about your triumph over me when I've rammed you
    over and over again until you can't even walk." 

     

    His hands gripped her arms so tightly she cried out and shoved him
    with all her might. 

     

    Then she grabbed the nearest weapon she could find, a heavy branched
    candelabrum, and swung it in a wide arch, splattering him with hot
    wax and scorching his shirt. 

     

    "So you've shown your true face at last!" she hissed. 

     

    "If only you knew," he sneered. "If only you knew how I really feel
    about you all." 

     

    She backed away in horrified loathing, raising the candlestick even
    higher. 

     

    Realizing his mistake, he abruptly fixed his pleasant smile on his
    face once more, and declared in a more normal tone, "My apologies,
    Lady Elizabeth. My overwhelming love for you can be my only excuse
    for this appalling display." 

     

    He bowed to her stiffly, and pulled open the door to leave just as
    Thomas was entering. 

     

    The Duke stared at his wide-eyed sister clutching the candlestick
    and demanded, "I say, is everything all right, Elizabeth?" 

     

    "F-f-fine, fine, we were just clearing the air," she said quickly.
    "Goodbye, and farewell." 

     

    "Goodbye."  Fitzsimmons nodded to them both and left. 

     

    Elizabeth heaved a huge sigh of relief.  She put the bronze
    candelabrum back on the table. 

     

    "Was he very angry?" Thomas asked softly. 

     

    She shrugged, not daring to tell him what the degenerate had said
    and tried to do. She was sure even her rational-minded brother would
    kill him with his bare hands. 

     

    "He was rather upset, and said some hurtful things. Nothing to worry
    about. I shall be safely wed to Will soon, so there isn't anything
    he can possibly do about it anyway." 

     

    Thomas smiled and nodded, satisfied with his sister's explanation.
    "That's right. Just forget about him and his sour grapes, and
    concentrate on your wonderful future with Will, and being happy." 

     

    He led her out the door to say goodnight to her guests, and go to
    bed to try to sleep after the thrilling events of the evening. 

     

    But Elizabeth knew now that there was more to Marcus Fitzsimmons
    than met the eye, and shivered every time she thought of what he had
    tried to do, what he had said, how he had looked. And what on
      earth had he meant about Will… 

     

    She shoved her uneasy thoughts to one side, hugging her certainty of
    Will's powerful love to her heart like a warm blanket. 

     

     

    Marcus Fitzsimmons stormed down the drive of the Manor, cursing with
    every step. The little slut… But this was not over, not by a long
    chalk.  In fact, it could turn out even better than he had
    hoped. 

     

    He had a long memory, and would neither forget, nor forgive. 
    He could bide his time and wait. His fortunes would be changing soon
    enough, even beyond anything he could ever have hoped for in
    marriage. 

     

    His revenge would be even more sweet when he got hold of Will's
    property right along with his beautiful young widow Elizabeth. And
    then that bitch would pay for making him look such a fool in front
    of everyone. Pay dearly…. 
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    The next three days were a whirlwind of wedding preparations and
    decisions being made with all possible cooperation between the two
    families. 

     

    Will was such a happy man that he would have agreed to getting
    married in a lime green coat and kilt if that was what Elizabeth
    wanted. 

     

    Fortunately, she was much more moderate in her requests, and told
    him to wear whatever he liked. The vicar Mr. Locke was only too
    pleased to preside. There would be no time for Jonathan Deveril to
    come over specially, even were the newlywed vicar and his wife
    willing to travel so far. 

     

    Will and Thomas finished their business with the nuptial agreement
    very quickly, and Will re-wrote his will to reflect his new state.
    Their only sticking point was where they were to live, for Will said
    he did not like anyone to think that he was marrying her for
    Ellesmere Manor. 

     

    But Elizabeth pointed out reasonably that since the Joyce estate was
    in a poor state of repair there was no sense in being uncomfortable
    when they could live at the Manor and renovate the Hall at their
    leisure. 

     

    "I would really feel much better about being in our own home, our
    own suite of rooms that we mean to be going on with," Will said with
    a frown. 

     

    "But how much can you reasonably accomplish in three days?" 

     

    "A new roof, if I push them hard," he admitted. 

     

    She smiled tenderly. "Please, darling. I can understand your pride,
    and I love you for it, but I don't want to have to bivouac for my
    honeymoon." 

     

    He kissed her on the temple, and sighed. "All right, love. We will
    live here for the present. But I want us in our new home by the New
    Year." 

     

    "Fine. Now," she said in a whisper, "can I make a special request?" 

     

    "Name it." 

     

    "Can we please slip away and meet in the cave. I find I simply can't
    wait until—" 

     

    "No, darling, really," he said firmly. "It's dank, horrible and
    unsafe. The roof looks as though it night come in an any moment." 

     

    She made a moue of disappointment. "But we're never alone for a
    minute. I need—" 

     

    "There's one way to remedy that." He stood from the sofa and took
    her hand. "Parks, have you a pocket watch?" 

     

    "Aye, of course," he said, taking it out of his fob pocket to give
    to his friend. 

     

    Will pushed it back toward him. "Give us five minutes in the small
    parlor. Then you and Mitchell come drag us out, forcibly if need
    be." 

     

    Will was convinced his friend gave them ten, but they were both more
    than grateful. They both felt as though they were going to climb out
    of their skins, and he had to pull away more than once before he had
    to go home to change his trousers. 

     

    A thin sheen of perspiration coated his face and he gritted his
    teeth as he pleaded, "Darling, that's just too good. You must stop." 

     

    "Well, you did it to me." 

     

    "I admit it, darling, but you can withstand a bit more handling for
    a fair bit longer, and the results in your case are not so apparent
    to anyone who happens to look at me in these riding breeches." 

     

    She giggled and put her head on his shoulder, stroking his cheek
    tenderly. "I'm sorry." 

     

    "Nothing to apologise for. It's just a case of mis-timing." 

     

    "I still think the cave—" 

     

    He sat up and put two fingers over her mouth. "Darling, no. I've
    told you. It isn't safe. I only went in there because of the violent
    storm," he lied. "Please, promise me you'll forget all about it. In
    a couple of days we'll be married, and then we can be together as
    much as you like." 

     

    "I'd like to remember where we first met, though." 

     

    "We met on the beach. We can go there any time you like." 

     

    "Why can't I find the entrance?" 

     

    "Elizabeth, please, just forget you ever saw that cave," he
    insisted, perspiring anew. "If you love me, never even mention it
    again." 

     

    Parks cleared his throat loudly outside the door. "What ho, chaps,
    your five minutes are up." 

     

    "Come in, Parks. We're decent." 

     

    He peeped in. "Hm. Compared to whom?" 

     

    "Stop that. You'll embarrass Lady Elizabeth so much she won't be
    able to face you at the wedding." 

     

    "Well, that will never do. I'm sorry. Nothing like young love. But
    it was you I was talking about. A cold dip in the sea ought to solve
    that problem." 

     

    Will groaned. "Go away, Parky." 

     

    "But you said…" 

     

    He sighed. "All right, we're coming." 

     

    Clothes, jewels, food, the order of service, the guest list, and
    rehearsals all flew by in a whirl for Elizabeth. She felt as though
    she were dancing on air. Everyone was going out of their way to
    cooperate, especially his sister Vevina and her maid Jeanne. 

     

    "It reminds me of my wedding at Badajoz," Vevina said with a wink to
    her maid Jeanne. The two women and Will smiled in fond reminiscence.
    "Will was best man." 

     

    "Glad Stewart is going to return the favor." 

     

    "What did you wear, Your Grace?" 

     

    "Vevina, please. I had a lovely white gown from Avignon, which some
    very dear friends of our family gave us. White with red ribbons for
    the ornaments. What are you going to wear?" 

     

    "Oh, she has quite a few gowns to choose from," Charlotte said
    airily. 

     

    She and Vanessa pretended to discuss them, but they knew there was
    one in particular was ideal for their plans. They managed to
    manouevre Elizabeth into agreeing to wear it so that her brother's
    surprise gifts which he had planned would match her ensemble
    perfectly. 

     

    They gave a knowing smile to Vevina, and moved on to the next topic. 

     

    "I need to buy you a wedding ring, darling. If you don't mind, I
    should like you to have a ruby and diamond band, to signify love and
    eternity. And you will need to have some pearls for luck." 

     

    "I have a set of pearls already, so there's no need." 

     

    His eyes glinted. "Very well. I shall have to think of some other
    special gift to bestow upon my lovely wife." 

     

     

    The following day Will returned with a jewel box and a small leather
    pouch. In the box was an elegant ruby and diamond band which must
    easily have been three carats all told. 

     

    "Is it all right?" he asked with a worried frown. 

     

    She embraced him. "All right? It's perfect. Gorgeous. Thank you." 

     

    "And this is something I found in our special place," he whispered.
    "I've cleaned them up. I think they're very old and unusual, very
    Irish-looking. I think you of all people will appreciate them." 

     

    She opened the bag and froze. She was dazzled for a moment by their
    brightness and the shivering feeling which shot through her as she
    touched the cold metal. 

     

    No, not cold. Warm and vibrant, as if it had a life of its own, an
    unquenchable fire. 

     

    "Do you like the bracelets?" he asked at last, when she kept staring
    at them. 

     

    "They're lovely," she breathed, putting them on her wrists. 

     

    She shivered again at the almost sensual contact as they glided
    along her flesh and came to rest on her wrists as though embracing
    them.  

     

    The bracelets were made of four thick loops of gold, with one
    reddish in hue, one paler, almost white, one dark and brown, and the
    other pure yellow gold. The four strands were interwoven into a
    complicated abstract knotted pattern, with two small animal heads at
    either end. 

     

    "They look like birds and serpents on this one, and a lion turning
    into a shaggy man on this." 

     

    He nodded. "I know something of the ancient myths. So far as I can
    tell from what I found in some old books, the pictures are supposed
    to signify the process of transformation, the old to the new, in a
    never-ending circle," Will explained. 

     

    She smiled up at him. "Eternity?" 

     

    "Yes. Like our love, which will last forever, if we just take things
    one day at a time. Share everything we can." 

     

    The gold bracelets around her wrists seemed to vibrate with a hidden
    flame. Her palms almost ached for the feel of him, and she reached
    out to embrace him, touching his left shoulder. 

     

    He flew back against the sofa, almost toppling right over it until
    she caught him by the arm and pulled him to her. 

     

    She stared at him in alarm. "What is it?" 

     

    "I don't know," he said with a shaky laugh. "I think it's my
    shoulder. It pains me a great deal sometimes. The shell fragment is
    buried so deeply within they thought it best to leave it. I suppose
    it just spasmed again." 

     

    He took a shaky breath and smiled at her concerned expression.
    "Whilst we're on the subject, can I just warn you now that I'm not a
    pretty picture like Parks or Stewart without my clothes on. I made
    my way up the ranks from Private, and took my fair share of
    punishment from a vicious sergeant." 

     

    She blushed and looked away. "I understand. It doesn't matter. I
    love the man you are, all of you, no matter what's happened in the
    past." 

     

    His heart soared at her words.  He knew he ought to tell her
    about his first wife, his past, but the blood pounding in his veins
    demanding some sort of solace impelled him onwards. 

     

    "I think our ten minutes is almost up, so if you don't mind not
    talking for a few minutes…" 

     

    "Of course not. I need to thank you for the lovely gifts." She
    handed the ring box back to him for safe-keeping and flashed him a
    warm smile.  "And I think it only fair to warn you now I've
    left off my stockings and drawers." 

     

    Will nearly swooned as she raised her skirts to show him and pressed
    herself into his arms. Their desire was like a shower of white hot
    sparks swirling around them. 

     

    Their hands roved everywhere, their caresses even more thrillingly
    intimate than in the cave. Will thrilled her with his fingers deep
    inside her. It took every ounce of his willpower to hold back from
    completing himself within her lush body. 

     

    His desire was raging so badly he simply had to get some relief. He
    grasped her hand and squeezed it over the top of him. She stroked
    the velvety head eagerly as they both shuddered to climax.  

     

    He had enough presence of mind to mop their palms with his
    handkerchief and stuff it back in his pocket as they heard footsteps
    approaching. 

     

    But when she raised his hand to her mouth to lick and suckle both of
    their still-damp fingers he lost his sanity completely. 

     

    Parks had to almost pull them apart when he entered a short time
    later, alarmed that he had not got an answer to his repeated taps at
    the door. 

     

    "I say! Steady on, you two!" He covered his eyes before he saw more
    of his friends than he wanted. "One more day, I promise. No, stop
    that." 

     

    Will released her at last, shook his head, and looked at Elizabeth
    in confusion. 

     

    He had no idea what demon gripped him when he so much as touched
    her, but it drove him mercilessly. 

     

    Elizabeth had felt a new sense of her own power as she'd kissed hard
    him, and was most disappointed when her innermost desires were once
    more thwarted. 

     

    Finally they managed to get themselves into some sort of order and
    calm. But just to be on the safe side, Parks kept them at arm's
    length all night before the rest of the household was treated to
    such an ardent display. 

     

    She tried to behave, but her flesh crackled with desire.  "The
    cave, tonight," she whispered as Will was leaving. "At eight. Just
    for a little while." 

     

    "No, love, no," he murmured urgently. "We must wait. I'm not having
    my wedding night there. Not for your first time. Please darling,
    forget about the cave." 

     

    "On the beach then." 

     

    "No, darling. One more night is all I'm asking. Please." 

     

    She pouted, but once he kissed her, she nodded. "I shall see you
    tomorrow morning, then." 

     

    "Aye, my love. This time tomorrow, you shall be my wife in every
    way." 

     

    Elizabeth knew she was only imagining it, but it was almost as if
    the gold bracelets winked. 
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    The following morning dawned bright a clear, an late summer's day in
    Ireland which bathed everything in a warm glow. 

     

    Elizabeth rose early to have a long soak and some toast and tea to
    soothe her nerves. She also wanted some private time. Everyone was
    trying to be most helpful, but if one more person offered to brush
    her hair or help with her train she would scream. 

     

    She dressed herself carefully, and only then did she call Charlotte
    and Vanessa in to survey her appearance. 

     

    Elizabeth's wedding gown set off her beauty to perfection. It was
    pure white muslin with lavender embroidery on the bodice, hem, and
    sleeves. The sleeves were frothy confections in their own right,
    split and tied with matching lavender ribbons. Her hair was a
    shimmering mass of jet ringlets in a simple pearl and gold filigree
    diadem, her jewels a small pearl choker with matching gold and pearl
    earbobs. She was about to pick up the gold bracelets Will had given
    her, but put them back in the box and lifted her pearl ones instead. 

     

    She shivered as his gifts sparkled at her sensually, almost
    demanding to be put on.  She shook her head at the fanciful
    notion and turned away from the dresser. 

     

    Her brother's gift to her had been a lavender silk reticule
    decorated with seed pearls, and matching slippers and gloves. 

     

    "They were intended for your birthday," he told her with a fond
    smile when he arrived a short time later to see if she was
    ready.  "But somehow I think that you'd like to have them today
    instead." 

     

    "Thank you, Thomas. They're so lovely." She kissed him and smiled.
    "Now I know why Charlotte recommended that I wear this gown." 

     

    "Yes, clever, isn't she." He winked at his wife. "Every happiness,
    my dear." He embraced her and patted her back for a few seconds, and
    finally let her go. 

     

    "Thank you, Thomas, for everything. You have been the kindest
    brother a girl could ever wish for." 

     

    He kissed her hand. "My pleasure, dear. Anything you ever need, you
    have only to ask." 

     

    Charlotte and Vanessa shooed him out of the room so they could put
    the finishing touches to her ensemble. As they worked, Vanessa said
    in a low whisper, "Is there anything you'd like to ask us about
    tonight?" 

     

    She shook her head. "Not really. Just how to not make a fool of
    myself. When he touches me I practically swoon." 

     

    Charlotte laughed. "That's always a good sign. But do try to be
    enthusiastic. Pamper and spoil him a bit, ask him what he likes.
    Your pleasure and his are completely intertwined. If you truly love
    him, then there are no boundaries, no restraints, no shame. You'll
    crave each other and want to be together always, day and night." 

     

    "Even every month, or when I am expecting?" she asked in surprise. 

     

    Vanessa grinned. "If you're anything like me, then especially when
    you're expecting." 

     

    Charlotte nodded. 

     

    She looked from one to the other. "Thank you. I'll keep it all in
    mind." 

     

    They both kissed her, and looked around the room one last time to
    make sure they had everything they needed. 

     

    They were just about to head downstairs when there was a tap at the
    door and Vevina came in. "Everyone is ready downstairs. You look
    lovely." 

     

    "Thank you." 

     

    She kissed Elizabeth warmly. "I just wanted to say how thrilled I am
    to have a true sister at last. You're so good for Will. I've never
    seen him so happy. So in love. I never thought he would never be
    happy again after everything that happened last year, well, these
    last few years, really. I'm glad you can see beyond appearances to
    the true man underneath." 

     

    Elizabeth smiled. "It was easy. His heart spoke to mine," she said,
    recalling their brief but fateful encounter in the cave. 

     

    Charlotte signalled to her eagerly. "Come, my dear, it's time." 

     

    Elizabeth took a deep breath, threw her shoulders back, and gathered
    her train. She swept out of her room and descended the stairs,
    pausing when she got outside the ballroom where all of the guests
    were assembled. 

     

    Thomas was waiting for her, took her arm and led her into the room
    and down the aisle formed by the two rows of chairs for all their
    guests. 

     

    Will was standing at the top of the room with the vicar, dressed in
    civilian clothes. Stewart and Parks stood as his groomsmen, both
    resplendent in their full dress uniforms.  

     

    Thomas escorted her up to the altar, placed her hand in Will's,
    kissed her, and stood to one side. 

     

    Elizabeth felt her mouth go dry at the sight of Will and the
    enormity of what she was about to do. But when he smiled down at
    her, his aquamarine eyes dancing, Elizabeth felt an inner peace and
    absolute certainty that everything would be all right. That all of
    it had been meant to be. 

     

    She gazed at him with open admiration. In his dark blue coat, fawn
    trousers and waistcoat, crisp white linen and dark blue cravat with
    a fine gold pin, Will was nothing less than awe-inspiring. 

     

    Suddenly she didn't care about all of her unease and unanswered
    questions any longer, only about being with him, making him happy.
    After all, it would make her happy too. 

     

    She gave him a dazzling smile. He could not resist a warm peck on
    her cheek which earned him a frown from the vicar. 

     

    The ceremony began, but she could scarcely follow it. She felt as
    though time were whirring past at ten times its normal speed. She
    made it through her vows without stumbling or faltering too badly.
    Then she blinked and it was all over. 

     

    The vicar declared, "I give you Sir Wilfred and Lady Elizabeth
    Joyce." 

     

    Will and Elizabeth bowed and curtsied according to form, before he
    pulled her into his arms for a most sensual kiss. 

     

    Elizabeth finally had the strength to drag her lips away. "Darling,
    the guests!" she whispered shakily. 

     

    "Aye. I'm sorry. I forgot where I was for a moment." 

     

    "Quite all right. It happens to me whenever you touch me." 

     

    He beamed down at her, proffered his arm, and conducted her to the
    dining room, where the wedding breakfast had been laid out. 

     

    They struggled through all of the formalities of the occasion 
    even though they wanted nothing more than to fall into each other's
    arms. The toasts, the food, the cake, the dancing, were all
    exquisite tortures as they gazed into each other's eyes and clung to
    each other's hands. 

     

    Finally waltzing together some time later, Elizabeth having had a
    turn with most of the men in the room, she begged, "Can we please go
    up now? I can't bear this any more." 

     

    "It's broad daylight. That doesn't bother you?" he murmured in her
    shell-like ear. 

     

    "Not at all. I want nothing to come between us any more," she said
    truthfully. 

     

    Her words struck him forcibly. Lord, in all this time, he had told
    her none of the things he really ought to have… 

     

    As her midnight blue eyes sparked with desire, he told himself there
    would be plenty of time. He would make her his, then explain what he
    could about his past. 

     

    "I'll give you a few moments to ready yourself, then come up to our
    room." 

     

    "I'm ready now," she whispered urgently. 

     

    He nodded.  "I just need to say goodbye to a couple of people,
    and thank them and your brother." 

     

    "All right, but don't be long. I have a little surprise for you." 

     

    "I'm sure." He grinned from ear to ear. 

     

    "No, I meant—" 

     

    He kissed her hard. "Ten minutes, my love." 

     

    She moved out of the ballroom to go up the stairs. She skirted
    around a group clustered in the far corner trying to keep out of the
    way of the dancers. She noted the broad back and blond hair, and for
    a moment thought it was Clifford Stone. 

     

    She drew even  closer, and overheard a snatch of conversation
    which caused her to listen in with horrified fascination. Who on
    earth could they be talking about? 

     

    Marcus Fitzsimmons snorted in disgust. "Well, I must say Will Joyce
    is an example to us all of exactly what the rewards for treason can
    be. A fine house and estate, a supposed treasure reputed to be worth
    thousands, and now a wealthy heiress for a bride. A duke's sister no
    less. And that traitorous whore of a sister of his married to the
    Duke of Clancar. There's no justice in the world. Last I had heard
    the pair of them were at Kilmainham Gaol in shackles, about to be
    hung, drawn and quartered. Now three years later, here they are back
    again as bold as brass." 

     

    "You're right. There's no justice at all," Timothy Teague grunted. 

     

    "Except for their father. He paid the penalty in the end," his
    brother James put in. 

     

    They all laughed with grim satisfaction. 

     

    Elizabeth trembled and turned away before she overheard anything
    else vile about Will. Really, how could they all be so horrid? 

     

    Marcus Fitzsimmons she could understand. It had to be a simple case
    of sour grapes. But all the others had spoken of her husband and
    sister as traitors as if the fact were common knowledge. 

     

    She pressed one shaking hand to her temple to try to decide what to
    do. There seemed only one sensible course of action. She had to tell
    Will what she had heard. She turned around to retrace her steps, but
    he was nowhere to be seen. 

     

    Elizabeth went from room to room seeking him. Finally, out of the
    corner of her eye she spotted all of his Army comrades drinking a
    toast in one of the small anterooms off the dining room. 

     

    She did not mean to eavesdrop here either, but the quietly spoken
    words were like an arrow through her heart. 

     

    "All I can say is I hope he can find some peace, some oblivion,"
    Monroe said. 

     

    Parks shook his head. "I hope so too. But I don't think he will ever
    be able to forget killing his own wife." 

     

    Elizabeth gasped and fled from the doorway and down the hall. The
    front and back doors were full of guests milling about, the ballroom
    and dining room the same. 

     

    She fled up the back stairs to her room, almost blind with unshed
    tears. 

     

    The enormity of what she had heard was almost too much to bear. Will
    had been married before? And never thought to mention it? 

     

    Well, it was evident why not, if what Parks had just said was true.
    What sort of monster had she been tricked in to marrying? 

     

    Oh God, it was like Jane all over again. She had fallen prey to some
    foul fortune-hunting seducer. This would kill Thomas, she was sure
    of it. Unless…. 

     

    Unless of course she could get away and ensure that the marriage was
    never consummated. She shook with terror, wringing her hands in
    despair. 

     

    Think, she had to think. Rationally. She had to get her emotions
    under control. 

     

    If she could get to Dublin, wait for her family there, they could go
    back to Somerset before anything worse befell her. They had money,
    power, connections. An annulment, or divorce would be easy for them
    to secure given the circumstances. Then she need never lay eyes on
    that foul swine Will Joyce again. 

     

    She dashed into her room, but too late realized that she had broken
    the lock on the door a couple of days before and neglected to have
    it repaired. 

     

    Oh Lord! She had told him she could not wait to be alone with him!
    She had been about to present him with her wedding gift, a set of
    fine gold cravat pins. He would be there at any moment. 

     

    She grabbed her small jewel box and checked her money, stuffing it
    into her reticule. Then she looked down. 

     

    Her wedding dress! It was so thin and flimsy, as were her slippers,
    that she paused. She snatched her boots off the floor of the
    wardrobe, and practically shredded her gown in her haste to change,
    yanking it over her head before jerking one of her day gowns off the
    hanger and shrugging into it. 

     

    It fastened with two simple ties either side, and she checked
    herself in the mirror to see that she was decent. In her haste to
    disrobe her hair tumbled down her back to her waist, so she grabbed
    a handful of ribbons, stuffed them into bosom of her gown, and
    opened the door to step out into the hallway and run for her life. 

     

    She froze as she heard footsteps coming up the stairs. She fled to
    the open window, pulled the sash higher, and looked down. 

     

    The guests who had been congregating there had gone back inside and
    the door was now shut. The trellis and ivy looked old but sturdy. 

     

    As the footsteps came on inexorably, echoing omniously down the
    corridor, Elizabeth made her decision. 

     

    She threw her boots down from the window and then swung her long leg
    over the sill. She got her stockinged foot on one of the rungs of
    the trellis, and was just about to swing her other leg out and climb
    down to flee for her life when the door opened. 

     

    The groom's warm smile of love became a gape of surprise and horror. 

     

    "Good Lord! Elizabeth, for Heaven's sake! What are you doing?" 

     

    She tried not to panic. "I can't stay here. This has all been a huge
    mistake." 

     

    Will had heard of women who got the vapors before their wedding
    night, but never like this. He moved toward the window rapidly,
    ready to grab her hand. 

     

    She shrunk back, and the trellis gave an ominous creak. 

     

    "Please, Elizabeth, come inside so we can talk this over." 

     

    "There's nothing to talk over! I've made a mistake. You're a fiend!" 

     

    He shook his head. "No fiend, my dear, but the man who loves you.
    You're under some misapprehension, I'm sure. I know you must be
    frightened of me after everything your sister went through, but I'm
    certainly not a monster toward women. I love you. This can all be
    cleared up if you just tell me what has got you so upset-" 

     

    While he had been speaking to her in a reassuring tone, he had been
    moving closer and closer to her. 

     

    She could see his ploy now, and panicked. "Stay away from me!" she
    hissed. "Don't touch me!" 

     

    She leaned further out, and the trellis cracked again. 

     

    Will stepped back and stood in the center of the room with his hands
    raised, terrified at the danger she was placing herself in. "I'm not
    going to touch you, I promise. But surely you can see what you're
    doing is far too risky. I love you, want you to be safe and
    protected. 

     

    "Please, Elizabeth come back inside and we can talk about whatever
    it is that's happened between us. Whatever you think you now know
    about me that has made you try to flee our home, our marriage bed." 

     

    "Talk? As if that is going to make things better," she wept. "It's
    too late." 

     

    "No, darling. It's never too late if two people love each other. I
    can understand you being frightened. If it's that, it's a problem
    easily solved. I promise you that I won't ask you to do ever do
    anything against your will." 

     

    She stared at him mistrustfully. "You say that  now, but—" 

     

    "The physical side of marriage is supposed to be a comfort to us
    both. We've been so heated with each other. You know how special we
    make each other feel. It'll be all right, I give you my word. Only
    please, come back inside before you fall." 

     

    By now Elizabeth had her full weight on the trellis, her left foot
    already descending.  All she had to do was climb down the rest
    of the way to freedom. She could flee to the stables and gallop like
    the wind. 

     

    Yet something in his face and the tone of his voice gave her pause.
    "It isn't the wedding night. Not completely. I don't know how to
    trust you outside the bed. How can I trust you in it?" 

     

    Will stared. "I'm sorry, my love. You need to tell me what on earth
    has spooked you. I can't calm your fears if you don't confide in me,
    tell me what it is that has you so distressed." 

     

    "It's too horrible." She shook her head, and the tears began to
    fall. 

     

    "Please, Elizabeth, whatever it is, come and talk to me in safety.
    Please, I promise not to touch you. But please come in from there
    now." 

     

    "I can't," she said, shaking her head. "I can't risk you touching
    me.  I lose all reason whenever you do.  If I come back
    you'll own me body and soul. I don't want to end up like my sister—" 

     

    The trellis cracked further, and her last words were lost in a
    shriek. 

     

    "Hang on! I'm coming!" 

     

    "No, don't touch me!" 

     

    "If you fall you'll be killed! Take my hand, please!" 

     

    "You're going to kill me anyway!" she accused. 

     

    "No, never!" Will shouted in anguish, stunned at the words she had
    just flung at him so viciously. 

     

    Seeing her slipping further away from the wall and downwards, he
    decided that whatever she feared, trying to deal with her rationally
    when she was twenty feet in the air was pointless. 

     

    He made a desperate grab for Elizabeth's hand as it scrabbled for
    some sort of purchase on the vine-covered plaster, and hung on for
    dear life. 

     

    "No!" Her eyes widened. 

     

    She couldn't decide in that split second which she feared more, the
    fall, or her bridegroom. 

     

    Then her instincts took over, and she reached up her other hand to
    cling to him in terror. "Will, please, help me, my love!" 

     

    "Come on, darling. I've got you. I've got you." 

     

    He tugged with all his might, but he could feel her slipping. "Oh
    God, no, Elizabeth! Elizabeth!" 

     

    He lunged out the window after her, still clutching tightly to her
    other hand. Then he felt himself plummeting head-first as her weight
    dragged him right out the window after her.  

     

    He flipped himself upright, snatching at the trellis as they went
    plunging past. The vines tore into his hands, the wood splintered
    and dug into his wrist and arm, and still they were falling,
    falling. 

     

    He clung on to his wife tightly, but she panicked and yanked her
    hand free in a feeble attempt to try to break her fall. 

     

    He could feel her slipping away, and prayed as he had never prayed
    before for the Lord to spare her, even if it meant taking him. 

     

    "Will! Will!" she screamed, flailing wildly in the air, all four
    limbs now free. 

     

    Then both their worlds went black. 

    

 

    [bookmark: 21]Chapter Twenty-one  

     

    The crash outside the front door was enough to bring Edgars the
    butler running outside. 

     

    The two bodies prone on the paving slabs were a terrifying sight for
    someone as loyal as he. His normally aloof demeanor fled in the face
    of such horror. 

     

    Edgars ran straight to the back of the house, where the reception
    was still under way. 

     

    He darted up to the only person who could help at this point. Dr.
    Gallagher, Will's old army colleague down for the day from Cork,
    literally dropped his plate and charged, with Vanessa Stone, who had
    been dining with him, in tow. They ran through the house at a
    breakneck pace, and out the front door. 

     

    Vanessa was a strong and capable woman, but even she was horrified
    by the sight which greeted her.  

     

    Will had by now managed to sit up. He was bruised and battered, and
    trying to crawl towards his wife's prone form, dragging one leg
    behind him. "Elizabeth! No, no!" 

     

    The blood was already pooling under her head, and the doctor knelt
    by her first. "There's a pulse. She's breathing. Come, we must get
    her upstairs at once." 

     

    Will pressed his bloodied face to his wife's chest to reassure
    himself that the doctor had spoken the truth. 

     

    He clutched her waist and wept. "Elizabeth, darling, please, open
    your eyes, speak to me," he begged. 

     

    If Vanessa had had any doubts about Will's seemingly sudden love for
    Elizabeth, they were gone in an instant. He was so distraught he
    could barely stop shaking, and refused any help from the doctor
    until he had seen to his wife. 

     

    Edgars had got several of the servants together by now, and they
    lifted Elizabeth tenderly, and then helped their distraught new
    master up the stairs. 

     

    As they rushed her to her room, for the first time since he was a
    small boy, Will wept inconsolably. 

     

    For the next fifteen minutes, all was in an uproar as the crisis was
    dealt with. Stripping off her blood-soaked clothes, Elizabeth was
    put in her bed, and her lovely long raven tresses shorn down to an
    inch-long stubble as the doctor tried to ascertain how bad her head
    wounds were. 

     

    Will was put in the large bed beside her. He had broken his leg and
    dislocated his bad left shoulder in the fall, but refused to leave
    his wife's side for even an instant. 

     

    "What other doctors are in the area?" Dr. Gallagher asked quickly. 

     

    "Dr. Davis and Dr. Edmunds," Edgars replied. 

     

    "Send for them both. This is far too serious for me to want to cope
    with on my own. If we have to operate to alleviate pressure in the
    cranium, I'm going to need all the skilled hands I can get. And we
    still need to tend to Will." 

     

    Edgars passed along the message to the servants hovering outside. 

     

    Vanessa took matters into her own hands. Will was lying on the bed
    staring at Elizabeth as though at any moment she was going to vanish
    from sight. His cheeks were wet with a constant flow of unconscious
    tears which he did not even try to wipe away. She could only imagine
    her own darling Clifford's state of mind in such a situation. 

     

    The doctor voiced the one question which had been on everyone's
    mind. "How on earth did this happen?" 

     

    Will sighed raggedly. "She was trying to climb down the trellis and
    it gave way." 

     

    Vanessa and the doctor both stared. 

     

    "Trying to climb down? Why, for heaven's sake?" the doctor demanded. 

     

    "Because she was afraid of being married to me, afraid of the
    wedding night." 

     

    Vanessa shook her head. "That isn't possible. Why, you were so
    devoted to one another, such a warm couple. I know it was all very
    sudden, your engagement and marriage, but she seemed so happy and
    content." 

     

    Will's mouth was a grim line of pain. "That's the only sense I made
    out of what she was saying. I tried to reason with her, reassure
    her. Then I grabbed her. She tried to climb back up to talk to me
    more rationally. The trellis collapsed and we both fell. I tried to
    hang on," he said, indicating his bloodied fingers, "but she let
    go." 

     

    He gulped back a sob, and looked at his friend.  "God, Doc,
    please, it wasn't supposed to be like this. Her wedding day was
    supposed to be the happiest day of her life. Please, you must help
    her. I can't live without her in my life. Please." 

     

    The doctor patted him softly on the shoulder. "I'll do whatever I
    can. But you know this is very grave indeed, son. She may never
    recover, even if we save her life." 

     

    While the doctor had been doing his best with both of his patients,
    word had soon spread to the rest of the guests as to what had
    happened. They expressed their shock and sympathy and most began to
    leave the family alone in their grief. 

     

    Vevina and Stewart did their best to calm everyone, and got those
    inclined to interfere or pry to depart, with warm thanks for their
    expressed desire to help. 

     

    Thomas, who had been in his wing of the house with Charlotte,
    overcome with the romance of the occasion, were soon roused from
    their tryst. 

     

    "What do you mean, my sister fell out of the window?" Thomas barked
    as he tied the sash of his dressing gown hastily and began to run
    towards his sister's room. 

     

    Stewart repeated what little he knew. "Vevina is sorting things with
    the guests right now. Then she'll talk to Will. Maybe she'll be able
    to make more sense out of this. Doc Gallagher is with them both now.
    Elizabeth is pretty bad." 

     

    "She looked so happy! What on earth could have changed so suddenly
    that she was trying to climb out?" Thomas said tearfully. "Did they
    quarrel?" 

     

    Stewart shook his head. "I'm telling you, I have no idea. But I
    don't think it was Will. He adores her, believe me. Someone must
    have said something to upset her. Never mind that now. We need to do
    whatever we can to help." 

     

    "You're right, Stewart, of course. This is just too incredible. To
    think my lovely sister was laughing and smiling just a few minutes
    ago, and now this." 

     

    "It'll be all right. I know the doctor pretends to be some old Army
    sawbones, but I've seen him and Vevina perform miracles." 

     

    Thomas prayed as he never had before when he saw the battered body
    of his only remaining sister. "Oh, God, no, no," he whispered. 

     

    Charlotte had hastily dressed and run after her husband, and she now
    fell in behind him and pulled him into the comfort of her embrace. 

     

    The doctor had got the bleeding under control, but there was a great
    deal of swelling, and Elizabeth already had two black eyes. 

     

    She lay so still that Will did not dare let go of her wrist. He
    couldn't bear the thought of her precious life slipping away, and
    clung on as he had when she had been slipping from the trellis. 

     

    "How bad is it?" he asked the doctor flatly. 

     

    "Very serious. I've taken the liberty of sending to the other local
    doctors. I fear I will have to operate. I won't lie. I wouldn't get
    my hopes up if I were you, son." 

     

    "No! No!" Will said wildly. 

     

    Vevina came in and pressed her brother back onto the pillows. The
    doctor moved to give him some laudnanum. 

     

    "No, nothing," he refused. "I'm not going to take anything. I can't
    fall asleep. I need to be with her. She wants me to stay, to tell
    her it will all be fine. 

     

    "Can you hear me, darling?" he said to his unconscious wife. "I'm
    not going to let you go, do you hear me? I've got you by the hand.
    You let go of me. But I won't let go of you." 

     

    Everyone's eyes were fixed on the ghastly face of the
    haggard-looking young man. Vevina and Stewart recalled what he had
    looked like when they had all first met almost three years before,
    when Will had been beaten and nearly crucified. 

     

    Vevina stroked his cheek. "It's all right. She knows you're there.
    She knows you love her. We won't make you sleep if you don't want
    to. But please let us at least check your injuries." 

     

    He gave one curt nod, and she began to strip off his coat and
    waistcoat as carefully as she could while he clung to his wife's
    limp hand. 

     

    Stewart offered to help his wife, while Thomas and Charlotte lapsed
    into a corner, sitting on a low bench, at the ready in case their
    help should be needed. 

     

    Vanessa looked at them all, and decided to take matters into her own
    hands. "We all mean well and want to help, but we need to be
    practical about this. We can't all exhaust ourselves by sitting on
    tenterhooks. Go get dressed, you two, and then come back. Move some
    of your things into the room next door so you can be close at hand.
    I shall do the same in the opposite one. 

     

    "Ah, Clifford, there you are. Can you get some of our clothes moved
    into the room on the left? We're going to take it in turns to nurse
    Will and Elizabeth." 

     

    Vevina said nothing, but Stewart poked his head around the door to
    speak to a servant, and ordered a trundle bed to be made up for his
    wife and himself over in the bay window. 

     

    Then he went over to his wife and brother-in-law, and stroked both
    their heads. "It will be all right, I promise. We just have to be
    patient, and let nature take its course. She's young and strong. I
    know it looks bad now, but we just have to have faith." 

     

    Stewart took out his handkerchief and began to dry the tears still
    flowing unheeded from Will's eyes. "It's all right, son. It's not
    your fault." 

     

    "But why?" he gasped. 

     

    "I don't know, lad. All I know is she loves you. It will be all
    right. Just hang on." He continued to pat his face dry, while Vevina
    ministered to his ragged arm. 

     

    The doctor had by this time organised some material for a leg
    splint. As soon as Dr. Davis arrived, he informed him of what had
    happened in a quick undertone, and then approached Will's side of
    the bed. 

     

    "So how are we, Will?" Doc asked with a grave smile. 

     

    "Never mind me. What about my wife?" he asked tearfully. 

     

    His kind creased face was grave. "She's doing as well as can be
    expected. But we need to get you fixed up. You need to let me look
    at your leg, son." 

     

    Vevina helped get his trousers off, until he sat naked save for his
    cotton drawers. As they had begun to undress him, Charlotte got up
    and with a final kiss for her husband, she and Vanessa left. 

     

    "I'm sorry, Will," Vevina said quietly. "This is going to hurt." 

     

    "Do what you like with me. I don't care. It can't possibly hurt
    compared to what my poor wife has been through." 

     

    They set and splinted the leg without a murmur from him. The
    shoulder was not going to be easy, however. It was not only
    dislocated, but the doctor could see the piece of shrapnel just
    under the skin. 

     

    "This might be my best chance to ever get it out. His arm might one
    day be back to normal. It's been improving every day. It must have
    worked its way out." 

     

    Will said, "Elizabeth cured me. She helped my shoulder. She helped
    me get my life back. I can't lose her. I lost Rosaria. I killed my
    own wife. Please don't tell me I've done it again." 

     

    Vevina shook her brother. "You know you had no choice! Is that what
    this was all about? You told her? And she was frightened?" 

     

    He shook his head. "I should have told her. I didn't dare. I didn't
    want to remember, don't you see? Elizabeth is everything good and
    pure and gentle in this world. I didn't want to tell her the things
    I had to do in the war. I didn't want her to be in danger. Now she
    is anyway." 

     

    "Oh, Will," his sister whispered, shaking her head, "you should have
    told her the truth! She loves you, but she needs to know why you're
    so haunted by the past. You can't move on to a happy future if you
    don't let go of Rosaria." 

     

    Will laughed almost maniacally. "Don't you see, I did! That's why
    I'm being punished. I never loved Rosaria, not really. I love
    Elizabeth more than my own life. I'm paying the price for having
    married someone I felt nothing but pity for. Someone I was relieved
    to lose. 

     

    "She never loved me. It was all gratitude and protection, and what
    she needed from me. Guns and ammunition, a male protector. Not hugs
    and kisses, and being cherished--" 

     

    Vevina sighed. "Will, I'm sure that's not…" 

     

    "You don't know. You can't possibly know. You and Stewart married
    for love. I married for lust, and got a frigid woman who couldn't
    bear for me to touch her. Am I so disgusting that every woman flees
    from my bed?" 

     

    She knelt down beside him.  "No, no! Elizabeth loves you. She
    must have heard someone say something that scared her. It wasn't
    you. You needed to confide in each other more. But there's usually
    all the time in the world for that before you're wed. You've been
    hasty, Will, but you're not disgusting. Elizabeth worships you. But
    for now you're going to have to leave all these questions behind,
    and focus on both of you getting well." 

     

    He nodded and said, "All right, do it. Get it over with." 

     

    They removed the shell fragment and stitched up the wound, put his
    shoulder back in its socket, then wrapped it in clean gauze and
    forced him to lie back down on the pillows. 

     

    Thomas shook his head, stunned. Will had never even let out a
    whimper. 

     

    Stewart caught his surprised look and shrugged. "After everything
    he's been through, this is probably nothing to him." 

     

    Thomas stared at his new brother-in-law's physique. What manner of
    man was he? He had seen plenty of wounded veterans during the war,
    but never one as physically scarred as Will. 

     

    Yet it was his mind that seemed most damaged, if what he had just
    overheard was any indication. He was filled with nothing but guilt
    and self-reproach, and uncertainty about himself as a man. 

     

    Thomas had a million questions about what had happened in his past,
    but now was not the time. He told everyone he was going to put on
    more clothes, and would be back shortly 

     

    Only when he was in the privacy of his own room did he allow his
    tears to fall freely. What on earth had he done… He should have made
    them wait… 

     

    But Elizabeth had seemed so sure, so much in love. And now he had
    tied her to a man who by his own admission had killed his first
    wife…. 
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    The three doctors did their best over the next few hours to make
    Elizabeth comfortable, but she was so still that often they could
    not be sure she was even alive. 

     

    Only Will, with his fingers on her pulse continually, kept them
    certain that her heart was still beating. 

     

    At dawn the next morning they operated. She had developed a gushing
    nosebleed which Doc Gallagher thought was a sign of the brain
    swelling badly. 

     

    Will hung onto his wife's hand for dear life as they drilled a small
    hole in her skull and drained the fluids. 

     

    After the surgery her breathing seemed much easier, but her
    temperature soared, so that they began to bathe her in cold water
    and even brandy to try to get the fever down. 

     

    "They used it in the Army when they had nothing else," the doctor
    explained to his horrified colleagues as the room began to smell
    like a tavern. 

     

    "I'll help. Anything you want me to do, I'll do it," Will promised
    raggedly. "Anything to save her." 

     

    As promised, the Elthams, Stones and Fitzgeralds all took turns
    nursing the two invalids, but it was heartbreaking for them all to
    think of the contrast between what was, and what could have been. 

     

    Will's friends also did whatever they could, looking after the
    children, going on errands, and coming in to try to cheer Will
    whenever there was a quiet moment in the room. 

     

    Parks in particular was ever-present when he was sure he was not in
    the way, and fetched and carried as patiently as any well-trained
    nurse. 

     

    Stewart pulled the doctor to one side at the end of the following
    day. "Give me your honest opinion, Miles." 

     

    "She's in a coma. She can't eat or drink. We have no idea how bad
    her injuries are. I've tested for paralysis. There's no sign of any
    sensation in any of the limbs. I'm sorry. It may of course change,
    but with us having trepanned her, I can't be hopeful. That will most
    likely kill her before anything else does. If we can't get the fever
    down, her body will just give up from the strain." 

     

    "All right, so let us assume we can get the fever down. What will
    happen next?" 

     

    He shrugged and sighed.  "You've seen it in the war. We do our
    best to get a tube down her, and feed her with a funnel. And to try
    to keep her arms and legs moving." 

     

    Thomas came over to where the two men were whispering. "I know of
    this. I'm told that Alexander Davenport lived like that for a year.
    But I have no idea how bad his injuries were compared to my sister." 

     

    "Well, we can only do our best. Get the fever down, and the feeding
    tube in. And just try to keep her comfortable, keep an eye on her
    bowels and so on. They are often good indications of what is
    happening. If she stops these normal bodily functions, we'll be in
    trouble." 

     

    "Thank you, Miles. I can't tell you how grateful I am that you're
    here," Stewart said. 

     

    "And here I shall stay, for as long as you need me." 

     

    Thomas, distraught at all the doctor had said, demanded of Will,
    "Tell me again exactly what happened to my sister!" 

     

    Will roused himself from his own near-comatose state. He still had
    not slept, and was hollow-eyed like a skull. His voice came out as a
    hoarse croak, for he had been talking to Elizabeth in a low tone
    almost incessantly since the accident had happened, reciting all the
    love poetry he could think of to show her how much he cared. 

     

    "We were down in the reception, laughing, eating cake. I said would
    check on the guests one last time, and would be coming upstairs. Her
    response to me was most ardent," he said with a blush, "and I
    promise to give her ten minutes to get ready. 

     

    "She said she had a surprise for me, and she couldn't wait for us to
    be alone. I went off to talk with Vevina for a few moments, to thank
    her for her help. 

     

    "I came up, just as we had arranged, and found her half-way out the
    window. She said she couldn't trust me out of the bed, so how could
    she trust me in it. 

     

    "I told her whatever was wrong, I loved her and we could discuss it.
    I tried to get her back up into the room, but the whole trellis and
    vine started to tear away. Then we fell." 

     

    He held out his bandaged wrist for Thomas's inspection.  "I did
    everything I could to grab another handhold, but she let go. The
    rest is as Edgars saw when he found us." 

     

    Vevina took his arm comfortingly. "I'm so sorry, Will. This is
    dreadful for you, we know. We'll do anything we can to help." 

     

    Will laid back on the bed and looked at his wife, his eyes never
    once leaving her. 

     

    Thomas lapsed back onto his stool, his head in his hands. 

     

    The Fitzgeralds moved over to the window seat. 

     

    "Poor Will. He'll be devastated if he loses her," Vevina sighed to
    her husband. 

     

    "Don't I know it. He never expected Elizabeth to fall in love with
    him. With all of the others trying so hard for her, especially
    Marcus Fitzsimmons, he couldn't believe his luck. Yet it's obvious
    from the way they looked at the wedding that they were completely
    smitten. So what on earth could have provoked Elizabeth to jump out
    the window?" 

     

    Vevina shook her head. "She didn't jump. She was climbing down,
    trying to escape from something or someone. She loves Will, I'm sure
    of it. So what scared her so much that she fled?" 

     

    Her husband shook his head and sighed. "The only thing I can think
    of is that she overheard someone say something which distressed her
    so much that when Will came into the bedroom, she was terrified, and
    panicked." 

     

    "But what on earth could that be? We all know and love him. None of
    us would have told her anything against him," she said angrily. 

     

    "Unless of course someone was sucking on a few sour grapes and spat
    out all sorts of lies or innuendoes." 

     

    She nodded pensively. "Or one of the lads said something which was
    misinterpreted? You know how men can sometimes be a bit crude. If
    she was scared of their wedding night, it might have put her into a
    tizzy." 

     

    Stewart rubbed the back of his aching neck and shrugged. 
    "Perhaps. Except that she doesn't strike me as hysterical, and she
    also doesn't have the nature of a tease. She and Will have been most
    demonstrative. In fact I'm surprised they managed to wait as long as
    they did. The past three days of wedding preparations seemed to have
    been torture for them both. 

     

    "And while I know she has every reason to be leery of that sort of
    thing give her poor sister, she's a vibrant and passionate young
    woman, not a prude. No, someone said something, or she overheard
    something. The question is  what?" 

     

    Vevina shook her head. "We'll just have to wait to find out. If she
    wakes up." 

     

    "When." 

     

    She nodded, and kissed her husband's cheek gratefully. "You're
    right, darling. When." 

     

     

    Several hours later, Doc Gallagher checked Elizabeth's pulse and
    pupils, and shook his head. The fever had finally gone down to a
    more low-grade one, and she was breathing more easily. 

     

    "There seems to be nothing more we can do except wait. You can all
    go and get some sleep now. We need to take it in turns. I'll rouse
    you if anything changes, but there seems little point in you all
    becoming ragged with worry." 

     

    He turned to Thomas. "I'm going to need beef broth, cooked with
    vegetables and then strained clear, and some water, boiled, both
    cool, and a funnel with a nozzle about so wide." He indicated with
    his fingers. 

     

    He nodded and left to issue the orders. As soon as he was gone, the
    doctor held a cup to Elizabeth's lips. She swallowed. 

     

    "It's a good sign," he told Will. "I'll put the tube in anyway, so
    that you can feed her more easily without fear of her choking. But
    if she has that sort of movement, she's holding her own." 

     

    Will nodded. 

     

    "So we will need to get a rota of servants to take turns looking
    after her, and you need to get some rest. I'll have them make up
    another bed-" 

     

    "I'm staying." 

     

    "But Will, you need your rest as well. You're not thinking clearly—" 

     

    Will continued to stared at his wife fixedly. "I've never been more
    clear about anything in my life. She's mine, and by God I'll do
    whatever I have to take care of her." 

     

    The doctor said gently, "You can't blame yourself for this." 

     

    He raised his aquamarine eyes bleakly to gaze at his friend. 
    "Who else is there to blame?" 

     

    "Gods above, Will, it was an accident!" 

     

    "Maybe, maybe not. Perhaps I caused it all, drove her to this
    desperate pass." 

     

    "Nonsense." 

     

    "Is it, Miles? Is it?   if I had been honest with her
    before we became engaged? Got married?  Told her everything so
    she might not have been so scared?" 

     

    Doc Gallagher shook his head. "You have no idea what anyone said,
    what lies might have been told. It's not your fault. If she didn't
    trust you—" 

     

    "I should have made her trust me, made her listen. I was afraid if I
    approached her she might jump. I should have—" 

     

    "It was her choice to climb out. She nearly killed you both," the
    doctor said impatiently. 

     

    He sighed. "If I lose her, I'm better off dead." 

     

    The older man rested his hand on his friend's good shoulder. "She's
    still alive. Where there's life, there's hope. But I have to be
    honest with you, lad. Even if she does last another night or two, it
    will be a long road to recovery. I have no idea how badly her back,
    neck and head are injured. She might never walk again. Surely you do
    realise this." 

     

    Will nodded. "I know. I can understand what you're telling me, but
    my heart knows she's going to live. I just have to hang on, keep the
    faith. Listen, Miles, I know you have other plans, your practice,
    but I would be most grateful if you could remain here as my guest
    until well, until things resolve themselves. Please take whatever
    room you like and use it as your own. I shall sleep in here by her
    side, and do whatever you teach me to do to take care of all her
    needs." 

     

    "You'll exhaust yourself," the doctor protested. 

     

    "I need to be with Elizabeth. I would never forgive myself if I lost
    her." 

     

    "All right, I shall take one of the rooms, but I insist upon
    organising the servants to help you. She will need bathing, feeding,
    everything a helpless infant would need. You understand that some of
    these things might be difficult for a loving husband to have to cope
    with." 

     

    "I understand. But there's nothing I wouldn't do for her." 

     

    "Ah, but perhaps she would not wish you to." 

     

    Will shook his head. "There's no shame between us. We love each
    other. I'll be with her until the day one or the other of us dies.
    Through everything." 

     

    The doctor nodded. "Very well. Try to rest. I'll be back shortly." 

     

    He arranged things with the Duke and his wife, then spoke to the
    servants, and the Fitzgeralds.  Between them all, they made
    sure that Will was never alone with Elizabeth. He would drift off to
    sleep sooner or later, he was sure, so someone needed to be standing
    by at all times for the poor injured woman. 

     

    They got the feeding tube down her throat, and fed her broth and
    water, and then washed her down with warm water and changed the
    soiled sheets. 

     

    "Everything seems to be normal. She's eating, relieving herself, and
    is breathing fine. She's just in some sort of limbo," he told the
    Fitzgeralds. "A blow to the head will do that. We'll just keep
    watching, and waiting. And praying for them both." 
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    The doctor's assessment of Elizabeth's condition was not much
    different a day later, or even three days later. 

     

    Still Will sat up, hollow-eyed and staring, reciting poetry to her
    though his voice was now barely more than a whisper. And it was not
    just poetry, long passages of the Bible, and prayers, and words of
    love from his heart. 

     

    "You were the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen. I had heard of
    love at first sight, of course," he whispered, "but I thought it was
    a fairy tale until it happened to me. I love you, Elizabeth. Please
    come back to me." 

     

    Thomas and Charlotte did more than their far share of the nursing in
    the dark days which followed, but at the end of the first week, a
    letter came from Brimley with most disturbing news which caused them
    to wonder how much longer they could risk staying in Ireland. 

     

    Clifford saw the Duke's aghast expression as he read the missive
    from their friend Jonathan Deveril. 

     

    "What is it? What's wrong? Is everyone well?" he asked Thomas. 

     

    "Yes, yes, for the moment at least. But that swine Ferncliffe, who
    killed my sister Jane, has got away. He and his accomplices Agnes
    and the coach driver, who helped kidnap our friend Alexander, have
    escaped from Newgate." 

     

    "Escaped? But how?" Charlotte gasped. 

     

    Thomas shook his head. "I have no idea. They would have needed
    awfully powerful friends to help." 

     

    "Had they reached the end of their trial?" 

     

    Thomas nodded. "Jonathan says here that Ferncliffe was given a
    capital sentence, and Agnes and the driver, Bart Davis, were
    supposed to have been transported. Alistair Grant wrote to me at
    Eltham Castle to give me the news, and to warn me. He'll make
    enquiries around London, organise a man hunt." 

     

    "This is most disturbing news," Clifford said ith a shake of his
    head. 

     

    Charlotte nodded. "Remember that his associate Paxton tried to burn
    down the castle and kill everyone who got in his way." 

     

    "I know. Plus, the Jonathan and his wife and sister, and her husband
    Alexander Davenport, have been their targets in the past. I hate to
    think what sort of havoc they can wreak once more now that they're
    free." 

     

    "Well, at least the war is over," Charlotte sighed. 

     

    "For some people, like Will, Parks, and Alexander, it's never over." 

     

    They all sighed. 

     

    Clifford offered, "If you want to go home, Vanessa and I will stay.
    I mean, we can understand-" 

     

    "How can I leave my sister?" thomas said with a shake of his head. 

     

    "Because she's in good hands here. And your wife is ue for her
    confinement soon. Plus, because we both know where Ferncliffe was
    going, what he was doing when you and Pamela stopped him. That at
    least is no longer an issue." 

     

    "No, but my niece is," he sighed. 

     

    "Jonathan and Pamela have been doing an admirable job seeing to all
    her needs, but there is nothing quite like your steady hand upon the
    wheel to navigate the most rocky shoals," Vanessa said, giving a
    meaning looks across the breakfast table at her husband to show that
    she supported his stance that the Duke and his wife should go back
    to Somerset with all possible haste. 

     

    Thomas ground his teeth together audibly, and sighed.  "We'll
    wait and see. Another day or so should not make too much difference,
    and will help me decide what best to do about Elizabeth." 

     

    Vanessa and Clifford both exchanged looks, and prayed their friend
    was right. 

     

     

    Ten days after the accident, there was still no change in Elizabeth,
    which in the circumstances could only be seen as a good thing. The
    radical alteration was in Will, for with his long straggling hair
    and beard and wild-eyed look, they began to fear for his sanity. 

     

    "I can't sleep. I must watch. It will be all right. It's coming." 

     

    "What's coming?" Vevina asked her brother gently. 

     

    "Everything in alignment. Fate, the completion of the circle." 

     

    "I don't understand, love. What are you-" 

     

    "Soon. Then I can sleep." 

     

    "Eat something at least." 

     

    He shook his head. "No. Must fast. Soon. I promise." 

     

    Will turned back to his wife and continued to speak to her in a low
    tone. 

     

    Doc suggested massaging Elizabeth's arms and legs to keep the
    circulation going, and to move her around in the bed so she would
    not get bedsores. 

     

    Will rubbed her down with warm oil faithfully three times each day
    even though his left arm had limited mobility. The only time he ever
    left the bed was to go hurriedly into the bathroom, and then he
    insisted on whoever was also helping watch to hold her hand and
    speaking to her while he was gone. 

     

    "We don't want her to think she's alone," Will said in an earnest
    tone. 

     

    The doctor or Thomas or one of the other men would help get him into
    the privy, and try to get him to clean himself up or shave. 

     

    "Come on, old man. If Elizabeth woke up right now, you'd give her an
    awful fright," Stewart said, brushing his brother in law's greasy
    hair back from his brow. 

     

    "Soon, I promise. I can't explain it. But soon." 

     

    Then Will would resume his wakeful vigil. 

     

     

    The summer was now ending, with the equinox only a day away, when
    Will got out of the bed and asked to speak to Parks alone. 

     

    He hobbled out into the corridor on his friend's arm. "I need you to
    do something for me." 

     

    "Anything," his friend offered sincerely. 

     

    "I need something from my room back home." 

     

    "Clean clothes, anything." 

     

    "There's a leather pouch, about this big, concealed in the bottom
    drawer of my dresser. I need you to bring it here to me now." 

     

    "Anything else, books, your Bible?" 

     

    "No, just that." 

     

    "All right," he said in a doubtful tone, but did as he was asked. 

     

    When he was alone with his sister, Will requested, "Can I have beef
    tonight for supper? A rib roast? Extra rare." 

     

    Vevina gave a glad smile. It was the first time he had shown any
    interest whatsoever in food since the accident. 

     

    "Of course, you can have anything you like." 

     

    "And we need some flowers for this room. And some shells and
    stones." 

     

    "Shells? Stones?" she echoed in confusion. 

     

    "Doc says to talk to Elizabeth. We can bring her things to remind
    her of the outside world." 

     

    She wondered if her brother were losing his reason. But when she
    asked the doctor about it, he said he couldn't see the harm. 

     

    Will spoke with Stewart as the sun descended toward the horizon,
    asking him for some wood to bank up the fire. 

     

    "I need some oak, though. There's a large tree on my property, near
    the edge of that old wall. Can you bring me some, please?" 

     

    "Surely any tree will do?" 

     

    He shook his head. "It needs to be that tree. Please, don't ask me
    why. We haven't much time. Take my word for it that it must be that
    tree." 

     

    "All right. I'm going now. But there will only be so much I can
    carry that far." 

     

    "One log will be more than enough." 

     

    Stewart gave him a long measuring look and departed on his errand. 

     

    He was tempted not to bother, to just bring any old piece of
    kindling. But something in his brother-in-law's haggard face made
    him accede to the request, however bizarre it seemed. 

     

    Parks returned with the leather pouch a short time later. 

     

    "You didn't open it?" 

     

    "No. I wouldn't pry." 

     

    "I know." He put one hand on his shoulder. "You've been a good
    friend. The best. Even as such a young man, you were old beyond your
    years." 

     

    "But you, Will. You look like you're about a hundred. Get some rest,
    can you?" 

     

    "Soon. I promise." 

     

    "Do you need anything else?" he asked gently. 

     

    "Not now. When my leg is mended, and Elizabeth is better, I will
    call on you." 

     

    Parks gave him a long look. "I'll be ready. This time." 

     

    "You were ready last time. Fate ordained what happened. It's all
    part of the pattern. I didn't see it until now. Until I found the—"
    He caught himself in time. "Elizabeth." 

     

    "I'm glad. You're meant to be together. You know I never meant
    for--" 

     

    "I know. You were doing it all for me, and I'm grateful. I only wish
    I could do as much as you have for me, but I think our fates are
    going to follow a different path." 

     

    Parks stepped up closer to him. "Does that mean you're giving up?
    Without clearing your name? Doing your duty?" 

     

    He shook his head.  "Not giving up, no. I just have a different
    duty." His eyes blazed for a moment. 

     

    Parks stepped back, almost fearful for a moment, his friend looked
    so strange.  "Yes, of course. Your wife. Getting her better.
    Naturally." He paused. "But you won't mind if Monroe and I—" 

     

    "Go ahead. See what you can find. And I think you can take Thomas
    into your confidence. He'll help, I know he will." He hesitated for
    only a moment, then said, "Jason is still alive." 

     

    Parks stared, then shook his head. "That's not possible." 

     

    "It is. He's coming. Soon." 

     

    "But who told you—" 

     

    "Elizabeth did." 

     

    Parks looked even more confused. "But how—" 

     

    "Just take my word for it." 

     

    "It's just so incredible, Will. After all this time?" 

     

    He nodded. "He was taken in by her friends in England, and saved." 

     

    "Do you think he remembers anything?" he asked eagerly. "I mean, not
    that it matters now, but he was-" 

     

    Will shrugged. "We'll find out when he gets here." 

     

    "When is he coming?" 

     

    "We need to be patient." 

     

    "I can't believe it. It's a miracle," Parks breathed. 

     

    Will smiled tightly. "Miracles do happen. Elizabeth taught me that." 

     

    Parks stared at his friend, and pointed to the leather pouch. "Can
    you tell me what it is?" 

     

    Will shrugged his good shoulder. "I hardly know myself. Now, go get
    my sister, and entertain the others downstairs." 

     

    "Easily done. Oh, and I hear there's supposed to be the most
    spectacular full lunar eclipse tonight. Not long to go in fact. I'll
    just go find my telescope." 

     

    "Good. Oh, and Geoffrey." 

     

    His brows raised in surprise. He rarely if ever called him by his
    first name. "Yes, Will?" 

     

    "Don't open this door unless I let you in. No matter what." 

     

    Parks frowned. "I say, Will, you're not--" 

     

    "It will be fine. I promise. Just give me your word, and send Vevina
    in to me." 

     

    Parks visibly relaxed. "All right. If Viv is here, I won't worry." 

     

    "Thank you, my friend." 

     

    "Don't mention it. Just be well, Will." 

     

    Will nodded, and went back to sit vigil at his wife's bedside. 

    

 

    [bookmark: 24]Chapter Twenty-four  

     

    Vevina came into the sickroom to see her brother a short time later. 

     

    "Did you get the things?" Will asked, sounding almost nervous. 

     

    "Yes." She indicated a small leather pouch at her waist. 

     

    "Has Stewart returned with the oak wood?" 

     

    "He's on his way up." 

     

    "Good. Please hurry and get the beef." 

     

    Stewart came in with a large log, and moved over to the fire. 

     

    "No!" 

     

    Stewart was so startled he dropped it on the hearthstones. "I was
    just—" 

     

    "It's all right. I'm sorry I yelled. I'll do it myself later. Thank
    you." 

     

    "Look, Will, you've been under a lot of strain, you haven't eaten,
    slept…" 

     

    "I'll be fine," he said in a more relaxed tone. "Go downstairs with
    Parks and the others." 

     

    Stewart shook his head. "I don't want to leave you alone." 

     

    "I won't be. Elizabeth is here." He stroked his unconscious wife's
    cheek. "Vevina will be back with my dinner in a second." 

     

    "Oh, good then." Stewart visibly relaxed. 

     

    "Thank you for everything." 

     

    "Don't mention it." He patted the young man on the back. 

     

    Stewart waited until his wife returned with a succulent-looking rare
    piece of beef and some potatoes and carrots. 

     

    "Try to get him to eat as much as he can," he whispered to her. 

     

    "I will." She gave her husband a warm kiss. 

     

    He closed the door behind him as he left. 

     

    She put the tray down, and watched Will as he fiddled about in his
    wife's jewel box and brought it over to the small table by the side
    of the bed. 

     

    Then he locked the door. "We need to get ready." 

     

    She looked at him in surprise. "What—" 

     

    "Take off her chemise. Cut it with this knife." 

     

    "Will, I can't—" 

     

    "Do it, please." 

     

    He removed his shirt, trousers and drawers, until he was stark
    naked. 

     

    Vevina's eyes widened.  "Will, what on earth are you—" 

     

    He went over to the dinner plate, and began to mark himself with the
    blood which was pooling underneath the meat, drawing strange symbols
    on himself like-- 

     

    Vevina's eyes widened even further, this time in horror. "Will, for
    God's sake! What--" 

     

    "Gods. Exactly. Be still, Vevina. It will be all right. Only a few
    more minutes to go." 

     

    Vevina felt a warm wave of peace wash over her despite what she had
    just seen. "Very well. What else do you need me to do?" 

     

    "Take the shells and stones, and put them around her in a circle.
    Put the flowers into her hands, and stand over by the hearth." 

     

    She did as she was told. When she looked up, she saw her brother had
    put a gold circlet around his neck. It looked similar to the metal
    plates the men in the army wore to identify their regiment, but was
    decorated like no insignia she had ever seen. 

     

    Etched into the gold were five symbols, a rod, a circle, what looked
    like a huge stewing pot, and a sword, two on either side of an
    object which looked like an oak tree. 

     

    "It is called a torc, and all ancient Celts wore them. This one is
    unique.  The staff signifies magic, authority, power, the coin
    wealth and the material world. The cauldron represents love and
    mercy, the sword conflict and justice. They are equals and
    opposites, showing the duality of human nature," he explained,
    touching the golden necklet. 

     

    "I see, Will, but, well, how do you know all this—" 

     

    He seemed to ignore his sister's question. 

     

    "The oak tree represents perfect love, as does the rainbow in
    Christian thought. It was sentimental to have it made so, I know,
    but though I am a hardened warrior, and initiated into the darker
    mysteries of the universe, with all its destructive forces, I would
    like to believe that love is the highest power." 

     

    "Where could you have had such a thing made, Will?" her sister
    asked, her brows knitting. 

     

    "The word ‘druid' means someone with ‘oak knowledge.' Perhaps that
    is the ultimate any druid can hope to understand. Love. If that is
    true, then I shall be a wonderful wizard, with my beloved here by my
    side," he said, before bowing to Vevina. 

     

    "Will, what are you talking about!" Vevina gasped in terror. 

     

    "Now go over to the hearth. Pick up the oak stump, and when I tell
    you to, throw it onto the fire and step out of the way quickly." 

     

    "But-" 

     

    "Do it!" 

     

    "What are you doing? What are those?" she gasped. 

     

    Will had opened the box and now took out two objects which were even
    more blindingly bright than the gold torc around his neck. He
    slipped one bracelet on his wife's arm, and told his sister, "Get
    ready." 

     

    She gripped the log because she really didn't know what else to do,
    and placed it nearer the fire. 

     

    Will slipped the second bracelet on his wife's wrist, then grasped
    the large rib from the roast and hung it suspended over her naked
    body and began to murmur. 

     

    Then he looked at his sister. "Now." 

     

    Vevina heaved the log into the fire and jumped back. She tumbled to
    the floor on her hands and knees with the blast which rocked the
    chamber.  

     

    The room trembled and the flames shot straight out of the hearth,
    setting the entire bed on fire. 

     

    "Will! My God, Will!" 

     

    She could not see Elizabeth at all as the footboard of the bed and
    the curtains were engulfed.  Hard as she tried, she could not
    crawl across the room toward them. 

     

    She could see Will's form flickering like a flame for an instant,
    but the light was so bright she had to shield her eyes. 

     

    The fire was almost blinding, the roar deafening. The room was now
    almost black apart from the burning bed, the moonlight which had
    streaked the floor only seconds before now eclipsed. 

     

    Then she opened her eyes once more, and all was still. Still,
    normal, silent, almost untouched.... 

     

    She crawled to the bed with agonising slowness, and saw at last her
    brother and Elizabeth. 

     

    She gasped in terror, "My God, Will, what have you done!" 
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    Will smiled at her as if nothing unusual in the least had just
    happened. 

     

    "It's all right. Help me get the bed changed before anyone comes
    up." 

     

    Elizabeth was looking at both of them, her eyes open. Will gently
    pulled out the food tube, and Elizabeth gagged and spat onto the
    scorched sheets. 

     

    "It's all right, love. We'll get you all tidied in a minute," he
    said gently. 

     

    He lifted her despite having only one good arm, and walked across
    the room despite his broken leg. He carried her into the bathroom
    and sat her in the tub. Then he checked the temperature of the
    water, and let the tub fill as his wife lay there with her head
    resting against the back of it. 

     

    Vevina was already stripping the sheets off the bed, and stuffed
    them and the cut chemise into the fire. She looked at the footboard,
    the mattress, the bed curtains. There was not so much as a blister
    of burnt paint, a mark on the fabric. 

     

    No, apart from the sheets and the fact that Elizabeth was now awake,
    the only other thing that had changed in the room was Will. 

     

    "My God, Will, what have you done?" she asked again more gently,
    though her violet eyes were still wide with disbelief. 

     

    She stared at his hair, as silver as moonglow, his face as unmarked
    and undamaged as it had been before the war. 

     

    "It's all right. I'm fine. We're all fine. Come, help me get this
    cast off my leg." 

     

    "But it's broken!" 

     

    "Take it off, please." 

     

    She unwrapped the bandages holding the splints in place. He put his
    weight on the leg and stood. He took a few paces forward to test it
    and nodded. Then he said, "The shoulder next." 

     

    She removed the gauze and started with fright. His shoulder was as
    unblemished as a newborn's. 

     

    "Now come help me wash Elizabeth. The tub will be just about full." 

     

    She followed Will into the room. Together they scrubbed her from
    head to toe. Vevina would have taken off the odd gold bracelets her
    brother had put on his wife but he insisted, "No. Leave them." 

     

    She nodded, and turned her attention to the girl's hair. She was in
    two minds about touching her head, and looked more closely at the
    stubble. It was then she noticed there was no hole any longer from
    the doctor's surgery. 

     

    She lathered Elizabeth's scalp carefully, noting two silvery streaks
    extending from her brows toward the back of her head. But her hair
    had been jet black, had it not? 

     

    Once she was rinsed, Will lifted Elizabeth out of the tub and held
    her on his lap as they dried her. 

     

    "Can you fetch her a clean gown, please? Something with green in it
    if you can find it." 

     

    Vevina went through the dresser and found a lovely nightgown
    embroidered with a vine leaf pattern. She shivered as she recalled
    the trellis. 

     

    She brought the gown into the bathroom and put it over Elizabeth's
    head. She thrust her arms through the long sleeves, and then Will
    lifted his wife and tucked her into the freshly-made bed. 

     

    "You need to get cleaned up too," she said quietly, staring at her
    naked, blood-smeared brother. "Someone might come in." 

     

    She had nursed him before, seen things during the war which she had
    dealt with head-on. But now she was almost afraid of him and felt
    shy, reserved, as if she had seen something truly too private. 

     

    Will gave her something resembling his old boyhood smile and she saw
    that the familiar scar upon his face which had been so like her own
    husband's was also completely gone. 

     

    "Come help me cut my hair and get cleaned up. I don't want to scare
    her when she wakes." 

     

    "You mean she isn't awake now?" 

     

    "No. But soon." 

     

    Elizabeth's gaze moved slowly until they rested upon Will. He smiled
    again. 

     

    "Come, help me." 

     

    She sponged the dried blood off him, scrubbed his long hair, and
    washed his back, while he sat with a hot steaming towel over his
    face. She shaved him, and trimmed his hair until it was well above
    his ears and collar. 

     

    "Throw my hair into the fire, please?" 

     

    Vevina did as she was told and went in search of some clean clothes
    as he finished soaking. By the time she came back he was already out
    of the tub and dry. He took the drawers, shirt and trousers from
    her, and donned each in turn. 

     

    "Thank you, Sister. You don't know what all your help means to me." 

     

    "I want to understand, though, Will," she said with a sigh. "Please,
    can you tell me what happened here tonight?" 

     

    "I think you already know some of it." 

     

    "Yes," she admitted. "We've always been very close. Almost like
    twins ourselves. But how… Why now?" 

     

    He shrugged. "Because we're home now at last, and we've endured all
    of our trials of fire. But there will be more." 

     

    With that dire warning, he led his sister out of the bathroom and
    went over to the outer door and unlocked it at last. 

     

    All was silent in the house. 

     

    Will looked at Vevina and took her hand. He led her over to the bay
    window and seated her on the trundle bed which she had been sleeping
    on ever since the accident. 

     

    She lay down upon it without demur. He stroked back her auburn hair
    from her brow and kissed her tenderly on her forehead. 

     

    "Will! Look! A black moon." 

     

    "The eclipse will be waning shortly. Sleep now, Sister." 

     

    "It's so lovely." 

     

    "Sleep." 

     

    Vevina struggled to keep her eyes open, but her leaden lids refused
    to obey her commands. 

     

    Her last sight before she slept was of her brother glowing gold and
    silver in the dim light of the eclipse like the statue of a god. 
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    Vevina came awake with a start. Then she heaved a huge relieved sigh
    and relaxed upon the pillows. Her husband was pressed tightly up
    against her back as always. 

     

    The bright sunlight streaming in through the lace curtains bathed
    everything in a golden glow. She sat up more slowly a second time,
    trying not to wake Stewart, and moved over to her brother's bed. 

     

    Will was lying on his back, his face in peaceful repose. Elizabeth
    too seemed to be deeply asleep. Their fingers were laced together
    tightly, and for a terrifying instant Vevina was reminded of the
    effigies on the medieval tombs in the Church at Ardmore. 

     

    Then their eyes opened and relief flooded through her. 

     

    "Good morning. Did you sleep well?" Will asked in a whisper. 

     

    "Yes. But what of you?" she asked with a worried frown. 

     

    "We are well, as you see." 

     

    Vevina scrutinized her brother closely. He looked perfectly fine
    apart from his silvered hair. Elizabeth also looked well apart from
    the fact that her raven tresses had been shorn and she seemed too
    still. 

     

    "What does Doc say?" 

     

    "That she's mending well. We need to be patient." 

     

    "Do the others know she is awake?" 

     

    He swung his long legs out of the bed.> 

     

    No cast, she noted with a start.  

     

    "They will soon. We need to feed her. Some porridge and cider, I
    think." 

     

    She nodded. "I'll ring for the servants then." 

     

    "Good. I'll get dressed." 

     

    When the food arrived a short time later, Will tucked a cloth around
    his wife's neck and fed her like a baby. She opened her mouth to
    eat, but never once did she say a word. 

     

    Nor did she move the lower half of her body, though her hand came up
    feebly every so often to grasp the spoon, like— 

     

    Like the children when they had been very small and first learning
    how to eat. 

     

    Good Lord. Elizabeth might still be alive, but how was Will to
      cope with a wife who was simple? 

     

    But he seemed to manage very well, keeping up his reassuring murmurs
    as she ate. Vevina wondered at times what language he was speaking,
    for she only rarely recognized occasional snippets of verse amid his
    low tones. 

     

    But it was not French, Portuguese, or Spanish either, she determined
    after a time. She looked at him again and noticed he was wearing a
    neatly-tied stock and cravat, while Elizabeth's long sleeves covered
    her wrists. 

     

    She shook her head. It had all been a dream. She was sure of it. She
    told herself to stop being silly. There was no such thing as— 

     

    Her brother was gazing fixedly at her, and smiled again. 

     

    "Do you need anything, Will?" 

     

    "You might want to give me some advice about female matters and how
    to deal with them, but apart from that, no." 

     

    "Oh, um, is she-" 

     

    "Yes," he said simply. 

     

    "I'll get you something and take her into-" 

     

    "I'll do it. She's my wife." 

     

    She sighed heavily. "This can't be easy for you." 

     

    "Neither was fighting in Spain. Being with Elizabeth, tending to
    her, is a pleasure compared with that." 

     

    "Do the memories still sting?" she asked gently. 

     

    He shrugged. "Not so much as they used to. I have a new life with
    Elizabeth. It's hard now, I know. But in the New Year things will be
    different. You'll see." 

     

    "That's months away." 

     

    "A few more weeks." 

     

    She looked up at him quickly. He had to be confused. Today was the
    first day of autumn… 

     

    "I'll get you those things." 

     

    "Thank you,  Sister. We're both very grateful." 

     

    Will made Elizabeth finish her food and then took her into the
    bathroom. 

     

    By the time he came out Vevina had tidied the room. She had to admit
    she had not only been neatening, she had also been looking for
    clues, evidence that what had happened the night before had not been
    some dream. 

     

    Yet as hard as she tried, she could only find one thing out of
    place. Elizabeth's jewel box lay open and empty on the side table.
    She took it up and put it back on top of the dresser, and replaced
    her modest collection of jewels. 

     

    Will got his wife back in bed and pulled the covers up to her chin.
    She smiled at him and touched his clean-shaven face. He kissed her
    hand and stroked her hair tenderly. 

     

    Once again Vevina had the sensation she was seeing something she
    should not. It was as if they were there, and in another world of
    their own, a shadowy world, a mysterious cavern… 

     

    She blinked, and started as she heard a groan. Her husband yawned
    and stretched, and was patting the bed and turning over to look for
    her. 

     

    "There you are, darling. You missed a wonderful eclipse last night,"
    Stewart said as she went over to give him a kiss. 

     

    "Yes, I saw it. I have something to show you. Turn over and look." 

     

    He did so. His eyes widened and he sat bolt upright.  "Will!
    Elizabeth?" 

     

    Will smiled calmly. "The worst is over. Thank you for everything.
    Now go tell the others the good news." 

     

    Everyone in the house was of course overjoyed, but also cautiously
    optimistic. The fact that Elizabeth was not able to speak or walk
    was obviously cause for grave concern. But the fact that she was
    even awake was a miracle as far as they were concerned. 

     

    Thomas hugged his sister and pumped Will's hand. Doc examined her
    again, and Parks slapped Will on the back and kissed Elizabeth's
    brow. 

     

    Vevina watched them all in confusion. Didn't anyone notice anything
    strange about any of this except her? But apparently they thought a
    broken leg which mended in less than three weeks was the most
    natural thing in the world, for the only person who asked about it
    was Stewart. 

     

    "Are you sure you're all right?" he asked Will with a frown. 

     

    Will patted him on the shoulder heartily. "Fine. You two go see the
    children and stop making such a fuss." 

     

    "All right," Stewart said dubiously, but at his reassuring smile
    they both went. 

     

     

    Another week of rest saw Elizabeth able to form words to ask for
    what she needed, and some clear signs that she would be able to walk
    again as her legs began to move. 

     

    A second week found her able to respond to questions and with some
    memories of her likes and dislikes, and her family. 

     

    By the third week she was able to come down to dinner. Though she
    spoke little, she seemed to understand all that was going on around
    her, and took great if quiet delight in the children, following them
    with her eyes and smiling. 

     

    She stared at everything with wide-eyed wonder, and she and Will
    were inseparable, with him not leaving his wife's side for even an
    instant. 

     

    Thomas and Charlotte were still concerned about her, but pleased
    enough with Elizabeth's progress to consider returning to Somerset
    in time for the birth of their first child. He was also undeniably
    worried about Ferncliffe causing trouble for his niece little
    Sophie, and for the Rakehells. 

     

    So the Elthams and the Stones began to pack. The Fitzgeralds assured
    them they would remain and keep an eye on the unfortunate young
    couple for as long as possible. 

     

    Thomas hated to leave his sister, but there had been no news of
    Ferncliffe and his associates. He could not help but feel nervous on
    his own behalf and that of the other Rakehells back in Brimley. It
    was either remain in Ireland for the entire winter waiting and
    wondering, and having their baby born in Ireland, or leaving before
    Charlotte grew any larger. 

     

    "I hate to leave you, old man, but-" 

     

    "We'll be fine. Really. I give you my word. It was a terrible
    accident, but she'll be fine. And I'm sorry-" 

     

    Thomas shook his head. "Not your fault. Whatever got into her mind
    spooked her, and is gone now. She loves you. And I understand about
    the past now. You and your sister have told me everything. There's
    no need to ever mention it again." 

     

    "I'll be patient with her. She has no reason to fear what happened
    to Jane, ever." 

     

    Thomas nodded, embarrassed. "I know that. I'm very grateful." They
    shook hands, and then he embraced his brother-in-law. "Come to
    Somerset soon, eh? And consider yourself an honorary Rakehell." 

     

    "Thank you. We'll see you in the spring. Take care of Charlotte.
    He'll be a fine son." 

     

    Thomas stared at him, but shrugged, and went to see his sister one
    last time. 

     

    It was a tearful farewell for Thomas and Charlotte as they left
    Elizabeth, but she embraced them both and told them to give her
    niece Sophie a kiss for her. 

     

    "Be happy," Thomas whispered, holding her close as she stood on the
    very spot where she had nearly died less than two months before. 

     

    "I shall. I'm getting better every day," she said slowly. 

     

    Vevina was thrilled at her progress, but she could not help wonder
    at the change in her brother. He was excessively devoted to
    Elizabeth, but seemed to shun Parks and Monroe. 

     

    She had mentioned it to him a few times, but he'd simply shrugged
    and said he had a lot on his mind. 

     

    Yet now there it was again, she noticed one Sunday in mid-October.
    He never met Parks' eye any more. 

     

    Finally she challenged him head on. Will and Elizabeth were resting
    on the bed in their private pale blue, white and primrose chamber,
    Vevina sewing in the chair beside her brother. 

     

    "Please, Will, you always used to trust me. Won't you tell me what's
    going on? I can see there's something amiss between you and Parks.
    It's not, well, it's not because of Elizabeth, is it? You can't
    possibly be jealous-" 

     

    He shook his head. "No, it's because of me." 

     

    "Why, what is it then?" 

     

    "Not is, but will be." 

     

    "Why, what have you done?" 

     

    Will's lips thinned to a narrow line. "I can't tell you." 

     

    "Will, for pity's sake! After everything that happened the night of
    the eclipse, everything you shared with me then, you refuse to tell
    me if you and your friend have quarreled?" 

     

    He sighed. "You're right. But I didn't want to get you or Stewart
    involved. Now I'm cooped up in this house with Elizabeth to tend to,
    and I can't and don't wish to carry out my mission. Our mission, the
    three of us." 

     

    Vevina stared, then threw down her sewing. "Drat. I knew it! That's
    why you've all been staying at Joyce Hall instead of with us at
    Clancar Castle. I thought it was a bit of male high spirits." 

     

    He frowned. "We don't womanize or swill gin. You ought to know
    that." 

     

    "Yes, I ought to. I'm sorry. I just thought with the war over and
    everything you might, well, let off steam." 

     

    "My life with Elizabeth has been steamy enough, thank you. And
    Monroe and Parks are only interested in their mission." 

     

    "Let me guess. It's something to do with clearing Father's name and
    ours. We caught Samuel and Willoughby. But that isn't enough for
    you. You want a formal pardon, and the men responsible punished. But
    revenge is a double-edged sword, dear brother." 

     

    He didn't even trouble to deny her accusations. "There were more
    than two traitors," Will pointed out.  "We need to bring them
    to justice. And there was also a secret cache of weapons." 

     

    She stared at him in confusion. "But how? Where?" 

     

    "That's what we were sent to find out." 

     

    "And did you?" 

     

    "Yes." 

     

    "And didn't tell Parks?" she guessed. "Why ever not?" 

     

    He sighed. 

     

    Her brows knitted. "Will, why not?" she demanded more insistently. 

     

    "Because I'm not so sure I want them to be used in the way they're
    planning." 

     

    "But if they fall into the wrong hands—" 

     

    "Or the right ones?" he asked, his look one of challenge. 

     

    Vevina's mouth dropped open. "What are you saying, Will?" 

     

    "That perhaps Emmett wasn't so wrong in 1803. That now is the time
    to overthrow the British and win our freedom." 

     

    She gasped. "Parks may be your best friend, but he's regular Army.
    He'll hang you from the highest tree if he even suspects—" 

     

    Will sat up straight and leaned forward.  "You've seen the
    people here, downtrodden and treated like doormats by people like
    Fitzsimmons and the Teagues. Decent people like the Lynches not even
    allowed to own their own land except by dint of one of their cousins
    turning Protestant and laying claim to the estate and permitting
    them to live on sufferance. It's wrong. You know it is," he argued
    passionately, his aquamarine eyes alight with a new fervor she had
    never seen before. 

     

    "I do know. And all of us in this house would agree with you. But
    armed rebellion, Will? It's madness. You have too much to risk.
    You're married now. This is not just your fate, but Elizabeth's.
    You're no use to her hanging from a gibbet!" 

     

    He sighed. "I'm not saying I would do anything with the muskets
    other than tell them I never found them. I'm tired of fighting and
    death. But I've opposed tyranny for far too long to accept it meekly
    when it's right on my own doorstep." 

     

    "I understand that. But if the French were to invade?" 

     

    "I would give them up in a minute," he promised her. "But the men at
    Horse Guards want us to use them to invade France." 

     

    She started forward to the edge of her chair. "What are you talking
    about?" 

     

    "They think the French are still planning to invade." 

     

    "But Napoleon is-" 

     

    "Planning to escape from Elba. It stands to reason. A man like that?
    He was lucky he wasn't assassinated by his own generals. He was an
    intelligent man. If he came out of the war with his life, he would
    have contingency plans. I'm telling you, Vevina, he will be back,"
    Will said, his eyes shining.  

     

    "It would be madness—" 

     

    "He's mad for power." 

     

    Vevina shook her head.  "But who would follow him, after all he
    did?" 

     

    "People just as power-hungry as he is." 

     

    "Will, I think you're letting your fears get the better of you—" 

     

    He shook his head. "I'm telling you, Sister, the war isn't over yet.
    Napoleon may be on Elba now, but that's not so far from Corsica and
    Italy." 

     

    "So what's the plan? That the French come here and we do what?" 

     

    "Fight and kill them, and then take their uniforms and invade
    ourselves." 

     

    She sat back in her chair, winded. 

     

    Will settled himself in the bed more comfortably, still clinging to
    his wife's hand. She appeared to be sleeping peacefully, her face
    more lovely than ever in his eyes. 

     

    "Where are our troops now?" Vevina asked quietly. 

     

    "Quartered throughout the south in twos and threes." 

     

    She shot him a furious look. "Did you not tell them what will happen
    to Ardmore and all of the surrounding countryside while they're
    mustering those troops? And did you not think to warn me and Stewart
    before our children were slaughtered?" 

     

    "We'll get word of the plot long before then. We have a man on the
    inside," he reassured her. 

     

    She shook her head. "What if they discover he's a spy? Or word
    doesn't get here in time?" 

     

    "You've trusted him with your life before." 

     

    "Oh, no. Not Vincent?" she said with a sigh. 

     

    "No," he admitted. "Andre Olivier." 

     

    "But he helped clean out that nest of spies who tried to kill
    Wellington at the masked ball two years ago. Not to mention all of
    the service he has seen since.  They'll know who he is for
    sure!" Vevina argued, before getting to her feet to pace in front of
    the window. 

     

    "We also have another couple of agents they don't know about." 

     

    "From whom?" 

     

    "Jason." 

     

    Vevina shook her head. "He's dead! You told me so yourself. You were
    commander at Cuidad Roderigo for long enough to try to liaise with
    him on the spy ring. We were at Badajoz waiting for him for some
    time, until we pushed on to Salamanca, but he never re-appeared." 

     

    "He's not dead." 

     

    "That's not possible. His home, his family, the dead body—" 

     

    "Badly decomposed, but not his." 

     

    "Then why has no one heard from him in so long?" 

     

    "He was injured, in a coma like Elizabeth. He came out of last year,
    but didn't know who he was until just recently." 

     

    "How can you be so sure that he's telling you the truth?" 

     

    "Because he happens to be a friend of Thomas's." 

     

    "They know each other?" she asked, open-mouthed. 

     

    "He just married one of their other friend's sisters. He was injured
    and blind, with no memory. Thanks to her he's recovering nicely, and
    is back in the saddle, discreetly, of course. He's carefully trying
    to see who's left of the network." 

     

    She shook her head. "What about their network? Samuel's? They're
    still out there. Our remaining enemies could all still be after us
    and eager to take over Joyce Hall." 

     

    Will smiled tightly. "I'm counting on it." 
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    "You WANT your enemies to come after you?" Vevina repeated in
    disbelief.  "Damn it, Will, have you got some sort of yearning
    for death?" 

     

    "No," he said, shaking his head, before rising from the edge of the
    bed to stand over by the window with her. "But it needs to be over.
    We all need to be free of the past." 

     

    "But think of the risk you're taking. If this is about Rosaria, let
    it go! Before you lose everything." 

     

    "It's because I gained everything with Elizabeth that I have to end
    this now, Sister, don't you see?" 

     

    She sighed raggedly. "All right, I'll help you. But you have to
    promise me you won't do anything rash with those muskets!" 

     

    "I can't promise. I need to think-" 

     

    "There's nothing to think about!"  she insisted, stepping away
    from him to pace up and down with her arms folded across her
    chest.  "I have four children to consider you're your niece and
    nephews. Not to mention all the people here at Ardmore who have been
    so kind. I don't want civil war in my lifetime, Will. Look at what
    happened the last time we had one here on Irish soil. The animosity
    persists to this day. Not to mention what happened in France. You
    fought to protect, not to oppress. For liberty, not for still more
    tyranny. 

     

    "Please, Will, there's no shame in killing to preserve, to save
    lives. But if you commit treason, you're little better than
    Bonaparte. It has to be democratic change in Ireland, or not at
    all." 

     

    "If we wait that long, it may be not at all." 

     

    "It's not up to us to decide," she said with an impatient wave of
    her hand. "You've always trusted Wellington in the past. If he gave
    you the orders you've been following, surely you must know there's a
    good reason!" 

     

    She could see him wavering in his resolve then, and tried to press
    home her advantage. "I can understand why you don't want to invade
    France, but using the weapons to foment rebellion is not the way to
    save lives either." 

     

    "I know, but I feel like if I don't do something now, we may have to
    wait another hundred long bloody years until we finally win our
    freedom from England." 

     

    "What matter if it takes two hundred, so long as the cause is just." 

     

    Will sighed heavily. "That's the problem, Sister. After all I've
    seen, all I've done, I'm not even sure what is just any more." 

     

    Vevina gave up trying to argue with him on a rational level.
    Instead, she embraced her brother. Pressing her hand to his chest,
    she felt the flat gold necklet carefully concealed under his shirt
    and cravat. 

     

    He grabbed her wrist hard, but she kept her hand upon it. 

     

    "Don't try to hide it from me, Will, I saw it last night. You told
    me the sword on this represents conflict and justice. The rainbow
    perfect love. If you really believe that, then tell me where those
    muskets are, and let Stewart and Parks sort this out." 

     

    He sighed raggedly. "I wish I could." 

     

    "It's easily done. I'll go get Stewart and—" 

     

    "No!" Will shrieked, trying to block her way. 

     

    "Will, for pity's sake, what is it?" she gasped, looking up into his
    white face with blank incomprehension. "What is really going on
    here? What are you not telling me?" 

     

    He shook his head and sighed.  "I hardly know myself
    sometimes." 

     

    "Try to put it into words then, my dear," she prompted softly. 

     

    He took a deep breath, and after letting it out slowly, spoke at
    last. "Ever since we've come back to Ireland, well, I don't need to
    tell you. You've felt it too. I wish I could explain it all. 
    But I just don't have the words, and we really don't have the time.
    All I know for sure is that my instinct, my knowledge of the heart,
    if you would like to call it that, is warring with the knowledge in
    my head more fiercely than I ever thought possible." 

     

    He paused, and she nodded encouragement. "I understand, Will. Go on.
    Tell me. Tell me what your heart is telling you." 

     

    "That is isn't even a case of the war against Napoleon any more.
    That the fight is much greater than any of us can imagine. A fight
    of good versus evil, to the death, to preserve our home and those we
    love." 

     

    "Is that not all the more reason to give the weapons to our side?"
    she asked, stroking his shoulder. 

     

    "It would be, were it not for what my heart is telling me. If I
    don't give them up, we're all in danger. But if I do tell Stewart
    where they are, Parks will die." 

     

    Vevina's eyes widened. "What? What on earth--" 

     

    Will shook his head. "Don't ask me how I know, I just do. I've seen
    it as clearly as I see you right now." 

     

    Vevina gripped both his shoulders hard and shook him. "I don't
    believe that. We make our own fates. I've seen death, suffering and
    miracles. If Stewart hadn't found us and helped us--" 

     

    "It was meant to be. The wheel has to come full circle." 

     

    She shook her head.  "I refuse to believe that God is moving us
    around like pieces on a chessboard. I'm surprised at you, Will. What
    kind of deity would make you shoot your own wife?" 

     

    "He didn't make me. I had a choice," he said quietly. 

     

    She gripped his hand hard. "Exactly. You did have a choice. You had
    a split second or two and you did what your heart told you was best.
    You acted on instinct, not out of evil or malice.  

     

    "When you saw she had been tricked by those French spies pretending
    to be partisans at San Sebastian, you did the only thing you could
    think of to save lives. And to make sure she didn't suffer." 

     

    "But I killed her!" 

     

    "You know what would have happened if you hadn't!" 

     

    "I took aim, and pulled the trigger—" 

     

    "Stop it, Will, just stop it!" she insisted, shaking him harder,
    appalled at the inner Hell he had been tormenting himself with ever
    since he had made that fateful choice. 

     

    "I did my duty, and shot her right through the heart. The heart that
    claimed it loved me," he said in a horrified whisper. 

     

    Vevina lost all patience then and shoved him backwards into a chair. 

     

    "If you want to torment yourself, Will, why not think about this
    instead.  You know for a fact what would have happened to her
    if you hadn't pulled that trigger.  They had captured Rosaria.
    They would have tortured and raped her until she gave them the
    information that they wanted, and then they would have killed her
    anyway, along with every other person she named in the partisans. 

     

    "Then they would have killed hundreds, if not thousands of other
    people with the secret weapons stash you and Parks put together in
    the hills nearby. You all knew what was at stake on that mission.
    You and Parks knew she could never be permitted the chance to betray
    us all under duress. Parks did what had to be done, or tried to. 

     

    "But he missed. It was a rainy day, Will.  His powder was damp.
    It was just bad luck for all of you, Rosaria most of all. 
    Parks missed. You could have handed your rifle to him. You didn't
    have to pull the trigger yourself." 

     

    Will threw his arms around her waist then and sobbed against her
    gown. "I had to. I had to be sure. Sure she wouldn't betray us all.
    Sure she wouldn't suffer." 

     

    "Of course. You were always the better shot." 

     

    "But one part of me was relieved she was dead. Marrying her was the
    worst mistake I ever made-" 

     

    "Sush. It doesn't matter now," she soothed, stroking his hair back
    from his forehead. "It's over." 

     

    "Except for explaining to Elizabeth." 

     

    "You should have done it before," Vevina said with a shake of her
    head. 

     

    They turned to look over at the woman on the bed, and found
    Elizabeth's eyes open. She was staring at Will with a new
    understanding in her eyes. 

     

    "It seems I might have already," Will sighed. 

     

    Elizabeth raised her arms, and Will rolled into the bed and held her
    close. 

     

    "We'll talk again later, Brother." 

     

    "Aye, but please, not one word to Stewart or Parky, at least not
    yet." 

     

    Vevina swallowed hard, but in the end, she nodded.  "All right.
    I promise." 

     

    "You'll keep an eye on Parks? Keep him safe?" 

     

    "I'll do my best," Vevina reassured him.  "Rest now. Both of
    you. And tell her the truth now, Will. Everything. Before it's too
    late." 

    

 

    [bookmark: 28]Chapter Twenty-eight  

     

    Will dreaded having to tell his wife about his past and relive the
    horror yet again. He was steeling himself to do it for both their
    sakes, but in the end it was Elizabeth who spoke first. "I remember
    it all now, dearest," she said with a tear in her eye. 

     

    "Remember, my love?" he asked in surprise. "Remember what?" 

     

    "The wedding was so wonderful, I almost knew it could become a
    nightmare. I was so happy, and then, well, I overheard all the
    horrible things they were saying about you, Will, my love, and
    instead of confronting them or you, I ran like a little girl. But I
    was so frightened," she admitted in a ragged whisper.  

     

    "I wanted you so much and it seemed like a dream come true. A little
    voice inside my head wanted to believe you, trust to love, but,
    well, when I heard what seemed to be common knowledge amongst the
    wedding guests, well, I suppose in my heart that I believed you were
    too good to be true. I thought I'd been tricked like Jane. That you
    were some vile, lying seducer only out to get my fortune. Or worse. 

     

    "I tried to find you, to talk to you, tell you what they were
    saying, only to find Parks speaking to the rest of your friends
    about how you had shot your former wife. When I heard that, I truly
    panicked. I wanted to run back to Somerset and hide from the world." 

     

    "I don't blame you. But blast it all if it wasn't the worst piece of
    timing ever." 

     

    She nodded. "But it's my fault too. I was such a fool. I wasn't just
    running from you because of what I had overheard from Fitzsimmons
    and Parks. I think I was really running from myself, from the
    incredible desire, magic, whatever it is that happens to us whenever
    we're together. It's just so powerful, it sets propriety, reason,
    and commonsense completely at naught." 

     

    Will took her hand and kissed it gently. "Oh, Elizabeth, it's like
    that for me too." 

     

    She snuggled closer to him on the window seat. "I thought it was the
    cave that was magical. Now I know it's us. Inside of us. An eternal
    love we share. I look at you and I know in some other time and place
    we've loved and laughed and been happy. And I feel that Vevina has
    watched over both of us, and our children, like a guardian angel." 

     

    Will nodded. "I don't know how or why. All I know is that I feel
    sure we belong together, my love. Now and always." 

     

    "You brought me back from the brink of death. You had faith in our
    love when everyone else had given up hope." 

     

    "There's always hope. And it was the least I could do when you had
    given it back to me after so many desperate years at war." 

     

    She stroked his cheek tenderly. "I think I do have one clue about
    some of this." 

     

    He kissed her brow. "Oh?" 

     

    "You may have talked a great deal about my brother to me, but
    there's one thing he might not have mentioned. I was born here. My
    parents were visiting here, and I was very early. It was completely
    unexpected. So this is truly my home. I've come back at last. And
    here I shall stay, with you, my love. I've come full circle. I think
    we both have." 

     

    He stared down at her. "What about Joyce Hall? I wanted to—" 

     

    She shook her head. "It's only a house. A very old one. Dark. I want
    to be in the light." 

     

    "Whatever you want, love, you can have it." 

     

    She hugged him tightly to her. "I want you to tell me you love me,
    darling, and that you won't take any foolish risks." 

     

    "I won't," he vowed. "I love you too much to lose my chance of
    happiness with you now." 

     

    They kissed heatedly for a time, until Will pulled away. "You're not
    well enough yet." 

     

    "No, not yet, but soon." 

     

    "Is there anything else you need to know about me, darling, so that
    you can be sure of me, of us and our marriage?" he asked in a gentle
    tone. 

     

    She shook her head. "No. I don't think so. Except if you want to
    tell me about your father, and Rosaria." 

     

    He sighed heavily. "There's not much to tell. Pa's heart gave out
    during the so-called questioning. Torture, so it was.  It was
    bad enough having them do it to me. Seeing it happen to another
    person, someone you care about?" 

     

    He shook his head. "God forgive me but I was tempted. I thought of
    every single person I had ever disliked and thought, why not tell
    them what they want to hear? Give them names.  Anything to get
    them to stop what they were doing to--" 

     

    "Sush, it's all right," she soothed, embracing him tenderly. "You
    didn't give them any names. That's the main thing." 

     

    He sighed heavily. "But even worse than watching what they did to my
    poor father was the thought of what they were doing to Vevina." 

     

    "Did they?" she gasped, her eyes wide.  

     

    He patted her on the shoulder reassuringly. "No, thank the gods.
    Samuel wanted her in order to further his plot. He tried to
    consummate the marriage, but I escaped and helped her get free just
    in time." 

     

    "You're a very brave man, Will." 

     

    "I can't take all the credit, love. Francis Baines' father actually
    helped us get away. And then Francis killed Samuel before he could
    kill her." 

     

    Elizabeth looked up at her husband, a new light of understanding
    dawning in her eyes. "So you remembered all those past sufferings,
    and gave Parks the order to shoot your wife rather than allow her to
    be tortured and raped until she either named names or died
    horribly." 

     

    He nodded. "I did, may the gods forgive me. Parky's gun misfired. I
    had a clear shot. I took it. He blames himself for what happened
    that day, but his instincts were right. He knew what he had to do.
    He hesitated because he was my friend, but I gave him the
    order.   

     

    "When the gun misfired, I knew I had one last chance to avert
    disaster for us all, and I took it. I didn't even hesitate. I wish
    in a way that I had. But it was my choice. And the thing is, I would
    make the decision all over again. What does that say about how much
    I loved my wife?" he asked in a ragged whisper. 

     

    She took both of his hands in her own and kissed them. "It says that
    you love your country and your friends more. And that yes, you did
    love her too, because you knew what they would do to her. After all
    she suffered, even if she had survived, well, she would have been
    even more insane that she already was, don't you think?" 

     

    He nodded,  sagging against her in relief as she voiced what he
    had been thinking all along, but had rejected as a mere way to
    whitewash his guilt. 

     

    "So tell him, Will. Tell him the truth." 

     

    "I will. But not about—" He stopped himself. 

     

    "I heard that too. The cave. Our cave. Now I know why you were so
    insistent that I should keep it a secret." 

     

    "Do you hate me?" he asked quietly. 

     

    She cupped his cheek for a loving kiss. "No, never. I can't blame
    you for the way you feel, any more than I can blame the Teagues for
    despising the Lynches. Bigotry and idealism are not things that can
    be wiped out overnight. And I know you well enough to be certain
    that you're acting on the best principles, not selling your country
    for thirty pieces of silver." 

     

    He rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head.  "The honest
    truth of the matter is that I don't want to get Parks killed." 

     

    She shifted to face him now, her gaze intent. "What is it you think
    you see, darling?" 

     

    He closed his eyes.  After a time he said, "I can see us
    standing side by side. Me shooting him, I think. A musket ball
    ripping through him." 

     

    "But you would never—" 

     

    He took her hand and squeezed her fingers hard. "I haven't been sure
    of anything since I came back to Ireland except about falling in
    love with you, and this vision. Please believe me." 

     

    "I do," she said, soothing his brow with her other hand.  "But
    I also agree with Vevina. You can't be sure. Besides, shot doesn't
    mean dead. Look at your shoulder." 

     

    "You cured most of that. Every time you touched me there was a
    searing pain, then bliss." 

     

    "Was that what happened when I fainted the night of the wine
    tasting? Or the day on the beach at the picnic?" 

     

    He shrugged slightly.  "I'm not sure. I think so." 

     

    She laughed shakily, and cradled his head against her shoulder. "I
    was so scared. I thought that perhaps you had, er, after all, and I
    might be pregnant." She blushed. 

     

    "No, my innocent darling, I never did." He smiled at her and stroked
    her cheek lovingly. "A failing on my part that I'm going to rectify
    as soon as possible. As soon as the doctor tells me you're well, and
    I see you back to your old self again." 

     

    "That's going to be a while yet. My hair is still so short." 

     

    "It rather suits you. But no, I don't think I can wait quite that
    long, dearest." 

     

    She kissed him until he picked her up from the window seat and
    brought her over to the bed. Amid the tumbled covers he trembled and
    writhed under her, and at last had to get up from the bed and
    unfasten his constricting trousers. 

     

    "No, not yet—" he gasped as she reached for him. 

     

    "Please?" 

     

    "Soon. It can't be now. I want our night to be special." 

     

    "Well, there is my birthday coming up," she said with a sultry look
    that would have made a lesser man yield at once. 

     

    "And the New Year," he said, his eyes taking on a bright golden
    sheen for a moment. 

     

    "Yes." 

     

    He nodded. "Yes." 

     

    He rose now, and adjusted the sheets and quilts in the bed around
    her. "Rest now, love. We have much to do before then." 

     

    "We do. Go on, now. You've spent enough time looking after me. Go
    take care of your business, and I'll see you soon." 

     

    "I love you, my dearest wife." 

     

    "And I you, my darling husband." 

     

    He kissed her thoroughly, and dragged himself out of the room to
    tend to his most pressing errands at last, his whole body humming
    with joy, and his mind more peaceful than it had been in years. 
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    Certain Elizabeth was out of danger at last, Will left the sickroom
    for more than a few moments for the first time in weeks in order to
    go in search of Parks. Once he found him, they were able to clear
    the air at once, as only true friends ever could, though Will still
    didn't tell him about the muskets. 

     

    "Listen, Parky," he said at the end of his explanation, "I know I've
    been acting oddly. I'm sorry if I haven't been as good a friend to
    you as I should. I've just been so worried about my wife. Will you
    forgive me?" 

     

    He offered his hand at once. "Quite all right, old chap. I know, I
    understand what you must have been going through. It put years on
    you nearly losing her. But you have so much more in your life now.
    There's nothing to forgive, Will." 

     

    He cleared his throat, and said, "But there's the whole issue with
    Rosaria as well. We should have discussed it before. Vevina is
    right. I could have handed you my rifle. I didn't have to do it
    myself. I could have trusted you to make the shot. After all, you've
    always been my best pupil.  

     

    "But I had to make sure. I couldn't let her be raped and tortured. I
    couldn't let her betray all our secrets, and jeopardize our whole
    mission and everything we had ever worked for to bring the war to an
    end at last." 

     

    "I understand, really, I do." He patted Will on his good shoulder. 

     

    "You have nothing to ever blame yourself for, Geoffrey, and I'm
    sorry if I've ever made you feel as though you had. It was my
    choice, and I would do the same in a second. I was only bitter,
    guilty, because I was relieved she was gone," he confessed. 

     

    "Relieved?" Parks said in surprise. 

     

    Will nodded, and swallowed hard. He admitted raggedly, "The plain
    truth is that my marriage was hell. She hated me, feared all men.
    She was deranged by all that had happened to her. I doubt she ever
    would have been whole again. If they had, well-- It would have been
    too horrible for her to bear, already damaged as she was. I can see
    that now." 

     

    To Will's surprise, Parks merely nodded wisely.  "I think I
    understand. I saw you together. What you had with your first wife in
    no way compares with what you have now with Elizabeth" 

     

    "I hope to God you never do understand, Geoffrey. A lack of love
    kills." He shook his head. "But I have Elizabeth now. And when we
    finally manage to, well, it will be heaven on earth." 

     

    "I sure hope it will be when I finally manage to--" 

     

    Will flashed him a grin. "Why, Parky, do you mean to say—" 

     

    "I am saving myself for the right woman," he said primly. 

     

    Will shook his head. "I was so lusty by the time I met Rosaria that
    I made the mistake of thinking she was the right woman. Don't make
    the same error." 

     

    "I won't," Parks said with conviction.  "Watching you and your
    sister so in love with your spouses, I think I know all the
    ingredients of a good solid marriage by now, and it will be that or
    nothing for me. I just have to find the right woman, woo her and win
    her. Pity you haven't got a younger sister. Or Elizabeth." 

     

    "No such luck, lad. But one day soon, I'm sure." 

     

    "If I live that long." Parks gave a laugh, and patted Will on the
    back. 

     

    Will touched the torc around his neck and wished with all his heart
    that he would. 

     

     

    A few days later, Fitzsimmons was fuming as though deranged himself.
    "What do you mean, they're both well? They fell out a window
    a few weeks ago! They're supposed to be dead!" 

     

    His informant shrugged. "I know. But I saw them with my own eyes.
    Down in the parlor, singing." 

     

    "The bastard must have nine lives! It's not as if we haven't tried
    to kill him often enough in the past three years. We even duped that
    silly bitch of a first wife of his to get him to try to rescue her
    and get those guns. Only he didn't rescue her, did he? That brat
    Parks or one of his other men shot her." 

     

    "I'd worry more about Jason Davenport, Alexander as he's known now,"
    his colleague cautioned.  "He knows us all by sight. Knows what
    we did.  Not to mention Thomas Eltham. I thought he would have
    remembered me for certain. He saw us near Samuel Fitzgerald's tent
    just before the whole melee at Cuidad Roderigo. He and his friends
    should have been killed then also." 

     

    "Paxton was a fool," Fitzsimmons said dismissively. "But our other
    friends, now…" 

     

    "Are they ready?" 

     

    Fitzsimmons nodded. "They'll be here soon." 

     

    "It's about time." 

     

    "Everyone in London was looking for them when they broke out of
    Newgate. They had to lie low for a while. The London cell is still
    alive and well precisely because they don't act hastily." 

     

    "Well, except for-" 

     

    "Never mind that now," he growled. "As soon as we find those guns,
    we give the order." 

     

    "Shouldn't we wait?" 

     

    Fitzsimmons gave his companion a hard, appraising stare. "Awfully
    patient of you all of a sudden." 

     

    His comrade shrugged. "Haste can make waste. I'm as eager as you
    are.  As soon as you get what you want, I get what I want. A
    free Ireland. I just want to make sure we don't act to hastily and
    ruin our chances." 

     

    The two sized each other up for a brief moment. 

     

    "And you, Fitzsimmons? What do you want out of all this?" he dared
    to ask. 

     

    He smirked. "For starters, the houses of everyone whoever looked
    down on me around here, and that little Eltham whore to warm my bed.
    Which means her husband's head on a pike when the invasion comes.
    And why not Parks' head as well, as long as I'm making a list? After
    that, it shall be as His Imperial Majesty wills." 

     

    "As soon as we find those guns. I promise. Just make sure all your
    people are ready." 

     

    "Don't worry. We're more than ready. In fact, I can't wait." He
    rubbed his hands together with glee. For even more than the money
    and wealth, his hands itched to possess Elizabeth, and bring the
    little bitch to her knees. And any other position he fancied... 
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    Autumn came to Ardmore, bringing with it air so crisp Will thought
    he could bite it. All Hallow's Eve dawned a bit blustery, but Will
    had promised to take Elizabeth to Waterford for her birthday. 

     

    "We can shop all day, and stay at a hotel overnight, and have a bit
    of privacy from our barrage of house guests." 

     

    "We could just tell them to go home," she suggested mildly. "We're
    well now, after all." 

     

    He sighed. "I have to admit to being frightened. The idea of living
    with just you and not an entire battalion is just too odd at the
    minute." 

     

    She nodded and gave him a loving smile.  "I understand." 

     

    Will shook his hand. "I'm not so sure you do. Sometimes I envy Parks
    his certainty, his career. It was his destiny, from the moment he
    was born. Perhaps I should take up my commission again--" 

     

    Elizabeth shook her head. "No, my love, you're not a career soldier
    and you know it. You fought for the principle of the thing, not
    because following orders is your way of life. You were a scholar, a
    good landlord. You will be again one day." 

     

    They curled up in the carriage to try to stay snug and warm, but the
    wind swirled mercilessly around the vehicle, until the horses hardly
    dared to move forward, they were so spooked. 

     

    Will heaved a sigh. "Give me your shawls, darling. I shall blinker
    them. Perhaps they'll be less fractious then." 

     

    She did as he asked and he began to get out.  The carriage door
    swung open with a crash as the wind caught it. 

     

    "Be careful," she called, clutching her bonnet with one hand and the
    throat of her coat with the other. 

     

    Will waved. He approached the first horse, and tied the shawl on.
    But the second one reared, his great hooves only inches from Will's
    head. 

     

    "Will, watch out!" 

     

    The carriage began to move forward, and Elizabeth jumped out and
    into Will's arms as the coach driver vainly tried to rein the beasts
    in. 

     

    "Good Lord, Elizabeth, you shouldn't have--" 

     

    "The horse was bolting. It would have been more dangerous to have
    remained inside," she explained as she watched the coach careen away
    from them and off into the distance, with the coachman shouting,
    "Whoa!" all the way, to no avail. 

     

    "He'll come back for us when he can." 

     

    "I bet he's half way to Waterford already," he grumbled, gathering
    her close.  

     

    "I'm fine, Will, not to worry." 

     

    "But the storm look as though it will be here at any moment," he
    said, pointing to the louring clouds behind them. 

     

    "We'll find a cottage somewhere." 

     

    They looked around, and smiled ruefully.  It was a particularly
    bleak stretch of road. 

     

    "There was nothing behind us for miles. So let's keep going." 

     

    "Aye," she agreed readily. "I could use a good walk after being so
    confined for so many weeks. Perhaps we'll catch up with Griffiths
    and the team soon." 

     

    "Maybe," he said, though he looked as doubtful as he sounded. 

     

    "Don't worry, darling. All will be well. We're safe here in Ireland
    and together, after all. What's the worst thing that can happen?" 

     

    "Aye, you're right as usual, wife." 

     

     She took his hand and trudged on.  Yet after walking for
    some time, they had still found nothing. 

     

    "Those clouds look pretty ominous," Will said with a grim glance
    over his shoulder. "We really need to find shelter, Elizabeth." 

     

    "Where's a good cave when you need one?" she said with a pert smile. 

     

    He wrapped his arms more tightly around her and they struggled up
    the road against the battering wind for another five minutes until
    he pointed. 

     

    "Look, a slate roof. Over there." 

     

    "Good." 

     

    "Can you make it, or do you want me to carry you?" 

     

    She laughed and shook her head. "I've never felt better." 

     

    Another five minutes brought them to a curious low-roofed structure
    in the shape of a triangle. Will wrapped on the wooden door in the
    middle of one wall and waited. 

     

    They looked at each other and he tried again. 

     

    "Do we dare go in?" 

     

    By way of answer, hail began to pour down out of the sky. 

     

    Will swung open the door in an instant and ushered his wife in
    hurriedly. They ran over to the hearth, and warmed themselves,
    listening to the hailstones pound on the roof overhead. 

     

    "Just in time. I hope they don't mind--" 

     

    "I'm sure they'll understand, given the weather. They probably
    headed out for a visit or something and got caught themselves,and
    decided to stay wherever they were to wait until the storm passed." 

     

    She shook out her coat and bonnet, watching the hailstones bounce
    and hiss into the fire. She would have run her fingers through her
    hair, but halted as she felt the mere stubble from where they had
    had to shave her head after her accident. 

     

    Will caught her chagrined look, and kissed her on the bristles. "It
    will grow again, and you've never looked more lovely to me than you
    do now, alive and well, and all the secrets of the past put behind
    us." 

     

    "Thank you, darling." 

     

    When they were warm they decided to explore the hut further. It was
    much larger than at first glance from the outside, and there was a
    water pump and tub and sink in one corner, next to the long wall
    which held the fireplace. 

     

    Opposite the fire was the table, and adjacent to it a surprisingly
    clean and comfortable looking feather bed. There was a goodly spread
    of food on the table, including fresh bread, meat and cheese, honey
    and wild strawberry preserves, with freshly churned butter and
    cream. On the hearth a pot was simmering gently over a peat fire. 

     

    Will lifted the lid of the cauldron carefully. 

     

    "Mmm, rabbit stew. It smells divine." 

     

    "It does. And look, some wine, ale, and water." 

     

    "Well, I don't know about you, but I'm famished." He clinked a
    generous number of gold coins down upon the table. "Whoever lives
    here must have got called out into the fields for an emergency. But
    I'm sure he'll understand two weary and hungry travellers needing to
    take their ease." 

     

    She took the two pewter charges from off the table where they had
    been set. 

     

    "Two people live here. Two plates," she noted. 

     

    "Two brothers? Both farmers out trying to cover their potato drills
    or something, perhaps, or tend to the livestock before the storm
    hit?" he guessed aloud as he stirred the pot. 

     

    "We'll leave enough for them to have something if they come back." 

     

    "Aye, there seems to be plenty." 

     

    He ladled the hot food onto the pewter dishes she had brought over,
    then removed their damp cloak and coat to spread them in front of
    the fire to dry. 

     

    He banked up the fire from the full creel of turf which was sitting
    nearby the hearth, and joined her at the table. They said Grace, and
    Will made his usual toast. 

     

    "Don't you save that for special occasions?" 

     

    "Your birthday is one. And so is All Hallow's Eve, of course. We
    need to go to Church tomorrow to remember the souls of the dead." 

     

    She nodded. "Aye, indeed. And to thank the powers that be for all
    our blessings." 

     

    He kissed her hand and they turned their attention to the meal. 

     

    "My, this is delicious," she said after her first bite. 

     

    "I never had anything this good in all my time on the Continent,"
    Will agreed. 

     

    They ate hungrily for some time. When his plate was clean, he looked
    at the pot hopefully. 

     

    "Any more?" he asked. 

     

    "I think we can manage and still leave them a goodly portion." 

     

    She ladled out two more portions, and they ate bread and cheese and
    roast beef, and had the honey and jam on another slice of bread
    each. 

     

    "More wine?" 

     

    "Yes, please, seeing as it's my birthday." 

     

    They listened to the hail thrumming on the roof. Thunder rumbled
    overhead, and they could hear a sharp crackle of lightning nearby.
    "I hope they people who live here are all right. And our driver and
    the horses." 

     

    "Aye. I wonder how far they bolted before he managed to pull them
    up." 

     

    She shrugged. "With any luck, not too far. But I doubt he'll find us
    here. It's off the road, and the storm is pretty fierce." 

     

    Will got up and opened the door a tiny fraction. He slammed the
    portal again and secured the latch tightly as it rattled and almost
    flew ajar again. 

     

    "It's as black as night out there. I doubt our cottagers here will
    be coming back now." 

     

    "We must have missed a village along the way. They're probably
    visiting some friends." 

     

    "True. All Hallow's is a big festival in Ireland, for the Catholics
    in particular. They all make apple tarts and visit. That's probably
    where they went, and this was to be their supper." 

     

    "Well, until the storm lets up, this is our cottage. So I would
    suggest that we take off our shoes and have a rest," she said with a
    small yawn. 

     

    "Aye, I'm pretty sleepy after that fine meal." 

     

    He knelt and unlaced her boots. From there it seemed the most
    natural thing in the world to take off her damp stockings, and from
    there to play with the lace-edged openings of her drawers. 

     

    "Oh, this reminds me of the cave," she gasped. 

     

    "Me too." 

     

    "But do we dare…" 

     

    "I latched the door. It'll be all right. I need you, Elizabeth, so
    very much." 

     

    She nodded. "And we've waited so long." 

     

    "Too long." 

     

    "I love you." 

     

    "And I you, my darling wife." 

     

    He carefully removed her drawers, and then her green crushed velvet
    gown, and finally her chemise. 

     

    All she wore now were her bracelets, and he kissed the tender inner
    flesh of her wrists as she moved her hands over his shoulders to
    take off his frock coat, waistcoat, stock, cravat and shirt. 

     

    Their eyes never left each other as they surrendered to the desire
    held in check for so long. She touched his necklet lightly, and
    allowed her hand to descend to the waistband of his trousers. 

     

    With a bit of help she soon had him completely naked, and then she
    knelt before him on the bed almost worshipfully and grasped him
    lightly in her hands. His hard palms came up to caress her breasts. 

     

    In an instant they were licking, nuzzling and kissing each other
    frantically, long devouring kisses and langorous strokes, making
    time stand still for them both. He yanked the sheets and blankets
    down to the foot of the bed and laid her down upon the feather
    tester. 

     

    With a warm smile, Will hauled her legs over his shoulders and
    inhaled her perfume before burying his tongue inside her. One thumb
    rubbed her rosy little nub, and before she could even protest at his
    most remarkable kiss, she felt the familiar surge between her thighs
    and grasped his head. 

     

    His hard chin pressed into her as he laved her and teased with his
    fingers until he was certain she could not be any more ready for
    him. Her breath was coming in great shuddering gasps, and he slid up
    toward the pillows and kissed her hard. 

     

    Elizabeth received his tongue between her parted lips. Even as she
    did so the massive head of his manhood was received in turn by her
    tender quivering flesh. With one hoarse cry echoing in her own
    throat, he filled her. 

     

    She gasped and sobbed at the passion exploding inside her like a
    rainbow. She hung onto Will for dear life. The storm outside seemed
    to fill the hut as they writhed, panted and twisted, showering each
    other with love in a tempestuous coming together which had no
    beginning and no end. 

     

    "Will! Will!" she panted, as the pressure built even higher. 

     

    "Elizabeth, my love." 

     

    They soared and soared. Their souls took flight in a blaze of golden
    light, the molten core of their joining sparking with joy and new
    life. 

    

 

    [bookmark: 31]Chapter Thirty-one  

     

    A mild wind whistled over the rustling grasses. The storm had passed
    at last, leaving everything sparkling and green. In the distance a
    curlew piped his morning tune. 

     

    Off in another field a cow lowed mournfully, waiting to be milked. A
    few sheep bleated and tinkled their bells, and at last the rooster
    bestirred himself to give his usual greeting to the dawn. 

     

    At the cock's crowing Will and Elizabeth sat bolt upright, clutching
    the sheets to their bosoms as they scrambled out of bed. Except
    there were no sheets, and no feather bed. 

     

    They stared at each other in horror, for they were both stark naked
    and lying on a huge triangular stone slab. 

     

    "The house?" she gasped. 

     

    "Our clothes?" 

     

    He swung down off the huge stone altar and found the garments spread
    out upon the grass, his and hers mingled, their shoes a short
    distance away. He touched one tentatively, and discovered that
    despite the dewy morning, they were dry. And despite the season, the
    weather was warm enough. Or was it the stone? 

     

    Elizabeth gazed at her husband as she sat on the altar. The spark he
    had come to know and love flickered in her eyes again. 

     

    He shook his head. "Oh, no, love, we can't. Your back, the cold." 

     

    She pulled him up onto the stone with a strength born of rampant
    desire, and flattened him, stretching out his arms as though he were
    a captive about to be sacrificed. Then she sat astride his huge
    throbbing manhood, and pressed her hips down hard. 

     

    "Gods above, Elizabeth!" 

     

    He had already begun to climax, but her hand reaching behind to
    grasp the tender flesh at the top of his thighs made him thrust up
    with a bellow until she was sure she was being impaled. 

     

    "Will! Give me all of you!" 

     

    He grasped her waist and pushed her down while he lunged even
    further. "You have all of me, forever." 

     

    He watched her climax as the dawn rose in the east. Her head was
    thrown back, her hair cascading out in the breeze and spilling down
    over her magnificent breasts and both their thighs. He reached out
    to touch it, stroking her rosy nipples through the long silky
    tresses. Her hair? 

     

    When he was finally able to move again, he kissed her petal-soft
    lips and stroked her ivory skin and raven locks. He felt no fear, no
    cold, nothing except the pure joy of the love they had shared. He
    stroked down her bare back, her arm, down to the wrist, and touched
    her bracelet. Touched the stone. 

     

    It was all real. Not a dream. She was his. They had loved each other
    all night, over and over in a blaze of glory. 

     

    Now it was dawn, and he knew with absolute certainty that this would
    be just the first night and morning of many. He felt peace within
    for the first time since he could remember, since… 

     

    "You were arrested and thrown in prison." 

     

    "That's right," he said in wonder. 

     

    "You're free now. Free to come out of the dark and into the light." 

     

    Will nodded and kissed her, his heart too full to speak. 

     

     

    Some time later, the rising wind began to nip at their bare flesh,
    and they ceased their wild lovemaking at last and rose from their
    granite couch. 

     

    They began to dress each other as carefully as they had undressed
    the night before. He tied her last bootlace and then he straightened
    and kissed her. She melted into his arms, and not for the first time
    he murmured, "You feel so wonderful. This is magical." 

     

    "It is indeed," she sighed. 

     

    "But we'll need to walk to Waterford to see if we can find a
    conveyance to take us back to Ardmore." 

     

    "I'm sure we'll be provided for. We have thus far." 

     

    "Yes, most remarkable. I've never—" 

     

    She put a finger to his lips, and he kissed it. "Some things should
    never, can never be talked about. Like the cave." 

     

    He nodded. He took her arm, and with one last look at the huge
    monument, which Vanessa Stone had told them was called a dolmen,
    they made their way back to the road. 

     

    Elizabeth had taken a few steps when she felt herself break out into
    a cold sweat, and her head swam. 

     

    "Are you all right, love?" Will gasped, holding her closely against
    him as he dropped to his knees with his tender burden. 

     

    "Fine. Fine." She smiled at him, and he kissed her, hearing her
    thoughts as surely as if she had spoken them aloud. I love you. 

     

    He helped her to her feet, and they strode down the road once
    more.  They had only taken a few more steps when they heard a
    cart heading toward them, bound for Waterford. They were able to
    secure a lift, and arrived at The King's Arms just as the clock
    struck ten. 

     

    They found their driver Griffiths waiting for them, and so they left
    word they would be ready to leave at two. 

     

    They broke their fast in a small coffee house, devouring hot rolls
    and marmalade with coffee like two starving people. 

     

    There were few patrons about so early after the lashing storm of the
    previous night, and so they were not ashamed to show their
    affection. They kissed the marmalade from each other's lips and she
    stroked his golden hair which flowed down over his collar to his
    shoulders. 

     

    Will caught sight of himself in a shop window and started. "But I
    thought-" 

     

    She put one hand up to her own hair, which flowed down to her knees.
    "First on the list are some ribbons for both of us." 

     

    He kissed her left hand and touched her wedding ring. Eternal love.
    The circle completed. All restored to its former glory. 

     

    "All that's worth having, yes." 

     

    He looked down at her and nodded. "And Vevina and Parks, and the
    children?" 

     

    "We have to trust in the gods. Not tempt fate, or try to control
    it." 

     

    They strode through the old town, founded by the Vikings many
    centuries before. "And one of the first places the English ever
    invaded," Will told her. 

     

    "I remember." 

     

    "Aye, I do too." 

     

    She shuddered as she looked up at the tall tower which soared over
    the market square. "I think we need to leave this place." 

     

    He shivered with dread as well. "Aye. It's a place of such loss and
    despair." 

     

    They returned to the hotel and found their driver. He was happy to
    head home early. "After yesterday's storm, I don't fancy riding
    along that stretch of road at night ever again." 

     

    They returned home, checked that all was well with their house
    guests, and surprised them all by announcing they were going to bed. 

     

    "We thought you were feeling better," Parks said worriedly. 

     

    "We are." 

     

    "Then why—" 

     

    "If you have to ask, lad, you're better off not knowing." Will gave
    him a broad grin, and swung his wife up into his arms and carried
    her off. 

     

    A scalding bath and a great deal of fun with the soap had them
    gasping for one another.  He pulled his wife out of the tub and
    lay her on the bed without even troubling to dry her off. Her
    soaking flesh inside and out soon had him gliding deeply within her.
    With her hips at the edge of the bed, he set up a controlled but
    driving rhythm which soon had her begging for more, and pleading for
    him to take his own pleasure within her. 

     

    "Pleasure doesn't even begin to describe it, my lovely Elizabeth." 

     

    She grabbed his buttocks and scooted off the bed, and then they were
    suspended in a timeless soaring, the rainbow-like radiance filling
    the room. 

     

    Will raised his head with a groan and looked around. The bed looked
    as though a hurricane had swept through it. 

     

    He felt around for his wife. He realised he had been sleeping with
    his head upon her stomach. He listened to her heartbeat, and then
    thought he heard an echo. His own, surely. 

     

    But no, it was more faint, and very very rapid. He shook his head.
    He had to be imagining things. 

     

    One thing he didn't imagine was how delectably warm she was, and the
    joys of waking up in a proper bed instead of an ancient Celtic
    altar. Not that it hadn't been splendid, but… 

     

    His hand moved between her thighs, and soon she was in the throes of
    the most exquisite pleasure. Her body and mind ceased to be her own
    as he teased her with his mouth and hands until at last she could
    stand it no more and just gave in to the delight. 

     

    "It's not fair. One touch from you and I melt," she panted. 

     

    "It's fair. I love to watch you. You're so lovely." 

     

    "Can't I watch you?" 

     

    "As much as you like, darling, if you can manage to keep your eyes
    open." 

     

    "That's the trouble. I can't," she admitted with a sigh. 

     

    "Try. It'll be fun." 

     

    Her eyes flashed.  "It might be even more fun to see if you can
    make me close them." 

     

    He grinned. "I might just take you up on that challenge." 

     

    He won in the end. But then they both did. 
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    Autumn gave way to winter on the southern coast of Ireland. The
    balmy breezes of October were transformed into fierce storms in
    November. 

     

    Will was glad, for surely only madmen would try to put to sea to
    invade in such weather. Vevina agreed with him. They were safe for
    now. The subject of the hidden muskets remained a secret for the
    time being, and they made lavish plans to celebrate the holiday
    season in December. 

     

    Will had hoped to try to work on renovating Joyce Hall, but
    Elizabeth had been most insistent that they were truly home at
    Ellesmere Manor. He had given in because above all he had wanted to
    make her happy. He had gradually moved over more and more of his
    things into the Manor, and their room was now a secret haven of
    delights just as the cave had been. 

     

    Every day and night together Will grew more and more in love with
    his wife. There was nothing he wouldn't do to make her every dream
    come true. For she most certainly had his. One look from her was
    enough to enrapture him. He felt as though he couldn't even breathe
    without her by his side. 

     

    Elizabeth couldn't have been happier. Ever moment with Will was a
    revelation. She knew what it was to love and be loved without
    reservation for the first time in her life. Her certainty of a child
    growing within her made her joy complete, and put into the shadows
    her near-death experience. 

     

    Since the couple were now looking so well, and were so obviously
    ardent for one another, the family group decided it was high time
    they were left on their own for a proper honeymoon.  

     

    Vevina and Stewart packed up themselves and the children, and
    Mitchell and Baines worked with the stewards from both estates to
    run things smoothly in order give each couple the opportunity to
    enjoy some leisure for the first time in ages. 

     

    The harvest season was the best it had been for years, Mr. Phelps
    said, and the tenants were well provided for. They were also eagerly
    learning how to read thanks to the organization and energy of pretty
    but formidable Miss Penelope Nolan. 

     

    Parks and Monroe packed up their things from both houses, and
    departed Ellesmere Manor for a time, with assurances that they would
    not miss Christmas with Will and his wife for the world. 

     

    "I don't know how much leave we can get, but if we go check on
    things and work very hard, we'll be back some time around the
    twentieth, if that's all right with you," Parks said. 

     

    "You know you're welcome here any time. You are truly my brother, in
    life as in arms." 

     

    The reserved Monroe shook hands and said a short farewell, but Parks
    gave Will a huge bear hug, then embraced Elizabeth, Vevina and
    Stewart and the children with tears in his eyes, and departed
    without his usual flamboyance. 

     

    "He's changing already," Will sighed. 

     

    "No, just growing up, Brother," Vevina said with a smile. "Just as
    you have. Nothing like the arrogance of youth. But it all gets
    tempered by life's hard lessons in the end." 

     

    "I don't think I was ever that arrogant," Will said with a shake of
    his head. 

     

    "Oh, you were. Yours was genuine. His is put on. He has a lot to
    live up to." 

     

    "He will." 

     

    She nodded. "Thanks to you." 

     

    Will looked doubtful, but his sister kissed him and then his wife
    took his hand and squeezed it. 

     

    "And now, if you'll forgive us," Stewart said, "we're going home to
    the Castle and leaving you two alone for a couple of weeks. I think
    you can be trusted not to overdo things or get into any
    scrapes.  I for one am getting a bit tired of having to knock
    on every door in the house to make sure it's safe to enter. I know
    you were in the Army for a long time, lad, but surely you remember
    what a bedroom is for?" 

     

    Will grinned at his brother-in-law. "That's the pot calling the
    kettle black. Why, I caught you and Viv in the-" 

     

    "Yes, er, thank you, young man. Hide and seek with the children, you
    know, and we got a bit tired whilst waiting." 

     

    "Anyone would think you were in the cavalry then, for the officers
    frequently resemble their horses." 

     

    Vevina and Stewart looked at him blankly. 

     

    "You know, they sleep standing up." 

     

    They slapped him playfully. With warm hugs all around, they promised
    to come around at the end of the week to make more arrangements for
    Christmas in three weeks' time. 

     

    Then the Joyces stepped back in through the front door and closed
    it. 

     

    "Alone at last," Will sighed. 

     

    "Are you sure that-" 

     

    "Yes. I love every single one of them, but I can't think of anything
    better than having you all to myself." 

     

    He moved to pick her up into his arms, but she shook her head. "I
    need ten minutes." 

     

    Will felt a pang of fear streak through him. 

     

    She stroke his cheek reassuringly. "Trust me. No trellises this
    time." 

     

    "All right. If this is anything like the surprise you gave me the
    other night, it'll be worth it." 

     

    She bestowed a warm kiss upon him, and went up to see all of her
    arrangements had been carried out. Once in her room she viewed the
    food and wine, the banked-up fire, the flowers, with a smile. She
    tested the pallet that had been made up in front of the hearth, and
    surveyed the little bottles of oil. 

     

    Then she divested herself of her gown and put on a diaphanous
    wrapper and brushed out her hair. She left only a few candles
    burning around the room, and ran the water in the tub. 

     

    Will tapped on the door and entered. His breath caught in his throat
    as he saw Elizabeth's pale flesh shimmering under the transparent
    silk. 

     

    "Like the first day I ever saw you on the beach," he whispered in
    reverent awe. 

     

    With a sweep of her hand she indicated the food. "And like our true
    wedding night. Apart from the rabbit stew, of course. But it
    wouldn't be such a delicacy if it were cold, and I have a few other
    things on the menu." 

     

    He gave her a broad answering grin. "Whatever you heart desires,
    darling." 

     

    Then he approached almost shyly and took both her small delicate
    hands in his own huge warm ones. 

     

    "In case I've never said it, or not said it often enough, Elizabeth,
    I have never loved and will never love anyone as much as I love you.
    Except possibly all the children we'll be blessed with." 

     

    She blushed, and he stroked her cheek. 

     

    "I'm sorry, I don't mean to worry you," he apologised. 

     

    "Not worried, no. It was a powerful image. And a true one. You've
    seen it too, haven't you?" 

     

    "I have. From the very start, when we awakened upon the capstone of
    the dolmen. I've even heard its little heart beat, I'm sure. Oh
    darling, don't look so worried. I love you, and this makes our
    happiness complete." 

     

    "Yes, but children are hostages to fortune." 

     

    He kissed her. "Not ours. They will be happy and loved, and know
    peace in their lifetime." 

     

    She kissed him then, and he spun her around until she laughed in
    delight and begged to be put down. "I have other things I want to do
    with your hands," she said with a wink. 

     

    "Indeed. I can thing of quite a few. The only problem is the image
    of seeing you rounded with my baby is making me so hard feel like
    I'm about to faint." 

     

    "Well, don't faint, darling. I want you awake for all I'm going to
    do to you." 

     

    He stared. "Why, you teasing little minx." 

     

    Her eyes flashed. "No tease. I have every intention of following
    through." 

     

    She removed his clothing lingeringly, piece by piece as they had
    done on the night they had finally consummated their marriage. 

     

    Then she led him to the tub, and waited while he climbed in. 

     

    Soon she was lathering his broad stroking back, kneading his muscles
    until he sighed and surrendered to whatever she had decided she was
    going to do to him. Whatever it was would be wonderful, he was sure.
    Each time they were together was more and more wondrous than the
    last. 

     

    "I felt you, you know. When I was ill. Heard you. I was a long way
    away and couldn't reach you, but your hands upon me were most
    powerful." 

     

    "Oh, darling, please don't remind me." 

     

    "Are you sure?" she whispered, her eyes glowing with their special
    warm spark. 

     

    She continues to soap him, down the plain of his hard chest and
    abdomen, and still lower. Under the water line. 

     

    He sucked in his breath, and shook his head, but it was too late.
    One hand braced on the edge of the tub, while the other pulled her
    to him for a kiss. He gasped his release into her mouth as she
    twined her tongue around his, and her fingers thrilled him until the
    end. 

     

    "Oh, Elizabeth, thank you. But you shouldn't have." 

     

    "Why not? You've done it to me. That first day in the cave, the
    night we got engaged. You remember, darling. What's sauce for the
    goose…." 

     

    "You are most definitely saucy. But does that mean I'm a goose?" 

     

    She smiled tenderly. "No. You are my most darling husband, the man
    who can delight me with just one look from your wonderful eyes." 

     

    He reached to caress her breasts, but she shook her head. "No. I
    mean, I love what you do to me, but I want you to have this night of
    pleasure for yourself. Not have to worry about pleasing me." 

     

    "Are you sure? I mean I thought women.... 

     

    "You do please me, always. You don't have to try. Now for one night
    I just want to return the favor." 

     

    "All right, I'll try to control myself. But if you keep doing that,
    darling, I'm not going to be answerable for the consequences." 

     

    She smiled and gave him a fleeting kiss, as light as the flutter of
    a butterfly's wings. "Just relax and enjoy it. We have all night.
    And the rest of our lives." 

     

    "Now that sounds like a bargain I would be mad to refuse." 

     

    She lathered him all over a second time, from head to toe and
    everywhere in between, until his flesh felt as though it were on
    fire. As though he had never made love before. 

     

    It was all so new and wondrous, like wandering around in the dark
    and stumbling across a glimpse of paradise. Like it had been in the
    cave. And the dolmen. Magical. Perfect. 

     

    When he had finished soaking, Elizabeth dried him off lingeringly
    with some warm towels and led him to the pallet bed on the hearth.
    She whispered for him to lie face down. She sat on the bed beside
    him, and took up a small bottle. She poured some perfumed oil into
    one palm and onto his back, still rugged with scars, but not nearly
    as bad as it had been. 

     

    She ran both hands down him in long languorous strokes. Will thought
    he would burst into flames, so thrilling was the contact. She
    kneaded his buttocks, thighs, calves, and then worked her way back
    up. 

     

    His erection thrust painfully against the mattress, and finally he
    could stand the exquisite pleasure no longer, and begged her to let
    him turn over. 

     

    "Easy," she said as he did so and grabbed for her arm. She pressed
    him back down on the mattress and poured more oil on his front. 

     

    "Oh, no, love, I can't…" 

     

    "You can. Just relax, trust me." 

     

    She worked her way down to his feet once more, taking pains to skirt
    around his throbbing loins. No, she had other plans for them. 

     

    Slick with oil, he looked like a god descended from Mount Olympus,
    and she stroked him almost worshipfully, before running her hands up
    his thighs to spread his legs and explore the delicate skin which
    was tightening desirously between. 

     

    "Elizabeth, love, you can't-" His breath caught in his throat as her
    mouth came down and moved over him. The smooth glide of her lips and
    tongue nearly unmanned him again. 

     

    He tried to lift her head. "No, please, I need-" 

     

    "I know what you need. To be loved unconditionally, with no
    forbidden joys. No boundaries or restraints. No more fears." 

     

    She put her head back down, until his gasp told her he was on the
    edge. Her oily hand slicked over him and then herself, and she
    quickly swung her leg over his hip and took him inside her with one
    huge ripple. 

     

    He exploded in the throes of such uncontrollable desire that she had
    to hold him down on the bed by both shoulders. His shout of passion
    must have alerted the entire household, but she was past caring as
    she felt her own climax rushing through her. 

     

    She stretched up to kiss him, but in a moment she had been
    flipped  onto her back. He filled her, the head of his manhood
    surging, completing her. 

     

    Will lay prone on his wife's supple body, unable to move so much as
    a muscle. He could feel her breathing, hear her heart beat, feel a
    tiny little pulse deep inside her. Life, love, it was all here, all
    he needed. 

     

    He said as much to her, and she sighed and kissed him. "Me too. And
    to think we almost lost this." 

     

    "Please, Elizabeth, don't remind me. I can't bear to think about it.
    All those weeks I waited for you to come back to me. It was torture
    not to be able to speak to you, see your enchanting eyes looking at
    me with love." 

     

    "But I'm here now, darling. Now, and always. I promise." 

     

    He sighed. "I hope so. I just wonder—" 

     

    "I know. I've wondered too. What sort of bargain we've made with the
    gods." 

     

    His breath whooshed from his lungs in relief. At last, one of them
    had dared to say it. "I don't know. It scares me. I've never
    experienced—" 

     

    "I have. Well, not directly. It was Jonathan Deveril, actually." 

     

    "Your special friend," he said, trying to keep the jealousy from his
    tone. 

     

    "Yes, my special friend. He should have been my brother in law. He
    and Jane—" 

     

    He shook his head, exasperated with himself. "I've been a fool,
    haven't I? Jealous of him for no reason." 

     

    "Not a fool, darling, but a man in love. But 'tis no matter now.
    What I wanted to say was, he made a bargain with God to save
    Clifford and Thomas at Cuidad Roderigo. Or so he thought. He said he
    was certain they were both dead, and yet after he prayed, he saw
    they were alive, with hardly a mark on them." 

     

    Will's jaw set grimly. "Remarkable, but still, Christian or pagan,
    what difference does it make? The gods do exact their price." 

     

    She stroked one soothing hand down his shoulder. "But never anything
    we can't bear. Jonathan lost Jane, but it was her choice. And he
    found Pamela, and she saved Sophie from one of Jane's violators." 

     

    He nodded. "I can see the pattern. I'm just not sure I can bear any
    more suffering after nearly losing you." 

     

    "I know what you fear. But life is love, and loss, and gain." 

     

    "I know. The baby—" 

     

    "Will be fine. I promise. But we may lose Parks." 

     

    He sighed heavily. "Can you see it too?" 

     

    She considered. "No. It's all black in the cave, then a single
    streak of light, a bolt from the heavens." 

     

    "Where?" he asked in a whisper. 

     

    She paused again. "In my hands." 

     

    He shook his head. "It makes no sense to me." 

     

    She cradled his head against her bosom. "Trust to fate then. It's
    all any of us can do." 

     

    He rolled onto her, and they banished their fears in each other's
    arms. 

     

     

    Fitzsimmons seethed, pacing up and down the church aisle. "You've
    told me to trust to fate, but after all these weeks we still have
    nothing!" 

     

    His companion shrugged. "What difference does it make? Only a madman
    would risk invading in the winter." 

     

    Fitzsimmons' eyes glittered. "A madman, or a genius." 

     

    "What are you saying?" 

     

    "Maybe now is the perfect time. Or not exactly now, but the
    Christmas season, when many of the soldiers will be on leave to see
    their families." 

     

    "That's only three weeks away!" 

     

    "Ample time. We send word, and watch all the pieces on the
    chessboard move into place." 

     

    His companion said in exasperation, "But what about  the guns—" 

     

    Fitzsimmons shrugged. "We might not find them, but then no one else
    will either." 

     

    "Joyce must know," the other speculated. 

     

    "If he does, he's been spending so much time in his house with that
    whore Elizabeth we can't even follow him to try to find—" 

     

    "He was always bookish." 

     

    "Hah, is that what you call it?" Fitzsimmons snorted. 

     

    His colleague shook his head. "I must go. I'll be missed." 

     

    "As will I." 

     

    "But you promised. If we give up on the guns, what will I have to—" 

     

    "I didn't say I was giving them up. I have a plan. Kill two birds
    with one stone, eh? Or in this case three." 

     

    "If you mean that bugger Parks, he's gone." 

     

    "He'll be back, I'm sure." Fitzsimmons smiled wolfishly. "In fact,
    I'm looking forward to it." 

     

    "Very well. If your orders are to give the word, I'll send to London
    now, tell them all to assemble for three weeks from today, the
    twentieth." 

     

    Fitzsimmons nodded. "Perfect. If everyone keeps their heads, it will
    go like clockwork.  This will be one holiday season Ardmore
    will never forget." 

     

    But as the winter frost settled in, Ardmore looked back. Looked back
    and remembered. And gathered its strength for the next great pagan
    festival: the winter solstice. 
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    "What is it about the cold weather that makes me feel so lazy, yet
    so alive?" Elizabeth asked as she pulled herself from the bed,
    tugged on her flimy wrapper and stretched. 

     

    Her husband ogled her scantily clad body happily.  "I don't
    know. I suppose because it's a time of rest, recovery, until all the
    excitement of spring. It only looks frozen at the minute," he said
    as she moved to gaze out the window. "But underneath it all there's
    teeming life just waiting for the right spark to get it going." 

     

    He came up behind her and pulled her to him, resting his hands on
    her belly. 

     

    "Yes, love, you most certainly had the right spark." 

     

    He smiled. "So did you." 

     

    She sucked in her breath as his hands travelled lower, through the
    folds of her delicate nightdress to the bare flesh underneath which
    always seemed to cry out for him. 

     

    "Darling, we need to get up and dressed. Everyone will be here soon
    and-" 

     

    "I'm most certainly up. And you're dressed, at least." 

     

    "This hardly counts--" 

     

    Her sob of urgency as he peaked her nipples with his other hand
    choked off any other half-hearted protest. 

     

    He filled her to the hilt as she braced her hands against the window
    frame. Her knees began to buckle, but he held her up by her belly,
    caressed her whorl of desire, and drove into her delightedly until
    she tightened around him and squeezed him unmercifully with her
    tight inner muscles. 

     

    They both exploded, and Will laughed throatily. 

     

    "There, you see, never even needed the bed." 

     

    "We rarely do these days. You're insatiable." 

     

    "Hah! Which of us was the one who kept me in our room at the
    townhouse in Dublin with naught more than a bit of bread and water
    to feed me for three whole days when we were supposed to be
    Christmas shopping?" 

     

    She blushed. "I can't help it. The baby--" 

     

    "In which case I shall keep you filled with children until we're too
    old to manage." 

     

    "Promises, promises." She turned to face Will and kissed him long
    and hard. 

     

    "At least we did get all our shopping done and pay calls in the end.
    I also seem to recall there was some fresh cream to go with that
    bread and water that you had some very interesting uses for." 

     

    Will actually blushed too. "So did you," he accused. 

     

    "Yes, but the marmalade was even better." 

     

    Will cupped her rump with a laugh. "I love you no matter what
    foodstuffs you'd like to tease me with. This is what I dreamt of. A
    love with no qualms, reservations, no hiding in the shadows, no
    shame. I can't tell you what it means to me." 

     

    "To me, too. But if we don't get bathed and decently clad, we will
    never-" 

     

    "Oh drat," he sighed. 

     

    "What?" 

     

    "My present to Vevina. We were supposed to pick it up at Waterford
    yesterday, but the weather was so awful we never got there." 

     

    She sighed. "Well, you need to get it, I suppose." 

     

    "But everyone is coming." 

     

    "I'll stay here." 

     

    "But--" 

     

    "Really, it's only for a few hours." She kissed him warmly. 

     

    He sighed. "I could send a servant, but--" 

     

    "It's all right. I could use the time to get your gifts all wrapped
    and do a bit of mending. I really don't mind." 

     

    "What if they all arrive very early?" 

     

    She shrugged. "We're all friends. I adore Parks and Monroe, and I'm
    sure Vevina and Stewart and Mitchell and Baines will be over as soon
    as they hear Parks hallooing through the County like Tony Lumpkin." 

     

    They laughed happily, and went to have their bath. 

     

     

    A short time later, dressed warmly in one of his dark suits, Will
    took his leave of her. 

     

    "I'll see you this evening, dearest." 

     

    "If the weather's bad, you ought to stay overnight at an inn." 

     

    "And miss a night with my most divertingly lovely wife? Not a chance
    in this world." He kissed her hard and got up into the coach. 

     

    She tucked the hot water bottles on the seat next to him and closed
    the door.  Elizabeth waved goodbye as he headed off in the
    carriage. "Be safe!" 

     

    She went into the house and stepped into the front parlor to get her
    embroidery hoop.  She was about to go upstairs when a rattling
    noise coming from one of the rooms caught her attention. 

     

    Elizabeth followed the noise to the darkened drawing room, and
    peered in.  She stepped through the portal, all her senses
    alert, looking at each of the French windows in turn.  The door
    at the far end rattled and blew open. 

     

    At the frigid gust of wind she ran quickly to close it. She was
    tugging the handle inwards when rough hands seized her. She could
    feel herself being yanked outside into the freezing open air. 

     

    Elizabeth had only a few seconds as she was dragged away from her
    home, but it was enough. She not only dropped her hoop, she snapped
    her needle from the thread, then slipped off one bracelet, and then
    her wedding ring,  scattering them along the path as she was
    hauled away from her home to the gods only knew where. 

     

     

    Stewart watched with a fond smile as Vevina slept. At last. She'd
    been so restless and importunate for the past few weeks he had begun
    to wonder if she were suffering from some sort of peculiar malady. 

     

    Ever since All Hallow's Eve she had been so unsettled. The only
    thing which seemed to allow her to fall at last into an exhausted
    slumber were the longest and most ardent episodes of lovemaking. 

     

    Not that he was complaining of course, for they had always been a
    most passionate couple. But it was getting more and more difficult
    for him to keep up with her, and since October he had allowed her to
    get the better of him on more than one occasion. 

     

    Of course he would love to have more children some day, but he had
    never been able to get the picture of Vevina nearly dying in
    childbirth at Salamanca out of his mind. Four children was an
    awfully big burden on a woman not even twenty-three. 

     

    But it would be as fate decreed. He had long ago stopped trying to
    control his life where Vevina was concerned. He just surrendered all
    his love to her and worshipped her unreservedly as the best thing
    that had ever happened in his life. 

     

    Stewart was about to get in bed beside his wife when her hand snaked
    out to grab his wrist in a bone-crushing grip which brought tears to
    his eyes and left him struggling to breathe. 

     

    Her violet eyes were wide, unfocused, staring at a spot in the
    distance. For a moment he could have sworn he saw a flash of golden
    fire in the irises. 

     

    Then she spoke. "It's begun."  

     

    Will was thrown forward hard as the carriage lurched to a halt. The
    horses screamed in terror. He could hear a huge cracking as if the
    vehicle were being split in two. 

     

    He pushed himself off the seat opposite and sat back. Tugging the
    sash until the glass dropped, he stuck his head out the window. 

     

    A huge oak tree had tumbled right onto the road. Its gnarled roots
    and vast trunk towered over the horses as they plunged and reared.
    He dragged off his greatcoat and hastened out of the coach. He took
    two steps forward and halted mid-stride. There weren't any trees on
    this stretch of the road…. It was all hedgerow. 

     

    A prickle along the back of his neck made him turn to look in the
    direction of his home. The entire slate-gray sky was clear apart
    from one huge cloud black as night louring over Ardmore. 

     

    Will ran now to the right-hand horse, flinging his coat over its
    head. He secured it by tying the sleeves together. Before the driver
    could even offer to help he snapped the leather tracers with his
    bare hands, freeing the beast from its harness. 

     

    "Take the other one and go to the Castle, Griffiths. Tell the Duke
    to pass the word up and down the line to muster the militia." 

     

    "The militia? But why? 

     

    "Don't ask, just trust me and do it!" 

     

    "But it's Christmas leave. They'll all be—" 

     

    "Do what you can, and hurry," he said as he swung onto the horse's
    back. "And may the gods help us all." He gathered the reins and rode
    like the wind for home.  

     

    Parks and Monroe cowered under their hats and cloaks, trying to get
    some respite from the driving rain. 

     

    "So whose idea was it again to ride ahead of the baggage?" Monroe
    complained. 

     

    "Mine, I admit it. But I'm eager to get there." 

     

    "Surely you don't believe those rumours?" 

     

    Parks shrugged one shoulder. "Why not. I've found even more bizarre
    ones to be true." 

     

    "But it's the shortest day of the year tomorrow. And Andre knows his
    job." 

     

    Parks nodded. "But Andre can only know what he's told, and even
    then, messages can fail to arrive in a timely manner, or go astray.
    As for the winter solstice, it will give them time to land all the
    troops under cover of darkness before anyone even knows what
    happened. They can also take advantage of Christmas leave. 

     

    "Or maybe they're trying to prove they can defeat the winter after
    all, given the beating they took in Russia. Whatever it is, we need
    be ready." 

     

    "We'll be there soon. Try to settle yourself. We'll go in, have a
    look at the way the land lies, so to speak, and decide what to do." 

     

    "And hope to Heaven that all the houses along the coastline aren't
    razed to the ground and everyone inside slaughtered, or worse,"
    Parks said, spurring his horse even harder. 

      

     

    Will arrived home and shouted up the stairs to Elizabeth. All was
    silence. He stormed into the small parlor at the front and rang the
    bell until the wire snapped. 

     

    "Edgars, where's my wife?" he demanded of the butler. 

     

    "Upstairs, sir?" 

     

    "Get the rest of the servants together now. We need to find her." 

     

    Will and the household staff had searched every room in the house
    with increasing alarm by the time the two bedraggled men arrived on
    their winded horses. 

     

    "Will, what on earth is the matter?" Parks demanded as he shook out
    his hat and coat in the foyer. 

     

    "Elizabeth. She's gone." 

     

    "It's Christmas. She might have--" Monroe tried to suggest. 

     

    Will shook his head. "No, she would have told someone." 

     

    "None of the servants--" 

     

    "No. She's gone." 

     

    The two men were inclined to believe Will was overreacting at first.
    When a rattling and banging caused them to run into the drawing room
    to investigate, they began to believe his frantic assertions. 

     

    They saw the fallen embroidery hoop first with the aid of a candle
    Parks had snatched up.  All of Will's instincts bristled. He
    stepped out into the swirling storm. A short time later he came back
    with his wife's bracelet and ring. 

     

    He held it out to them, his whole body trembling. "They've taken
    her!" 

     

    "Who? Why?" Parks demanded. 

     

    He hesitated only an instant before confessing,  "Because she
    knows where the cave is." Then he was charging down the tree-lined
    avenue toward the beach, forcing his friends to run hard to keep up
    with him. 

     

    Parks grabbed one shoulder and swung him around to face him. 

     

    "Cave?" he asked in a deceptively quiet tone. "You never said—" 

     

    "I have my reasons." 

     

    "I should very much like to know what they are, sir." 

     

    "Please, Geoffrey, there isn't time! We need to go after them." 

     

    "But we have hardly anything with us except our swords and pistols.
    Even then I'm sure all our powder is damp." 

     

    "Everything we need will be in the cave," Will threw over his
    shoulder as he resumed his break-neck pace. 

     

    "But if Elizabeth knows about it, why did no one else ever find it?"
    Monroe demanded. 

     

    "I don't know." 

     

    "Is there an entrance on the beach?" Parks asked. 

     

    "Yes, one of them," Will revealed. 

     

    "Then we need to go in through the other way and try to take them by
    surprise. The last thing we need is an exchange of fire in an
    enclosed space." 

     

    Will nodded and veered off towards Joyce Hall. "Listen, Parks, I
    say-" he began as they started to trot anew. 

     

    "Save it for later. Or for your court martial, or trial for
    treason," Parks snapped. "Right now we need to concentrate on
    stopping those traitors and saving your innocent wife." 
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    Elizabeth had struggled all the way to the beach knowing that the
    longer she stalled the more likely it was that someone would realise
    she had been taken. 

     

    But she also knew she couldn't count on rescue. Will was on his way
    to Waterford, and their Christmas guests weren't due for quite some
    time. 

     

    Even if they did arrive in on the dot or early despite the teeming
    weather, they would have no reason to suspect anything was amiss.
    Only Vevina might guess about her disappearance and the cave. So she
    needed to buy some time. 

     

    She fought Fitzsimmons like a mad woman, scratching, biting,
    clawing, and doing anything to leave a trail which could be
    followed. 

     

    She was also hoping to force him into hitting her hard enough to
    have to drag her, and for her to least feign unconsciousness so she
    would not have to face what he was planning to do to her to force
    her to reveal the location of cave. 

     

    She wondered about him having come alone. Surely he was not so
    clever that he could manage plans for the invasion of Ireland all by
    himself? 

     

    He clung to her like a limpet as she struggled to break free. She
    was fairly sure he wouldn't kill her. Not yet. No, he was looking
    forward to making her suffer first. 

     

    Elizabeth trembled inwardly, but told herself she had to endure. For
    the sake of her unborn child and the love she bore Will, she would
    do anything to stay alive. He was not going to lose another wife and
    child to the war. Not if she could help it. 

     

    And she was never going to help Fitzsimmons invade Ireland, no
    matter what he did to her.  If he got hold of the hidden cache
    of weapons, none of the people in the district would be safe. 

     

    At last she managed to break away and ran a few steps back toward
    the house. 

     

    He caught her by the hair and struck her hard. He aimed for her jaw,
    but his signet ring carved a furrow in her delicate cheekbone, and
    she collapsed face-first in the sand. 

     

    She lay still as a stone even when he tried to determine whether she
    were playing possum by groping her bottom and breasts. 

     

    The storm was raging overhead, so despite his rampant lusts,
    Fitzsimmons steadied himself. Even he had enough common sense to
    know he could not run the risk of remaining out in the open too
    long. No, he would have to get to shelter at some point. 

     

    And do what exactly? she wondered, relaxing all of her
    muscles so that she would not flinch no matter what he did to her. 

     

    Her only guess would be to secure the guns and signal the fleet,
    which would have to be standing off the coast, but near enough to be
    in visual range, close enough to take advantage of the element of
    surprise. 

     

    So she endured his painful hands upon her until finally he grunted,
    "Bloody great. I hit the bitch too hard." 

     

    He hoisted her up over his shoulder none too gently and strode down
    the strand. 

     

    Oh, gods above, she thought. He's heading straight for
      the cave. 

     

    Then she remembered what he said the night he had tried to propose.
    Fitzsimmons had told her he'd seen her on the beach that day when
    she had thought him her mystery lover. He'd been looking for the
    cave even then. So where had he been that he had seen her, but not
    found the cave when she had? 

     

    Up on the cliffs was the obvious answer, but she'd seen no one. So
    there had to be some sort of concealed outpost he had been using all
    summer and autumn. 

     

    She remembered the light she'd seen on the cliffs that night months
    ago. Had he been keeping watch in a ruined hut or cottage?  

     

    Will knew the whole area. If he came back in time, he would find
    her. She just had to hold out long enough. Or get a weapon to
    disable, but not kill him. She was sure he would be more valuable
    alive so he could reveal his accomplices.  This was not the
    first time this nest of traitors had planned an invasion. And it
    wouldn't be the last if they didn't weed out the conspiracy once and
    for all. 

     

    These thoughts comforted her as she was jounced upside down over his
    shoulder. She only wished she had had the presence of mind to have
    grabbed a stone before he had hauled her off the ground. 

     

    Fitzsimmons got to the top of the hill huffing and puffing, and
    dumped her unceremoniously in the sedge. It rustled and prickled
    against her even though it was soaked. Through the partly open slits
    of her eyes she could see the remnants of a tumble-down cottage with
    one small section of roof still intact. 

     

    He towed her in by her hair. All her instincts ached to scream, but
    she forced herself to remain silent. Despite herself she gave a
    grimace of pain as he bumped her over the stone threshold and flung
    her down. 

     

    "You can stop pretending. I saw your eyes open." He tugged her
    wrists and tied them in front of her with a length of rope. Then he
    took a drink of water and shoved the skin at her. She took a sip,
    and sighed. 

     

    "When they find out I'm missing, the entire County-" 

     

    He shook his head and gave a self-satisfied smile. "The local
    superstition that this place is haunted has served me well over the
    years. No one comes here. It's not very dry, but it will do for now.
    Unless you'd care to tell me what I want to know, in which case we
    can go into the cave and stay nice and dry." 

     

    "What cave?" 

     

    "Don't bother to pretend." 

     

    "I mean it. I don't know what you're talking about. You've grabbed
    me out of my own home and--" 

     

    "You know what I'm talking about. Tell me now and I might go easy on
    you." 

     

    "I've just had a terrible fall. What makes you think, even if I ever
    knew anything about a cave, that I would remember?" 

     

    He shrugged at that, and took another pull from the waterskin. "It
    doesn't matter now. I'm prepared to wait a bit longer.  If you
    really don't know or recall, and your husband truly hasn't confided
    in you, he will most certainly confide in me to get you back." 

     

    She shook her head. "He's no fool. You have no intention of letting
    me live. Not after you find out what you need to know. Obviously,
    whatever you think is in this supposed cave is important enough to
    kidnap for, and to kill for." 

     

    He nodded. 

     

    "So why me? What could Will know that's worth risking his wrath and
    that of my family and all of our friends?" 

     

    He eyed her levelly, obviously trying to gauge just how naïve
    she was. His underestimation of her might well be her salvation. 

     

    "I can understand you being angry with me, Mr. Fitzsimmons. After
    all, you think I jilted you." She tested him then, though she nearly
    choked on the lie. "Is THAT what this is all about? Because if it
    is, I think there's been a big misunderstanding.  I know you
    offered for me. Would it make any difference if I told you that my
    brother said he'd disown me if I didn't marry Will instead of you?" 

     

    He nodded, and now slapped his hand on his thigh. "I knew it!" 

     

    She couldn't believe her luck. The vain fool actually believed her. 

     

    "You're right, it does make a difference. Your brother can be added
    to the list of all the people I'm going to ground into dust when his
    glorious Imperial Majesty defeats this pathetic little island nation
    and turns the entire political system on its head." 

     

    "You mean the same man who made all of his siblings kings or
    queens," she observed dryly. 

     

    Her sarcasm was lost upon him. "Exactly so. I knew you'd understand.
    Most of the people hereabouts are so obtuse. Catholics." He
    practically spat the word. "All sorts of Popery and pagan nonsense.
    Our new world order will be one of reason and enlightenment." 

     

    "So I see. Anyone who disagrees with you, you kill. Don't tell me
    you're doing this out of some youthful idealism," she hissed. "The
    French are planning to invade, aren't they?" 

     

    His flat pewter eyes narrowed. "Not so stupid after all, are you,
    for all you've fallen on your head." 

     

    She shrugged one shoulder. "I know of the history of this area. Then
    you just mentioned Napoleon. So it stands to reason. I also know
    about the false treason charges against Will's father and their
    whole family. So I can add two and two, and see a nest of
    traitors.  You're Stewart's cousin, after all, which means you
    were also Samuel's. He married Vevina by force and tried to betray
    his own brother to get the Dukedom. 

     

    "You've been conspiring for years so you can get your hands on
    estates that don't belong to you. You've sold out your friends and
    family for a few measly handouts from the most powerful men in
    Europe." 

     

    Fitzsimmons's fist swung and caught her on the side of the head,
    making her ear ring. 

     

    She did not give him the satisfaction of crying out. Instead her
    eyes narrowed, and she stared at him coldly. "You're going to pay
    for that. The sun is going down." 

     

    "Me, pay? I don't think so. I'm in control here now." 

     

    "You can't control nature," she said, keeping her eye on the dark
    cloud she was sure was coming straight for them. 

     

    "I can take you any time you like. In fact, I rather fancy it right
    here and now out in the open so I can see you suffer." 

     

    Her gaze glinted with an inner fire. "The only one who's going to
    suffer around here is you." 

     

    The cloud which had been hovering over the coast of Ardmore now
    seemed to descend directly upon them. 

     

    Elizabeth saw her chance. She rose and ran, twisting her wrists in
    front of her in an effort to loosen the ropes. A black mist obscured
    her for a moment, long enough for her to get out of the cottage. She
    could hear his cursing behind her, and she was disoriented from the
    box she had taken on the ear. 

     

    She ran and stumbled, then felt herself pitching head-first over the
    cliff. She gasped and held her breath, forcing herself to relax and
    not struggle and thrash.  Twisting and writhing might only lead
    to even worse injuries when she finally landed. She prayed it would
    not be on a pile of boulders. 

     

    To her infinite relief, she landed with a thud on a sandy dune. The
    wind was knocked from her, but as she lay there winded for a moment,
    she was sure that at least nothing was broken. She offered up
    another prayer for her unborn child, and thanked the gods for the
    soft sand.  

     

    As she sat up and looked around, she recognized the spot at once. It
    was the same dune that Will had placed her upon so many months
    before after they had nearly made love in the cave. 

     

    Full circle. 

     

    It was now becoming almost black as night on the beach, but she
    could see some twinkling lights in front of her and heard the crash
    of the sea at her back. 

     

    She stared into the gaping maw.  Who had opened the cave
    entrance? Or had the traitors already discovered it? How many others
    were working with him? 

     

    But no. If Fitzsimmons had known about the location of the cave, he
    would never have kidnapped her. He certainly wouldn't have taken her
    to the ruined cottage and demanded to know where it was. 

     

    It had to be her husband. Will had to be looking for her. He was
    probably laying a trap for the conspirators. 

     

    All she had to do was stoop down and enter and she would be safe. He
    would be waiting for her. Or even if he wasn't, she could try to
    heave the slab closed so Fitzsimmons and his co-conspirators
    couldn't find it, and wait out the storm and Fitzsimmons' plot, and
    stay safe until Will could come for her. 

     

    She could hear Fitzsimmons shouting the most foul imprecations from
    above. She did the only thing she could. She prayed, then ducked
    into the cave. 

     

    "Will, it's me, Elizabeth. I'm coming in. Don't shoot." 

     

    When she raised to her full height, she looked round eagerly, but
    saw no one. 

     

    The walls shimmered with a lambent golden light, rendering the
    inside of the cave as bright as day though she could see no fire
    burning in the ancient hearth. 

     

    "Will?" she whispered. "Will?!" 

     

    But she was alone. 

     

    She saw them then, the crates of muskets filling the center of the
    cave, some cleaned and polished, ready for use, others still
    corroded from years of dust and damp. She flicked through for a
    pistol, something, anything. But it would take time to load the gun
    and prime the pan. 

     

    She ran back toward the door and tried to heave it shut. The stone
    was so heavy it was impossible for her to even budge it an inch. 

     

    An eerie susurration whistling through the cave caused her to
    shiver. She looked around, certain she was not alone. She peered in
    the dark corners, searching for any sign of life, but there was
    nothing. 

     

    She grabbed a musket and made ready to use it as a club, while she
    snatched up a second and tried to load it. She had bullets and
    wadding and the ramrod, but where was the powder? She couldn't see a
    single horn anywhere. 

     

    She heard footsteps approaching and got ready to clout the newcomer.
    But how could she be sure it wasn't Will? 

     

    She decided to trust to fate, and swung hard. She caught Fitzsimmons
    on the side of the head with the wooden butt of the gun. 

     

    He cursed even more viciously and tackled her hard, rolling her
    under his heavy body and ramming his forearm into her throat. "I
    don't much care if I have you alive or dead. Try that again and I'll
    settle for your corpse when I swive you." 

     

    She scratched and kicked him, and rasped, "It's going to be a
    pleasure killing you, you traitor. As if I ever would have married
    the likes of you." 

     

    "That's it." He lifted his arm so she could breathe again, but used
    it now to tear at her clothes, shredding her hunter green woollen
    gown until all she had on was her thin snow white chemise. 

     

    His hands were rough, eager, and despite all her struggles, she was
    certain he was going to succeed in having his way with her until a
    scraping sound alarmed him. 

     

    He jumped up, dragging her along. He shielded himself with her
    pressed against his front, squeezing her breast painfully, a pistol
    jammed against her temple. 

     

    Then he pulled the other pistol out of his pocket. "Try anything and
    she dies." 

     

    "We all have to die some time," Parks said as he strode forward to
    attack. 

     

    "Parks," she gasped. "No." 

     

    The first pistol went off but the ball flew wide. 

     

    Elizabeth took her chance and elbowed Fitzsimmons hard in the
    gut.  She wriggled free of his grasp, running to the door of
    the cave. 

     

    Parks grabbed their enemy by the throat and shook him like a rat. 

     

    Fitzsimmons clung to the second weapon and brought it up to his
    chin. 

     

    "Let me go or I'll blow your arrogant head off," he said with a
    triumphant smile. 

     

    Anyone else would have killed him outright, but Fitzsimmons was so
    confident of his own power he was determined to gloat. 

     

    Parks raised his hands and stepped back. "The rest of us will be
    here in a minute. You can't kill us all." 

     

    "The rest of us will be here in a minute. The signal has
    been sent. You're all dead." 

     

    Elizabeth heard an ominous rumbling, and the sound of footsteps
    approaching all around her. To her right was a small hole-another
    part to the cave? To the left was the entrance. Now a musket poked
    through as someone stooped to enter. 

     

    "Parks, get down!" she shouted. 

     

    She grabbed the barrel of the musket, pointed it and pulled hard
    inwards. 

     

    The gun went off, sending Fitzsimmons flying against the crates, a
    huge hole in his chest, an expression of surprised wonder on his
    face. 

     

    Then Will entered from the right, as more and more men were firing
    into the cave from the beach. 

     

    "Will, get down!" she gasped. 

     

    Will was so shocked to see his wife half-naked and bloodied that he
    halted for a split second, gun in hand. 

     

    He heard the bullet whizz, felt it smack him hard in the chest. It
    hit him, then ricocheted off his gold necklet, catching Parks
    squarely in the throat. 

     

    "No, Parks, no!" Will shouted as his friend collapsed in his arms,
    his breath wheezing and bubbling through the gaping wound that was
    gushing blood like a red river. 

     

    Convinced they had killed both men, the intruders now began to pour
    into the entrance. 

     

    Elizabeth pressed herself into the corner, trying to shift the stone
    one last time, when her fingers touched cold metal. 

     

    No, not cold. Warm, and alive, like her bracelets, whispering her
    name. 

     

    She picked up the sword and swept it before her like the Grim
    Reaper, cutting a swathe through the dark-suited and blue-uniformed
    men. 

     

    She started as she saw Sean Lynch fall at her feet,  then a
    heavy-set man in a rough coat.  Next a young woman dressed in
    soldier's garb. Agnes. Two uniformed French soldiers met
    their deaths next. 

     

    Finally, the dreaded Earl of Ferncliffe thrust his way in, parrying
    her first strike with his musket barrel. 

     

    He stared at her in disbelief through his one remaining eye. Her
    sister Jane had stabbed him in the left one just before the swine
    had killed her.  

     

    "Elizabeth!" he exclaimed in shock, seeing the delicate young woman
    he had known as a Society damsel wielding certain death in her
    lily-white hand as she stood half-naked before him. 

     

    He gaped as she glowed almost golden, then red, then black. 

     

    "Aye, it's me." She took advantage of his astonishment and stabbed
    him hard, and then twisted the sword with all her might. "That's for
    Jane. And Sophie. And my happy home." 

     

    He snarled like an animal, unable to believe he had been defeated by
    the unworldly little girl he had tried to seduce in Bath less than a
    year before. 

     

    When she was certain he was dead, she pulled the blade out of his
    body. She covered her eyes with a shriek as the sword glowed and
    crackled like a bolt of lightning. 

     

    Now the entire cave began to tremble. As more and more men in French
    uniform tried to enter the cave to seize the muskets, the roof began
    to collapse. Huge boulders showered down on them, flattening crates
    and muskets into splinters. 

     

    Elizabeth ran to her husband's side and clutched his sleeve. She
    stared at Parks. A cascade of crimson was gushing down his chest and
    his eyes had already glazed over. 

     

    Her husband was weeping like a baby. He hardly even noticed the
    flurry of rocks and debris pouring down from the roof. 

     

    "Will! We must go!" 

     

    "We can't leave him here." 

     

    "We won't! Come on, love." 

     

    She heaved the sword into the hole and then ducked in herself. She
    stuck her arms back out and snatched at Parks' body as Will pushed. 

     

    She hauled with all her might and dragged the prone body up through
    the narrow second chamber of the cave, and from there on through the
    tunnel. She could barely keep on her feet as the rumbling grew more
    intense. 

     

    Half way up the tunnel she paused.  "Hurry, Will, faster. We
    haven't much time." 

     

    "Just keep going, straight on. It comes out at the wine cellar at
    Joyce Hall. Monroe is up there waiting for reinforcements." 

     

    "I know.  Will, my love, the Hall is going to go. Give me my
    bracelet and ring and take him up. You know I can't carry him." 

     

    "But—" 

     

    "Trust me. Do what I ask now. You know it's the only way." 

     

    Will tugged them out of his pocket and kissed her one last time. 

     

    "I love you." 

     

    "I love you too. I'll see you in a little while. Run. Don't stop
    until you reach the oak tree at the edge of the garden. Hurry. Go
    now." 

     

    "I'll see you soon." Then he lifted his friend's corpse over his
    shoulder. With one last look at his lovely wife, Will turned and
    ran. 

     

    Elizabeth struggled back down the passage, which trembled and
    writhed like a snake. She took up the sword once more. It was as
    tall as she, and she wondered how she had ever been able to wield
    it. She rubbed her still loosely bound wrists against the blade, and
    the ropes fell away. 

     

    She lifted it now with one hand, admiring the finely crafted
    broadsword ornamented with a single black onyx oak tree along both
    sides of the handle. 

     

    The trees glinted darkly, and she could hear their message. She
    swung the sword at the sides of the cave, and a white hot inferno
    scorched her as the walls flared. 

     

    She ran as the fireball rolled in both directions down the long
    passage. She could feel her bare flesh scorch. The stench of
    gunpowder filled her nostrils. Sparks showered down on her shredded
    chemise like flaming stars. 

     

    She ran up the stairs to the cellar and came out behind the winerack
    where she had first noticed the stray specks of sand. 

     

    Parks was the one who had said sand got everywhere no how much you
    tried to get rid of it. So many clues… 

     

    At the thought of Parks, Elizabeth ran faster than ever. When she
    was safely at the top of the stairs to the cellar, she turned.
    Taking the sword in both hands, she thrust the blade into the
    flagstone floor with all her might. 

     

    She heard a vast crack and rumble, as if the maw of Hell were
    yawning open. She had to grasp the door jam to stop herself from
    tumbling headlong as the entire house careened downwards toward the
    sea. 

     

    She turned and ran uphill the rest of the way as the last remnants
    of the ancient settlement of Ardmore defended Ireland one last time. 

     

    Elizabeth charged out of the front door of the house as fast as she
    could and around it toward the great oak. Lightning forked the sky,
    illuminating the scene of devastation on the beach. 

     

    The three French ships were already fleeing, leaving the dead and
    dying behind as the cave full of powder exploded one barrel at a
    time, and the huge landslide hurtled down to the sea and swept the
    boats, men and horses on the beach to their doom. 

     

    Monroe, Vevina and Stewart were all clustered near the oak tree, the
    rain lashing them unmercifully as they stared at the carnage on the
    beach. Will was cradling Parks to him in a blood-soaked rendering of
    the  Pieta which caused her heart to lurch into her mouth. 

     

    Elizabeth ran to Will's side and threw herself on the ground. She
    pressed her hands together to steady them and once more she prayed.
    Then she put her palms on his throat. 

     

    "Parks. Please. Please don't leave us. We all love you. You're our
    dearest friend. Please don't go." 

     

    She could feel the heat, a small movement, but she could feel what
    little strength she had left draining away. "Live. You must live!" 

     

    Will gave her a wild-eyed look. She stared open-mouthed. She pressed
    harder. But despite all her efforts, there was no breath. 

     

    She and her husband stared at each other as though across a chasm.
    The vision…. It wasn't supposed to have ended like this. 

     

    "Parky, please, come on. Come back to us, please," Will begged,
    placing his own hands over his wife's, feeling the hot blood cease
    to pump.  

     

    They both held their breath, and waited. Will pressed harder, but
    there was nothing, only a devastating stillness.  

     

    Elizabeth knew a grief so acute, she could almost taste it as the
    bitter tears welled up.  She was just about to raise her hands
    in abject defeat and take those of her husband when Vevina knelt and
    rammed her palms down over both of their hands. She felt a jolt
    lurch through her, and a scorching sensation shooting from Vevina's
    hands right through her own. 

     

    Suddenly, Parks gasped and coughed blood, and then groaned. 

     

    Vevina held him down for another moment, while Will urged, "Come on,
    that's it, fight, Parky, fight." 

     

    Then she collapsed on the grass with a sharp cry, clutching her
    belly in agony. 

     

    "Vevina!" her husband shouted, dropping to his knees beside her. 

     

    "It's all right," she whispered. "I'll be fine. It's over now. He's
    safe. We're all safe." 

     

    "Monroe, get Doc up at the Castle. Meet us at the Manor," he shouted
    as he scooped up his wife and began to run for the house. 

     

    Parks sat up slowly with a groan and shook his head. Then he blinked
    as another explosion tore through the night sky, and stared at the
    beach in horror. 

     

    "Look at those poor buggers. Burnt or buried alive. Like those
    ancient human sacrifices Vanessa Stone told us about." He shook his
    head, and then looked around him at the white-faced Elizabeth and
    her husband.  "What the hell happened? And Will, where is your
    house?" he asked, his tone one of complete bewilderment. 

     

    "Can you walk?" Will demanded. 

     

    Parks scowled impatiently. "Of course I can walk. Nothing wrong with
    me, old man. But My head hurts like hell. Who hit me? And can anyone
    tell me how I got out of the cave?" 

     

    Will helped him to his feet, and Elizabeth was about to take his arm
    when a woman stepped in front of her, and hugged her tightly. 

     

    "Elizabeth, thank God you're all right." 

     

    Elizabeth started, and stared. "Sarah? What are you doing here?" 

     

    "The same thing as you, I think," Alexander Deveril said with a grim
    look at the carnage on the beach below. 

     

    She nodded at the tall man standing by her dear friend's side. 
    "Darling, this is Sarah Deveril, and her husband, er, Alexander, two
    of the other Rakehells I've mentioned." 

     

    Will and Parks blinked. 

     

    Will frowned. Then his face lit up. "Jason?" he gasped. 

     

    "Alexander Deveril, until I got my memory back and was able to
    recall that I'm actually Jason Alexander Davenport." 

     

    He shook their hands, and nodded to Elizabeth. He looked down at the
    beach with a look of horrified relief.  "It appears my wife and
    I got here a bit too late. So who would care to tell me what on
    earth you've all been up to?" 
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    Safely home at Ellesmere Manor some time later, Will and Elizabeth
    gave everyone a considerably expurgated version of the events in the
    cave. They all sat in the drawing room nursing a brandy apiece as
    they eagerly awaited news on how Vevina was feeling after her
    collapse on the cliff. 

     

    Alexander was relieved that Ferncliffe, Agnes, and so many of their
    co-conspirators had perished. 

     

    "But there are still more of them out there," he warned. "I've been
    chasing them for months, thanks to the dispatchs Andre Olivier has
    been able to smuggle through." 

     

    "He's all right then?" Will asked eagerly. 

     

    "Yes, indeed. He and his brother and family." 

     

    "Thank God," said Monroe. 

     

    "Indeed. If not for Andre, I don't know what we would have done.
    They nearly gave us the slip. Not to mention the fact that we still
    haven't managed to clean out all of the London cell yet. But they'll
    do for a start. And Elizabeth here never has to worry about her
    niece or brother being harmed by Ferncliffe ever again." 

     

    "Or us," Sarah said, bestowing a relieved smile upon her husband.
    "We're safe too, for now. Even being out of the war for two years,
    there are plenty of people out for your blood." 

     

    Alexander kissed his wife's hand.  "I knew the risks when I
    chose to be a spymaster. I'm only sorry it's put you in such danger,
    darling." 

     

    "It's not your fault. You had no memory of the past when you came to
    me in Brimley." 

     

    "But you remember now?" Will asked. 

     

    Alexander nodded. "Quite a lot. And the location of concealed caches
    of information for whatever I don't.  We have scotched the
    snake, gentlemen, not killed it. As long as Napoleon is left alive,
    we're all in danger. But I'll do what I can to mop up the mess here,
    and clean out this rat's nest of treason once and for all." 

     

    Parks had been unusually silent as he listened to Alexander. He
    sipped the second fortifying glass of brandy he had been given, and
    looked utterly exhausted. 

     

    He was undoubtedly alive, with only a thin red line to mark where he
    had been injured. Yet as Elizabeth looked at the hard planes of his
    face, it was almost as though he had aged ten years. She could only
    hope the grim look would fade in time. 

     

    At the lull in the conversation, Sarah rose from the sofa.  "I
    hope you don't mind if we retire now, Elizabeth. Alexander still
    gets worn out easily after-" 

     

    "No, not at all." She kissed her friend. "I'll see you tomorrow. Not
    too early," she added with a knowing smile. 

     

    "No, indeed." She winked. "He's a marvel, your Will. No wonder you
    seem to glow. I'm so happy for you." 

     

    Elizabeth managed a smile, and said good night. 

     

    Once they were alone, Will tried to apologize to his friends. "I
    hope you both know I didn't tell you about the cave because I wanted
    to protect you. I had the most awful premonition of disaster. You
    were all right, Monroe, but you, Parks. Hitting me on the head like
    that, charging in like a hero to save Elizabeth. It was damned
    foolish. But thank you." 

     

    "I wanted to make up for--" 

     

    Will shook his head. "Nothing to make up for. As it turned out, the
    shooting in the cave set off a chain reaction, and all the powder
    they had kept stored in barrels sparked off. The storm and the
    explosions in the cave caused the landslide. 

     

    "My premonition was right. I never wanted you to get involved in
    trying to clear my name, but you insisted. You're a good friend,
    Parks, but you can be dashed annoying at times. Do you both forgive
    me?" 

     

    Monroe shrugged. "Nothing to forgive so far as I'm concerned, old
    fellow." He offered his hand to shake.  

     

    Will gripped it with relief. 

     

    "That's true," Parks agreed. "I'd have done the same to try to
    protect you." 

     

    Will smiled in relief and shook Parks' hands as well, then threw one
    arm about each of their shoulders for a quick hug.  "I've been
    so blessed in my friends, and triply so in my wife. I will thank all
    the gods in the heavens and on earth for them. And I suppose our
    son, when he is born, is going to have to be Geoffrey Duncan. Or
    Duncan Geoffrey?" 

     

    Parks and Monroe grinned with pleasure, and returned the hug. 

     

    Will poured another brandy each and settled down beside his wife
    once more. 

     

    "Geoffrey is rather distinguished, I think," Parks said with an
    innocent look. 

     

    "Duncan is a most noble name as well," Monroe retorted, grinning. 

     

    Will gazed down at his wife. "I shall let Elizabeth decide." 

     

    "It could be a girl, you know," she said with a smile. 

     

    "Or even twins," Monroe put in. "Look at Evelyn and Arthur." 

     

    Will and Elizabeth smiled at each other knowingly. "In that case,"
    she said, "I shan't have to choose at all." 

     

    They all jumped to their feet as Doc Gallagher came in. 

     

    "How is she?" Will asked in a ragged tone as he saw his friend's
    face. 

     

    "Resting. She'll be fine in a few weeks. It was a rather early
    pregnancy. Stewart is taking it pretty hard, but Vevina seems, well,
    resigned. Perhaps after the hard time she had with the twins, she's
    just not fated to-" 

     

    "Can we see her?" 

     

    He nodded. "For a moment, no more. She will need to rest." 

     

    Will took Elizabeth's arm and they went up to the cream and gold
    room next to their own. 

     

    They both kissed Vevina, and Will sat on the bed beside her and took
    his sister's other hand. 

     

    Stewart clung onto her for dear life, as if he couldn't bear to let
    her go, and his cheeks were damp with tears. 

     

    The four of them looked at each other, and Stewart sighed. "I
    understand it all now." 

     

    "Thank you, Vevina, for the sacrifice. Thank you both," Will said,
    almost sobbing. 

     

    Vevina squeezed her brother's hand and nodded. "You told me to look
    after him and keep him safe. I kept my promise." 

     

    "Thank you." 

     

    "I love him too. Love you all." 

     

    Elizabeth reached out to touch her hand, and Vevina immediately
    began to improve in appearance, a light flush appearing on her
    deathly pale cheeks. 

     

    Stewart pulled up Elizabeth's sleeve and stared. 

     

    The bracelets blinked and nodded, and whispered a promise to he and
    his wife. One day soon…. 

     

    He kissed Vevina, and at last she slept peacefully. 

     

      

    The first day of winter had begun, and with it came a season of
    peace instead of war. The oak trees whispered together of freedom,
    but now was not the time. In another century the golden age would
    arrive. For now, the gods had a different destiny for the guardians
    of the land. 

     

    Will and Elizabeth had fallen into bed exhausted, clinging to each
    other, and slept like the dead for hours, heedless of the comings
    and goings of their guests, who were up and down everywhere bringing
    the yule into every room in the house. They would need all the luck
    they could get in the coming year. 

     

    Of course they would celebrate the birth of Jesus with Church
    services and presents, such as the wise men had brought to mark the
    occasion so many hundreds of years before.  But it would do no
    harm to propitiate the older gods of the ageless land who they felt
    sure had also given them so much to be thankful for. 

     

    At last Will lifted his head and dragged himself from the bed and
    ran the bath. He was soaking numbly when his wife entered and began
    to scrub his back. 

     

    "Thank you," he said, reaching around for one hand to kiss. 

     

    "You can return the favour in a moment. I feel like I can barely
    lift my arms." 

     

    "I know. I can't remember the last time I was so tired." 

     

    Once they were clean, however, and had breakfasted in their room on
    toast and tea, she patted her stomach contentedly. "Mmm, we're
    feeling much better." 

     

    "You're sure?" he asked worriedly. 

     

    She stroked his cheek. "I haven't seen that anguished expression
    since the times before I agreed to become your wife. I hope never to
    see it again. I'm fine. We're fine, I promise." 

     

    "And that man, he didn't-" 

     

    She shook her head. "No, Fitzsimmons never did. All is well, truly." 

     

    He gathered her close, with his head pressed against her belly. She
    held him and stroked his hair. "Trust me, dearest, I'm fine. I would
    tell you if aught were amiss." 

     

    He trembled with barely suppressed emotion. "I just can't stop
    thinking about how close I came to losing you yesterday." 

     

    "But you didn't. Or Parks either." 

     

    "Only because you saved him. Saved us all." 

     

    She hugged him hard. "We saved each other. And Vevina was very
    brave-" 

     

    He shook his head. "I can't believe she made such a sacrifice." 

     

    "We're bound together. Everything in balance, the wheel coming full
    circle. Parks is probably already drafting his dispatch to Horse
    Guards to clear your family of all charges in the past, and for a
    commendation for your service last night. He will even try to get
    you some compensation for Joyce Hall now that everything is gone,
    I'm sure." 

     

    "Nothing I care about, believe me." He stroked down her back and
    stomach. "I have everything I need right here." 

     

    "I'm glad to hear it, my love. Because you know what we're going to
    have to do." 

     

    He raised his head to stare at her and then shook his head. "Oh, no.
    I'm married now. We have a baby on the way." 

     

    "Vevina had the twins on the battlefield at Salamanca, for Heaven's
    sake. The least I can do is--" 

     

    "No. Out of the question," he maintained, shaking his head. 

     

    "It won't be forever," she said, stroking his shoulder soothingly.
    "Just until we're sure it's all over." 

     

    "Will it ever be, love?" he asked in an agonized whisper. 

     

    She considered his question for a moment. "Not yet. Not for any of
    us.  But it will be soon. For us and for our generation.
    Perhaps for another century. There will be other madmen and tyrants
    in the future, but the flame of freedom burns too brightly to ever
    let their darkness last for long." 

     

    "Well, if you're sure you really want to--" 

     

    "I am." 

     

    "I suppose it's for the best." He dredged up a small smile. "I hate
    to think of the scrapes old Parky will get into without me." 

     

    "It won't be right away. There's still time." She rose and moved to
    the window, and looked out at the beach. 

     

    The militia were cleaning up all of the ordnance and bodies, and
    keeping watch in case the French ships tried to return. 

     

    Alexander was conducting a house to house search in the area to pick
    up any stragglers who might have made it inland, and any
    incriminating papers from the Fitzsimmons and Lynch houses. He
    worked with a steely determination to weed out the traitors once and
    for all, including the Fitzsimmons sisters, who had also been part
    of the spy network. Whether or not the authorities would be willing
    to execute women for treason remained to be seen. 

     

    "We have until spring, I think," she said softly.  

     

    "Then I'm not going to waste a minute of our time together here." He
    kissed her and brought her over to the bed. 

     

    "I can't tell you how happy I am to hear that," she said as she
    stripped off his dressing gown. 

     

    She fingered his gold circlet and saw the dent the musket ball had
    made. It had flattened the sword symbol. 

     

    "He who lives by the sword-" 

     

    "I think there's something about swords into ploughshares in the
    Bible too." 

     

    "One day soon, I'm sure." 

     

    He groaned. "Not that I'm not grateful for the miracles we've
    received, but I just want to be happy with you, my love. I don't
    want to be a hero." 

     

    She brushed his hair back from his brow. "It's fate. Your destiny.
    And mine is to be by your side." 

     

    He sighed. "When I think what other better fates you deserve, it
    makes me sick." 

     

    Elizabeth stroked her hand down his face and neck, then moved it
    even lower. "What on earth could be better than this heavenly bliss?
    Than the gift of your love, the paradise of you in my arms, the
    magic of you inside of me, my dearest husband?" 

     

    Will rolled with her into the bed and embraced her fiercely, moving
    between her thighs to unite them as one. 

     

    "I love you, Elizabeth. Scarred though I am in my body and heart, I
    am and always will be the man who loves you more than life itself." 

     

    "I know, darling. And I shall always be the woman who never wants to
    be anywhere but by your side, in your arms." 

     

    They melted into each other then. As their lips and souls mingled,
    they knew that no matter what their life had been like in the past,
    their future together would be a long and happy one with the light
    of their love to guide them through to an eternal bliss beyond. 
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    This was one novel I obsessed over, and literally could not get out
    of my head once I started it. For once I decided to create a
    miniseries leading on from Scars Upon her Heart, (thank you, loyal
    readers who begged me to do it) I had to try to think about how all
    my favorite characters had grown and developed since we had seen
    them in December 1812 at the masquerade ball when they had saved the
    Duke of Wellington from assassination. 

     

    They had been all set to go home to Ireland, but knowing them as
    well as I did, I was pretty sure Vevina and Stewart, if not Will,
    would want to stay on in Spain and fight. 

     

    Looking back at Will in particular, he had all sorts of untapped
    potential: a young man who had been through hell, and proven
    exceptionally brave and talented, just the sort of stuff of which
    romantic heroes were made. An ordinary, well-brought up young man,
    whose whole world was torn apart by the accusation of treason
    against his father. 

     

    Then we had the larger than life Rakehells, and the lovely Elizabeth
    Eltham, just ripe for romance with a dash of intrigue. And quite a
    few loose ends left from Book Four of the Rakehell Regency Romance
    series, The Matchless Miss, with the mysterious Alexander Davenport. 

     

    I had already jotted down an extensive outline for continuing the
    Rakehell and the Scars series: after all, at this point, Napoleon
    still has yet to escape from Elba, and head to Waterloo. 

     

    But one novel at a time. Once I got the characters up the tree, so
    to speak, I had to get them down. I have to admit that they really
    came into their own and surprised even me at times. I hope I managed
    to keep the suspense going throughout the book, and kept you
    guessing with my more shadowy characters. 

     

    Finally, since the book had to be set in the south of Ireland for
    the invasion, and because it was where the Scars characters hailed
    from, I couldn't resist revisiting the scene of the magical cave
    featured in The Druid's Woman and The Wizard Woman. It has such a
    strong sense of place that you could say the cave is character in
    its own right.   

     

    As always, I write about all the places I know and love in Ireland.
    I also write about real historical events, inserting my characters
    into times of real historical crisis if possible. Napoleon always
    saw Ireland as the back door to England, and only the incredibly
    efficient Royal Navy helped prevent these two island nations from
    being successfully invaded during the 25 or so years that England
    was at war with France. 

     

    In my next Rakehell novel, Guardian of the Heart, we will be meeting
    Dr. Blake Sanderson, last heard from in The Matchless Miss. He is
    finally being demobilized after the war, and returning home with a
    shadowy Rakehell whom we will see more of later in the series.  

     

    Blake is looking forward to returning to his medical practice in
    London, and a quiet life. Then his world is turned upside down on
    the road one cold, snowy December night... 
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    December 21, 1814 

     

    The South of England 

     

    The ultimate temptation! 

     

    Dr. Blake Sanderson, married to his career and determined to
    alleviate the plight of the poor, never imagines he will wed or have
    a family until his friend Peter asks him to become the guardian of
    his step-sister Arabella. 

     

    Blake recalls her as a small child. The lovely raven-haired
    eighteen-year old he is presented with turns his entire life upside
    down. 

     

    For as all of the most eligible bachelors in London and Somerset
    pursue Arabella, Blake realizes that he has fallen in love with the
    one woman society and convention forbid him to have. 

     

    Arabella meets handsome Dr. Sanderson at the site of a tragic
    accident. He is the only man she has ever been interested in. He's a
    gentleman after her own heart, dedicated to the poor, and passionate
    under his rigidly controlled exterior. 

     

    When she discovers Blake is to be her guardian, she is devastated.
    As her friends parade beau after beau in front of her, Arabella
    becomes certain Blake is the only man she can ever respect, esteem
    and desire enough to marry. 

     

    But how can she convince Blake of this before their enemies move in
    to tear them apart forever? 
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    This remarkably talented author has surpassed herself. Her heroes
    and heroines are endlessly fascinating, with such realism that we
    really feel all the ups and downs of their falling in love as if
    they are close friends. 

     

    Blake is a noble hero, and Arabella a strong woman, warm and loving,
    but with a resilient streak which is tested to the limit as her
    suddenly peaceful world erupts into a nightmarish hell from which
    she and her beloved must fight to free themselves from through the
    depth of their love. Adventure, passion, suspense, mystery, and the
    most erotic love scenes, all combine in this unforgettable romance. 

    -Evelyn Trimborn 

     

    

 

    Absolutely superb. The author has created the most amazing couple,
    and their love lights up the pages of this excellent Regency
    romance. The lurid Gothic elements are spine-chilling, and their
    passion toe-curling. And of course, their Rakehell friends lend a
    hand to help along the course of true love. If ever a couple
    deserved their happily ever after, it's Blake and Arabella. I hung
    on every word as I read. This is one novel you will not be able to
    put down. 

    -Annabelle Stevens 
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    Dr. Blake Sanderson, a Rakehell, a doctor in London, heir to
    Jerome Hall 

     

    Captain Peter Davison, Blake's friend from his college days,
    Arabella's step-brother 

    Miss Arabella Neville, Peter's step-sister 

     

    Adam Neville, Arabella's eldest cousin 

    Oliver Neville, Arabella's younger cousin 

     

    Rosalie Crane Stanton, Blake's former fiancee 

    Leonore Ross, Blake's former mistress 

     

    Mr. and Mrs. Jerome, Present owners of Jerome Hall 

    Alfred Jerome, their heir, now deceased 

    Emma Jerome, his sister, also recently deceased 

    Ellen and Georgina, Alfred and Emma's two youngest sisters 

    Martin, their cousin 

    Samuel, his younger brother 

     

    Michael Avenel, a Rakehell, crippled former soldier, lives in
    Bath, special friends with Blake 

    Philip Marshall, a Rakehell, a man about Town in London,
    special friends with Thomas Eltham, the Duke of Ellesmere 

     

    Henry Stone, Clifford Stones's younger brother, resides in at
    Stone Court in Millcote 

    Josephine Stone, nee Jerome, his wife, Ellen and Georgina's
    eldest sister 

     

    Malcolm Branson, friend of the Stones, works with his father,
    was engaged to Emma Jerome before her death 

    Geoffrey Branson, Malcolm's father, local magistrate at
    Millcote 

     

    Clifford Stone, a Rakehell, owner of Stone Court 

    Vanessa Stone, nee Hawkesworth, his wife, a great scholar 

    (for their story, see The Mad Mistress) 

     

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

    The Duchess of Ellesmere, Charlotte Eltham, nee Castlemaine,
    his wife 

    (for their story, see The Missed Match) 

     

    Stewart Fitzgerald, the Duke of Clancar, Thomas Eltham's
    cousin 

    Vevina Joyce Fitzgerald, wealthy Irish heiress 

    (for their story, see Scars Upon Her Hear) 

     

    Colonel Wilfred Joyce, Vevina's brother 

    Elizabeth Eltham, Thomas's younger sister 

    (for their story, see The Scarred Heart) 

     

    Major Geoffrey Parks, Wilfred's best friend 

     

    Jonathan Deveril, a Rakehell, vicar of Brimley and Eltham 

    Pamela Deveril, nee Ashton, his wife 

    (for their story, see The Miss Matched) 

     

    Sarah Deveril Davenport, Jonathan's youngest sister 

    Jason Alexander Deveril Davenport, (Alexander), her husband 

    (for their story, see The Matchless Miss) 

     

    Alistair Grant, a Rakehell, a barrister in London 
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    December 21, 1814 

     

    A mail coach riding at a breakneck pace over the rutted road to
    London in winter was not the most luxurious way to travel. But
    Arabella Neville, lost in her worries, hardly noticed the discomfort
    as she huddled in her cloak in the facing seat. 

     

    Every so often she peeped out at the frozen landscape as they jolted
    along. Thus far, after two days of her journey from Somerset, she
    had not had any traveling companion linger with her for more than a
    few stops heading toward the capital.  

     

    Earlier that morning the reserved, brown-haired Mr. Greengage had
    come on board a few stops prior to Reading. He sat opposite her with
    his back to the driver and had behaved in all respects in a most
    gentlemanly manner ever since. 

     

    He had been entertaining enough to help her pass the time. There was
    little to do otherwise, for on this, the shortest day of the year,
    the sky was grimly gray, and she could smell the snow in the air. 

     

    "Your business must be quite urgent to take you out in such
    inclement weather," Mr. Greengage said politely. He refrained from
    adding, All by yourself, but his question hung heavy in the
    air. 

     

    If only he knew. She gave the mild-looking man an assessing glance.
    He was handsome enough in a florid way, about mid-thirties.
    Professional. Solicitor by the look of him. "One could say the same
    of you, sir. I've been on the road for the past two days and am
    completing the final leg of my journey." 

     

    "I've been called to the side of a sick relative, and I was going to
    Town in any event to celebrate Christmas." 

     

    "Are you from London?" 

     

    He nodded. "Do you know the city well?" 

     

    "Not very well. I usually travel with my brother. He will be meeting
    me once I arrive," she lied. 

     

    She offered up a prayer that her step-brother Peter had not left for
    India yet. Surely she could convince him to see reason. Could
    persuade him not to leave her with a complete stranger as her
    guardian when she was old enough to tend to her own affairs.  

     

    Perhaps she could even persuade him to take her along. The Army
    could not be so cruel as to part them again when Peter had only just
    returned from the Continent, even though the war with Bonaparte had
    been over since April. 

     

    "If he fails to arrive, you must allow me to escort you to his home.
    It's unwise to wander about the streets of London alone." 

     

    "'Tis but a short cab ride from the coach depot, so I have no fears,
    sir. But thank you for the offer all the same." 

     

    "Not at all. It's the least I can do." He shifted in his seat to
    make himself more comfortable. "Dash it, these seats aren't very
    cozy." 

     

    "At least we're not being jounced about too badly. Nor is it
    crowded." 

     

    "No, that's one saving grace." He stopped to listen, his head raised
    in alarm. "Goodness me, that sounds like thunder." 

     

    They lifted the shade to peer out the window and saw lightning
    streak the dark gray sky. 

     

    "Oh my," she breathed, startled by the ferocity of the flashing
    jagged forks and the accompanying booms of thunder which made the
    very carriage tremble. She sat back abruptly, ringing her hands. 

     

    Within two minutes, they heard a rattling on the roof of the coach
    and peered out again. 

     

    "Look at the size of those hailstones!" Mr. Greengage exclaimed. 

     

    "The poor driver, and the animals in the field." 

     

    "Poor driver all right, and the postillion too. The storm is lashing
    it down." 

     

    The coach perforce had to slow, for the two men responsible for it
    were undoubtedly trying to protect themselves from the frozen
    missiles, see where they were going, and keep control of the horses
    all at the same time. 

     

    Arabella held her breath until the rattling finally stopped a few
    moments later. She and Mr. Greengage looked at each other and both
    heaved a sigh of relief. 

     

    But within ten minutes, just as they stopped to get a hot drink,
    warm up, and change the coals in the two footwarmers at a roadside
    inn, huge white flakes began to waft down from the heavens. 

     

    By the time they were finally warm, had had some refreshment, and
    changed horses, the flurry had become a steady fall of snow. 

     

    The coach driver stomped in through the door of the snug parlor,
    shedding clumps of snow with every footfall. "We have to get the
    mails through no matter what," he said, rubbing his hands to restore
    the circulation to his numbed fingers. "Up to you if you want to go
    or stay. But you've got five minutes to decide." 

     

    Mr. Greengage and Arabella glanced at each other. Both shrugged. 

     

    "I must see my brother," she said. She smoothed her ebony hair and
    rose to wrap herself in her outerwear once more. 

     

    "And I need to see my uncle." 

     

    "Well, then, tell the servants to pack the footwarmers to the brim,
    and let's go," the driver said, before sweeping off again. 

     

    "I'm just going to get some brandy, bread, and cheese for the
    journey. It will be bad enough being cold, without being hungry and
    thirsty too." 

     

    She nodded. "Good idea." 

     

    Arabella also bought some bread, meat, cheese and a large bottle of
    ginger beer for herself as well. Armed with her wrapped parcel, she
    climbed back into the interior of the coach. 

     

    She soon bundled her gloves and bonnet back on, and huddled under
    the traveling rugs with her feet on her warmer. At least she had on
    a good thick merino wool gown and some heavy woollen stockings and
    flannel petticoats. She felt sorry for the men in this weather with
    just their trousers and perhaps some winter underthings. 

     

    Mr. Greengage came in a few moments later with his own parcel and
    two large stone hot water bottles wrapped in burlap. He tucked one
    on either side of her, and sat next to the one in the middle of the
    seat. He drew his own traveling rug over them both. 

     

    "Pardon the liberty in sitting next to you, but we need to make the
    best of this bad circumstance. I've not seen snow like this since I
    was a child." 

     

    She thanked him graciously, and hugged the warmth of the bottle on
    her own side. 

     

    He was not menacing in any way, but for the first time she
    questioned the wisdom of having set off on this journey so hastily,
    without so much as a serving maid for company.  

     

    "How much farther until our next rest?" 

     

    "Another fifteen miles to go before our overnight stop, if I'm not
    mistaken." 

     

    Her ebony brows knit in consternation. It sounded awafully far all
    of a sudden. "Let's hope the storm eases soon." 

     

    The driver whipped up the horses and headed out onto the main road.
    Soon they were plunging along the icy thoroughfare as fast as he
    could drive the team. Some patches were muddy and boggy, others
    frozen solid and slick with ice. 

     

    Arabella clung to the leather strap next to her head and tried not
    to panic. The coachmen were experienced, and did this sort of thing
    all the time. All would be well, she was sure. 

     

    Arabella was warm enough, but even she, who counted herself a good
    traveler, was starting to feel queasy at all the erratic lurchings
    of the vehicle. 

     

    The wind began to howl, and the sky to turn almost as dark as night,
    though it was only about three in the afternoon. 

     

    "Well, it is the winter solstice," Mr. Greengage reminded her as
    they clung onto their straps to keep their seats, when she commented
    on the sudden darkness. "The shortest day of the year." 

     

    "Do you think we'll stop soon?" she called above the incessant
    rattle of the coach and howl of the wind. 

     

    "Not until about four o'clock. The next village is some distance
    away, seven miles at a guess." 

     

    "Perhaps the driver will decide to stop there for the night rather
    than try to press on." 

     

    He shrugged one shoulder. "It might be for the best. Then again, the
    storm could dissipate as suddenly as it began." 

     

    He peered out for a moment, then released the shade once more,
    plunging them into almost total darkness. 

     

    He tucked the hot water bottle between them even closer to her side,
    and adjusted his slipping traveling rug. "I can't tell. Can't read
    the milestones, the snow is drifting so badly." 

     

    "Let's see if we can light the lamps inside, at least." 

     

    They endured the jolting for some time longer, Mr. Greengage
    fumbling with his tinderbox as the violent motion made him all
    thumbs, until Arabella heard a sharp peal of what sounded to be
    thunder. 

     

    But it was like none she had ever witnessed before, seeming to boom
    in the very carriage itself and echo all around it. 

     

    The horses began to neigh fiercely in their panic. The coach
    juddered almost to a halt for a brief minute, before suddenly
    speeding forward even faster than before. 

     

    "They've bolted!" Mr. Greengage gasped. 

     

    He moved to open the window on his side to see if he could help in
    some way, barely able to keep his feet as he was jounced along. 

     

    The carriage careened to the left and then right as the terrified
    horses galloped forward at a breakneck pace. 

     

    Arabella reached out an arm to halt Mr. Greengage's flight
    headfirst, but it was too late. The leather strap he was clinging to
    snapped, throwing him forward heavily. 

     

    He groaned, but before he could steady himself, he was flung
    backwards into his seat once more as the momentum of the carriage
    was again suspended. 

     

    The huge rut stopped them almost in their tracks, until the horses
    continued to pull against the barrier and the wheel at last gave way
    with a loud report like a gunshot. The coach was dragged forward on
    the left-hand axle until the tracers broke and both horses stampeded
    off. 

     

    Arabella could do little to protect herself other than roll into a
    tight ball out of the way of the hurtling missles coming straight
    for her as the coach flipped onto its side, footwarmers, stone
    bottles and the prone body of Mr. Greengage flying down upon her
    side of the coach with a crash. 

     

    "Oh, God, please help us, please," was her last conscious thought as
    the coach continued to slither along the icy road. 
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    The road down from London had never been an easy one, but Dr. Blake
    Sanderson's servants had made him as comfortable as possible for his
    trip to Bath, with an ample supply of lap rugs, hot water bottles
    and footwarmers. 

     

    He had spent the night at a relatively pleasant inn, and was looking
    forward to staying with a former comrade from the Army that night.
    Only a few more miles to go, and all would be well, he thought,
    looking out at the sudden swirl of snow that danced outside his
    windows. 

     

    He rubbed the back of his aching neck, his fingers tangling in his
    lightly wavy ebony hair. He wondered again at his decision to leave
    Town to visit Michael Avenel for Christmas. There was so much to do
    in his practice already. 

     

    Even worse, now that his old college friend Peter Davison had placed
    upon Blake the onerous responsibility of being guardian to his young
    moppet of a sister, Arabella, his time would hardly be his own. 

     

    Blake sighed heavily and snuggled under one of the plaid rugs as a
    chill seemed to settle over him. He let the rocking motions of the
    coach soothe him, lull him into a reverie. He might be irritated
    with Peter's presumption, but it was hardly fair to blame him or the
    child for Peter being sent to India at such short notice.  

     

    Blake had barely had time to help Peter pack and kit him out with
    medicines and provisions for the six-month voyage before it had been
    time for Blake's carriage to take him to the London docks. 

     

    As for visiting Michael, it was the least Blake could do. His oldest
    friend was still despondent after being paralyzed during the final
    battle at Toulouse in April. In Michael's last letter it had sounded
    like he could do with some cheering up. There was no sense in them
    both being alone for the holidays. After all, it wasn't as if Blake
    had planned to spend them with anyone. 

     

    Peter had said he and the solicitors had taken care of all the
    arrangements, and that little Arabella wouldn't be coming to Blake's
    home in London until January. 

     

    Blake thought of traveling further past Michael's house, down into
    Somerset to see her, but had told himself not to be so officious.
    She had a nanny and house full of servants to look after her.  

     

    He would go see Michael, and perhaps some of their other so-called
    Rakehell friends, all relatively recently married. At least none of
    their set of friends here in England would be as alone for Christmas
    as Peter would be on board ship. 

     

    Blake hated to leave the clinic, but he had just taken on another of
    their radical group, Antony Herriot, to assist there. He was several
    years younger and only newly fully qualified, but he was
    intelligent, eager, and sensible. Sooner or later, Blake would have
    to learn to delegate and trust him.  

     

    Sarah Deveril, another staunch Radical, and the primary organizer
    for the charitable clinic, had also been successful in encouraging
    some of the more liberal Society matrons to give a hand over the
    Christmas season. They would be donating time, food, clothes, and
    medicines. The clinic really could do without Blake for a week.  

     

    At the thought of Sarah, he once again felt mild shock as well as
    delight. It had been wonderful if surprising news about her recent
    marriage to another of the Rakehells in August, with the baby due in
    February. Well, she was in love. She had fallen head over heels for
    a man who had not even known his own last name, whom she had termed
    her cousin Alexander for the sake of avoiding scandal, and lived
    with until she had found out some hints as to his true identity.  

     

    Blake had been stunned at their story, but pleased all the same.
    He'd known Alexander at Oxford. He had been a French
    émigré, a solid, principled man. He'd suffered a great
    deal as a result of his loss of memory and injuries, and had
    obviously been through hell during the war, in which he had acted as
    a translator and spy for the British forces. 

     

    Alexander, the rightful Earl of Ferncliffe, still wasn't one hundred
    percent well, with definite gaps in his memory. Blake wondered how
    Sarah was going to manage a new baby in addition to everything else.
    But the couple adored each other and were inseparable. Love would
    find a way. Their road had been fraught with pitfalls, but he envied
    them both their joy. 

     

    He sighed deeply. Another dashing Rakehell happily married. Another
    of his friends about to have a child. Blake stared through the
    window, his mood now as gloomy as the winter weather outside. 

     

    He felt as though he were in a sort of limbo. That he had been ever
    since his fiancée Rosalie had broken off their engagement and
    married Robert Stanton almost eight years ago. 

     

    Stanton was a decent man, and really had not known of Rosalie's
    previous commitment. Blake blamed her, heartless coquette that she
    was, with an eye only for what she could get from a man, not give. 

     

    At the time, Stanton had been in line for a peerage. Therefore
    Stanton had been a far better bet as a spouse than a mere medical
    man like Blake. But it had been heart-rending to see Rosalie's cold
    smile of triumph when she had walked out the door only a few days
    before they were supposed to have wed. 

     

    Blake had been so stunned and devastated that he had not known what
    to do with himself. The one time he had ever dared to trust love,
    and he had got it all so wrong. 

     

    His father's example should have taught him. Women were frail,
    fickle, not to be trusted…. 

     

    But Rosalie had seemed so genuine. He ought to be glad he hadn't
    married her, and been forced to live through the hell Stanton had
    been subjected to ever since their wedding day. Blake had had a
    lucky escape from Rosalie in the long run… 

     

    Yet it still hurt, no matter what Blake had done to assuage the
    pain. He knew he was deemed good–looking by many women, but he'd
    always been devout, and above all careful. Respectful of women, and
    determined to avoid scandal. 

     

    Two years after Rosalie's betrayal, he had been almost desperate for
    passionate oblivion when he'd met drab widow Leonore Ross. 

     

    Eager to relieve himself of his virginity by that stage, he had
    accepted her worldly arrangement and hospitality, but little else.
    Blake had never suffered under any illusion that they cared about
    each other. 

     

    Leonore was plain, comfortable, witty, a great observer of people.
    She had listened with seeming sympathy to the idealistic young
    doctor rant on about the plight of the poor. 

     

    Then there had been the war, and he had gone off to serve gladly,
    occasionally getting home for a few days' leave from his endless
    duties. 

     

    He smiled grimly. He could count on his finger the number of times
    he had succumbed to temptation, and still had a few to spare. Even
    when he had, they had spent far more time talking than…. 

     

    But he had not seen Leonore in months now. He had been so busy. 

     

    No, that was not true either, he admitted, gazing out the window at
    the streaks of ragged lightning. He shivered at the violent boom of
    thunder overhead that followed the flash. 

     

    Blake shifted in his seat to try to anchor himself more firmly in
    the rocking coach. He felt a surge of impatience with himself for
    letting things drag on as they had. He knew he ought to go see
    Leonore once more to tell her it was truly over. That there was no
    point in her hoping he might one day return. That he refused to
    continue what he never should have started in the first place. 

     

    It had been unworthy of him, and she ought to have prized her own
    virtue more highly. He would give her some gifts and the deed to her
    house so she would never want for anything. Anything except a loving
    husband, that is, but that was impossible for him, and they both
    knew it. 

     

    Blake loathed rakes, hated himself for his needs. Sometimes he
    wondered if he ought not to just find himself a quiet young spinster
    from a respectable religious family, and give her a good home. Give
    himself an outlet for his longings for care and companionship. Even
    though he was incapable of loving again, surely that didn't have to
    condemn him to loneliness for the rest of his life? 

     

    The trouble was one of trust. He had never met a woman who had ever
    inspired him with absolute confidence in her veracity. And where
    women were dishonest, men were worse: dishonest, and seducers. 

     

    He sighed, and gathered up his writing implements once more to
    resume his work. His breath was like a ghost on the wind in the
    drafty carriage as the demonic winter storm raged outside.  

     

    There was no point in longing for wedded bliss given his sorry past.
    Love was a rare gift for the fortunate, or the foolish. He was
    neither. Still, how he wished… 

     

    He pulled himself up short at that thought. "Romantic nonsense," he
    grumbled aloud.  

     

    It had no doubt prompted by Peter's hare-brained notion to thrust
    his step-sister upon Blake. It had simply filled his head with vauge
    longings for a family, domesticity. 

     

    Peter was a good sort, but he must have been desperate to choose a
    confirmed bachelor like him to tend to the little girl he recalled
    as being a dark-haired, wide-eyed child as pretty as a porcelain
    doll. 

     

    Blake laughed bitterly as he flicked through the quick letter to the
    Times he was working on, all about the need for public sanitation,
    trying to lose himself in the work which always proved such a solace
    despite its grimness at times.  

     

    He was in the middle of crossing out a couple of words in his letter
    when he heard a shout from John the driver. 

     

    "Trouble up ahead, sir! Whoa! Whoa!" 

     

    He dropped his lap desk and quill on the seat and tugged the window
    sash. "What sort of trouble?" he called. 

     

    Then he saw it for himself. A large coach, the London mail one
    judging from its size, had tumbled right over on its side in the
    middle of the road. 
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    "Oh, Lord," Blake groaned as he stared at the sight of the wrecked
    coach amid the swirling snow. 

     

    He dragged on his coat and scarf at once, and reached for his
    medical bag. 

     

    He leapt out of his carriage and ran over to the coach. He managed
    to climb up on top and peer in. 

     

    There were only two passengers, a man and a woman. He had no idea
    how badly injured they were. He called to them, but received no
    reply. 

     

    He climbed down again and rushed back to his carriage for supplies.
    "John, you're going to have to leave me here. Ride like the clappers
    to the next village to get some help," he called up to him as he
    fastened up his coat and swathed himself in his scarf against the
    snow. 

     

    Then he began searching the vehicle to see what would be of use in
    this crisis. 

     

    "Aye, sir." John, a tall rangy brown-haired man with a gap-toothed
    smile, got down off the box and wrapped himself up anew. He
    unharnessed one of the horses and tied it to a nearby hedgerow,
    covering it with some burlap sacking against the raging snow storm. 

     

    He disengaged the other, climbed up on its back, and rode off as
    fast as he dared considering the slippery conditions underfoot,
    leaving Blake with the carriage full of luggage, traveling rugs,
    footwarmers and hot water bottles. 

     

    Blake grabbed a couple of the rugs and bottles, and his bag of
    instruments. He ran to see what he could do for the unfortunates
    still inside. He hoisted the items on top and hauled himself aboard
    as well. 

     

    He peeped in once more at the husband and wife, as he assumed them
    to be. The man looked about his own age. The woman was jet-haired
    and pale-skinned so far as he could tell from a glimpse of her brow,
    but her face was obscured by her shawl, which had flopped upwards as
    the coach had landed upon its side. 

     

    As he sat atop the vehicle and began to lower his supplies down
    carefully, the woman gave a little groan and tried to move out from
    under the huge weight squeezing the breath from her lungs. 

     

    "Can you hear me, Madam?" he asked. 

     

    "Yes, I can." 

     

    "Is your companion breathing?" 

     

    She moved one hand. "Yes." 

     

    "Can you get free?" 

     

    "I can try." She wiggled and groaned. 

     

    "Where does it hurt?" he asked promptly. 

     

    "My side." 

     

    "Does it give you pain when you breathe?" 

     

    "Only if I take a deep breath," she said weakly. 

     

    "I know it must hurt, Madam, but I think your ribs are only bruised.
    Maybe cracked. I hope not broken." 

     

    She continued to try to wriggle out, but her efforts were futile. 

     

    Blake finished lowering down the rugs, bottles and his medical bag.
    "When I come inside, I'll free you as soon as I can. I need to check
    how badly off he is first." 

     

    Her voice was a thready whisper. "I know. We shouldn't really move
    him. But at this point I have to say that it's freezing, so we can't
    stay here." 

     

    Blake nodded. "That's right. If your injuries don't get the better
    of you, the cold will." 

     

    "Have you found the others?" she asked in a worried tone. 

     

    "Not yet. I just arrived. Dr. Sanderson is the name. I stopped to
    see how badly off the two of you were first. How many more were with
    you?" 

     

    "Just the driver and postillion. They'll be lying up the road
    somewhere out in the snow." 

     

    "I can't leave you to be crushed. Just try to stay calm while I get
    more supplies and check him. I'll be back in a moment, I promise." 

     

    "All right," she wheezed, attempting to breathe a bit more deeply. 

     

    Blake retrieved the rest of the rugs and water bottles from his
    vehicle. He looked at the footwarmers, but they were much too heavy
    and precarious to manage. He would treat the injured in the coach,
    leave them in relative warmth, and then head into the storm to find
    the others. 

     

    Time was pressing. It seemed only a few minutes since he had come
    across the wreck, yet every moment counted in a swirling storm such
    as this. 

     

    He lowered all the items into the overturned coach, and at last
    eased himself down carefully. "We're going to check him first, then
    get you out of there. What's your name?" 

     

    "Belle," Arabella replied, using her former nanny's nickname for
    her, which she favored herself rather than her given name. 

     

    "All right, Belle. Can you tell me what happened to him just before
    he got injured?" he asked in a soothing tone. 

     

    "The horses bolted and he was thrown forward. I hung on, but the
    strap he was clinging to snapped. We hit a huge rut and he flew
    backwards. Then we flipped over. Everything went flying, and the
    horses kept dragging us until the harness gave way. I think I lost
    consciousness for a moment. I'm not sure how long we've been here." 

     

    Blake worked with his usual quick clinical detachment, running his
    hands down his patient from head to toe. "He's alive. Badly bruised
    head. Shoulder dislocated, broken arm, broken leg. I have no idea
    about the head injury at this point, but I need to move you. I'm
    going to lift him. You try to wriggle out from under on the count of
    three. All set? One, two, three." 

     

    He raised the injured man around the waist, heaving him about a foot
    off the ground. 

     

    At last Arabella could breathe easily as she felt the huge burden
    lifted from her. She got to her feet, standing in what had once been
    the window of the coach, but was now only a patch of partly melted
    and glass-encrusted snow. 

     

    She stood in the corner with the huge doctor towering over her until
    Blake said, "Take one of the traveling rugs, fold it into four
    lengthwise, and lay it flat along the side of the carriage there." 

     

    Despite her trembling hands, she obeyed quickly. When she was
    through, he laid the unconscious man down on it and stretched him
    out. 

     

    "It's pretty cold in here. Do you want to get out of the coach? Go
    sit in mine where it's warmer?" he asked. 

     

    The puff of air which accompanied his words was ample evidence of
    the bitter weather, but she said in a firm tone, "I'm staying. He
    needs us both." 

     

    "Your husband would want you to be safe." 

     

    "He's not my husband," she said in an off-hand manner as she laid
    the hot water bottles around the prone man. 

     

    At last Blake raised his head to look at her face. And stared in
    shock. For there before him, disheveled but composed, was the most
    beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on. 

     

    Her bonnet and shawl had fallen back to reveal her incredible
    attributes. She had hair black as a raven's wing, a complexion as
    fair as a white rose, with a blush of red in her cheeks and lips.
    She possessed the most remarkable dark blue eyes he had ever seen,
    almost purple now that her pupils were wide with shock. 

     

    He guessed her to be in her early twenties, for though she looked
    very young, she seemed so composed and competent that he did not
    think she could be any younger than that. 

     

    His seething jealousy over the man's relationship with the surreally
    beautiful girl made his tone harsh. "You're awfully young to be
    living as anyone's mistress. Have you no sense—" 

     

    Her eyes flashed fire. "How dare you! This man is a complete
    stranger to me. He got in before Reading. I'm no man's mistress,"
    she said coldly. 

     

    "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean— But then why are you here alone?" 

     

    "I'm meeting my brother in London for Christmas," she said with a
    defiant flash of her dark eyes. "No one was able to accompany me. I
    little imagined I would meet such a fate. The storm came up so
    suddenly it spooked the horses. 

     

    "But please, rather than scold me for my supposed lack of morals, we
    must find the other two men. We must see if they're still alive.
    I'll keep an eye on Mr. Greengage. Just tell me what to do." 

     

    "If you won't get into the other coach where it's warm, keep
    checking to see that he's breathing. If he starts to choke, turn him
    onto his side, his head tilted downwards to let his mouth drain." 

     

    "All right, I will." 

     

    He stared at her again. "I say, you're being awfully brave about
    this." 

     

    She lifted her chin proudly. "I haven't much choice, have I?" 

     

    "Good girl. Very sensible. All right, Belle. We need to get you both
    sorted and then I need to head out." 

     

    He took up one of the blankets and tucked it around her, before
    helping her step over Mr. Greengage's prone form. "Sit here where
    it's dry, between the two benches. Keep this wrapped around you, and
    tuck my hot water bottles in around you too. The cold kills just as
    assuredly as a badly bleeding wound. Do you understand?" 

     

    She nodded. "That's why we need to find the other two men soon." 

     

    "Yes, indeed." He wrapped the blanket around her more securely, and
    took another one to place over her head. He brushed her cheek
    lightly as he did so, sending a shiver through them both. My
    goodness, but she was lovely. 

     

    She was a woman. Single. Injured. And a woman, he reminded himself
    again. Never to be trusted. 

     

    Catching himself staring at her, his finger still on her cheek, he
    cleared his throat. "Some bruising, a couple of cuts from the glass,
    but they're like pinpricks." He stroked her petal-soft cheek once
    more. "No scars. Your perfect beauty is safe." 

     

    She sighed and shook her head. "I don't care about that. I only hope
    Mr. Greengage survives his ordeal." 

     

    "I'll do my best," he vowed, forcing himself to pull away from her. 

     

    "I trust you." 

     

    "Good. I trust you to look after him and yourself, Belle. I'll be
    back soon, I swear." 

     

    "I believe you," she said, her eyes raised to his. "Take care of
    yourself. The storm sounds like it's getting worse." 

     

    "I will. Everyone is counting on me now." He tried not to let the
    crushing weight of that burden choke him. He reminded himself
    quickly that he had faced far worse during the war. He could do
    this. He had to do this. 

     

    With a tight smile he hoped would reassure her, Blake bowed over
    Belle's slim hand and went into action once more. 
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    Blake put his bag on top of the coach along with two rugs and a hot
    water bottle. He raised himself out and jumped down onto the ground. 

     

    The snow was indeed now a near-blizzard, but he knew he had to do
    something to save the drive and postillion. He wrapped himself
    tightly in his greatcoat. 

     

    Then he wound the blankets around himself, clasped the bag and
    bottle, and stepped away from the relative shelter of the coach. The
    wind was so strong that it nearly lifted him off his feet, though at
    nearly six foot four he knew he was not a small man by any means. 

     

    As he trudged onwards through the storm, looking for any sign of
    life, he wondered what his options were. The last village they had
    passed had been several miles back. 

     

    If memory served correctly, the next village was about the same
    distance away. Even if John rode like the hounds of Hell were after
    him, it would take him several hours to get there and back. It had
    to be nearly four in the afternoon now. 

     

    It was hard to tell with it so overcast and no sign of the sun
    anywhere, but he knew night was coming quickly on this, the shortest
    day of the year. The soonest John could be back would be about
    seven, even assuming he could find anyone to help him in this
    appalling weather. Even assuming that he made it that far. 

     

    So he would have to keep everyone warm and dry for at least another
    three hours. 

     

    Or overnight? It didn't bear thinking about. 

     

    But thus far nothing had come up and down the road in either
    direction. The next mail coach from Bristol or London would not be
    due until tomorrow. He was on his own so far as he could tell. 

     

    A mound in the snow with some dark fabric peeping from underneath
    sent Blake running up the road as fast as he could given the gale
    blowing. 

     

    He guessed it was the driver from the whip frozen in his hands.
    Blake uncovered his face and neck. Broken. 

     

    He said a quick prayer for the repose of his soul, and covered his
    face with his muffler as a sign of respect. 

     

    He took a handful of snow to quench his raging thirst, and trudged
    on, feeling more dispirited with every stride. Another two minutes,
    struggling every step of the way, located the postillion, who was
    just off the road under a tree. He was half-buried, blue with cold,
    and with one leg at an unnatural angle. 

     

    "I'm a doctor," Blake said, wrapping the blankets around him and
    thrusting the water bottle into his shivering arms. "I'll look after
    you. I need to splint this leg and get you back to my carriage." 

     

    He wrapped both of the blankets around him, and gave him some snow
    to eat. 

     

    "H-h-h-how are the others?" he chattered. 

     

    "The driver's dead, I'm afraid, but your two passengers are still
    alive." 

     

    "That poor girl?" he asked. 

     

    "Not too bad. It's the man I fear for. Now come, no more talking.
    Try to rest. I need to go look for some branches." 

     

    He groped around under the trees in the fluffy powder and eventually
    found a pair that were long and stout enough to serve. He had some
    rolls of bandages, but not enough to immobilize the leg fully. 

     

    He sighed and quickly stripped off his clothes, removing his shirt
    for its cotton. He hastily donned his waistcoat and jacket once
    more, and finally his greatcoat and scarf. The snow on his bare
    chest made him shiver, and the wind raked at his bare throat as he
    worked. 

     

    "Here, hold these for me." 

     

    The young man did as he was told, positioning the branches on either
    side of the leg. "What's your name?" 

     

    "James, sir." 

     

    "Well, James, brace your back against the tree and hold on." 

     

    He set the bone and quickly lashed the rolls of bandages around it
    to hold it in place. Then he wrapped his shirt around it and his
    stock, and nodded. 

     

    "It will do until we get back to civilization. Come on, I'll help
    you up." 

     

    He gathered James up and slung one of his arms over his shoulder.
    James wrapped the traveling rugs around them both, and kept the
    still-warm ceramic hot water bottle between them as they struggled
    back to the site of the wreck. The wind blew so violently sideways
    that at times it threatened to sent them sprawling into the drifts. 

     

    Blake slid around trying to keep his footing and not injure his
    patient any further. The wind and snow stung every exposed part of
    his body. He could barely see as the white swirled all around. But
    the thought of the lovely girl waiting for him, the injured man
    needing his help, drove him on. 

     

    At last he could see the outline of the two carriages. They lunged
    forward and struggled the rest of the way to Blake's coach. He put
    James safely into it, placing the foot warmers on either side of his
    feet in the middle of the floor and wrapping him in the blankets
    securely. 

     

    "Sit here and try to stay warm. Have a dig around and see what sort
    of useful things you can find, food and so on. The inn packed a
    basket for me but I didn't even look in it. I need to go out and
    find more wood and cloth for the other man. Then I'll need your help
    getting the others out of the wrecked coach." 

     

    James nodded. "I'll do what I can." 

     

    "Good lad. I'll be back soon." 

     

    Blake plunged back into the storm and went up to his own luggage
    rack. He lowered the bags to the ground but left them for the
    moment. Clothes could wait. The storm was getting worse. He needed
    more important things than that. 

     

    He looked in the boot of the carriage, and found an axe and a
    shovel. He shouldered the axe and went in search of more branches,
    and some firewood. 

     

    As he struggled back to the line of trees, the greatcoat was tugged
    unmercifully by the wind, and his bare throat already felt raw. He
    knew he was freezing, rapidly running out of time. He could already
    feel the overwhelming sleepiness which the bitter cold provoked. 

     

    He shinned up a likely tree which had some good low-hanging
    branches, and worked manfully to get a collection of them together.
    He cut four to serve as splints, and hacked several more to use for
    fuel. He climbed down and ran back to the carriage as fast as he
    could with his load. 

     

    He debated on making one more trip. But he was just too cold, and he
    didn't want Belle to worry any more than she had to. 

     

    Back at the carriage he dropped the firewood, took the splints, and
    unstrapped his valises from the back. He swung everything on top of
    the other coach and climbed up himself. He said quietly, "Look out
    below. I'm coming down." 
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    Belle's look of relief at Blake's return was unmistakable. "Thank
    God you're back. I was so worried. The storm sounds worse." 

     

    He lowered the things in and climbed down. 

     

    At last she saw his face clearly. He was white and pinched-looking,
    his coat frozen and full of snow, the top of his partly-bared chest
    raw, his hands shaking. 

     

    She put one small hand on his shoulder. "We need to look after you
    first, Doctor," she said. "You won't be able to help any of us if
    you're sick yourself." 

     

    Blake nodded gratefully. He was shivering so badly he could barely
    speak. He most certainly could not bend his fingers. She snatched
    open one valise and pulled out the clothes, a clean shirt and
    several jackets which she put to one side, and more shirts and
    stocks. 

     

    Then she helped him off with his greatcoat, jacket and waistcoat,
    and assisted him in donning his shirt. She patiently redressed him
    as though he were a child, wondering at her nerve in doing so.
    Touching a half-naked man... A huge, half-naked man, she thought
    with a hot blush. 

     

    He was after all a complete stranger, and could be dangerous.
    Dangerous to her virtue if nothing else, she admitted to herself
    candidly, for the was the most attractive man she had ever set eyes
    on. 

     

    Jet black hair with a slight wave to it, delicately arched ebony
    brows over remarkable warm clear hazel eyes, an aquiline nose, high
    cheekbones, a beautifully sculpted mouth, strong chin, she was sure
    he had to be every woman's dream of masculine perfection. 

     

    Married with ten children, no doubt, she thought to herself, trying
    not to be shy in front of him after she had seen his fabulous chest,
    huge broad shoulders and muscular arms, his enormous hands that
    could span her waist. 

     

    He was tall, with powerful thighs and calves, and looked far larger
    even than her own step-brother Peter, whom she knew to be over six
    feet two. 

     

    But now was not the time to dwell on the man's incredible
    attributes. She got a dry waistcoat and jacket on him, noting the
    rich flannel and wool fabrics, inhaling the rich smells and
    detecting his own fragrance as well, fine lavender soap and rich
    leather. No aroma of cigars or drink clung to him, which relieved
    her no end. 

     

    She blinked up at him again, unable to help but stare at his
    arresting masculine attractiveness. He was now clad in a black coat
    and forest green waistcoat, which set off his eyes, and if anything
    made him look even more stunning. 

     

    She helped him on with his great coat and scarf once more, while he
    continued to hold his frozen hands up out of harm's way. He was
    still shivering, so she leaned forward and threw the other jackets
    over his shoulders and encircled him in her arms. 

     

    She wrapped the travelling rugs around them both. He resisted for a
    moment, but she placed the hot water bottle in between them on his
    lap, and began to work on his hands. 

     

    "M-m-mustn't rub," he said. 

     

    "I know." She warmed each one in turn with her own two palms, and
    blew on them while Blake sat there shivering, his teeth still
    chattering uncontrollably. 

     

    Her delicate touch, the intimacy of her rosy lips occasionally
    brushing his fingers, was the most erotic thing he had ever
    experienced his life. 

     

    He tried to tell himself that he was being absurd. But he had rarely
    shared any tenderness with a woman, let alone one so lovely, or so
    young. Innocent-looking… 

     

    As he warmed, his sleepiness increased, and he felt his head bobbing
    down to rest upon her shoulder. 

     

    "You can't fall asleep," she whispered. 

     

    "I know. I'm just so tired all of a sudden." 

     

    "It's the cold. Stay with me, Doctor. You need to stay awake." 

     

    He blinked owlishly and lifted his head, though he leaned more
    heavily upon her while she blew on his hands until the painful
    stinging sensation subsided and he could bend his fingers again. 

     

    "Better?" she asked softly. 

     

    "Mmm." 

     

    She continued to work on his hands in silence for a time longer,
    before putting her warm palms on his frozen face. 

     

    "Did you find the other two men?" Arabella inquired after a time. 

     

    "James the postillion is still alive," he rasped, the cold and his
    own trembling making his voice hoarse. 

     

    She held him closer now, continuing to cradle him against her body
    and the water bottle until at last his shivering subsided. 

     

    Then she handed him a bottle of ginger beer, and said, "Drink.
    There's also brandy." 

     

    "Alcohol only makes you feel warm temporarily. It's actually one of
    the worst things you can take for the cold," he told Belle. 

     

    She nodded and helped him hold the bottle to his lips. Some of it
    ran down his shivering chin. She took her handkerchief out of her
    sleeve and dabbed him dry. Again, the gesture was so intimate that
    he had all to do not to pull her to him and kiss her. 

     

    He was acutely aware of her body even through the thick wool of her
    navy blue gown and the yards of petticoats he could feel underneath. 

     

    Thank goodness she had dressed well for the weather. Her gown was
    damp in places, he could feel, but she did not seem to be suffering
    unduly from the cold. But the sooner they got out of there and into
    his coach and he made a fire, the better off they would all be. 

     

    Now she opened his medical bag and took out some scissors. She
    lifted her skirts unceremoniously. He nearly fainted with desire as
    he saw her ankles and calves while she started to cut a yard off the
    bottom of the flannel. She dropped her hem back over her neat
    practical half boots and began to cut them into six-inch strips. She
    gathered some of his shirts as well, and then waited patiently for
    him to give her instructions. 

     

    "How are you now?" she asked. 

     

    "Better. Warmer. I think I'm ready." 

     

    "What do you want me to do?" 

     

    "We'll do the leg first. You need to hold his thigh steady, like so.
    I'm sorry about this," he said softly. "A young lady shouldn't--" 

     

    "It's all right. I want to help," she said, gazing at him steadily. 

     

    His mouth went dry with need but he forced himself to concentrate on
    the task at hand. "All right. Grasp it firmly, and I'm going to tug
    to set the bone." 

     

    "Like this?" 

     

    Blake could not help smiling slightly. "Yes, exactly. But your hands
    are so tiny." 

     

    "I'm stronger than I look. Besides, they warmed yours, didn't they?" 

     

    "They most certainly did. Thank you." 

     

    "Thank you for coming along and stopping to help us. We'd have died
    for certain by now if it hadn't been for you." 

     

    "Thank me later, Belle, when we're sitting around a nice warm fire.
    For now, get both hands in a good strong grip." 

     

    She nodded. "Ready." 

     

    He pulled the leg hard and she heard a small clicking sound. "I'll
    hold the branches. Use one of the shirts as a wadding around the
    leg, and start to wind the strips around and tie them off. I'll pick
    up the leg to help you get around when you wrap." 

     

    "All right, but tell me if I've done it correctly." 

     

    "Good. Very good," he praised sincerely. "You must have nursed
    people before." 

     

    "Mother and Father, yes," Arabella said, trying not to sniff. 

     

    He caught her sad look, however, and said simply, "I'm sorry." 

     

    "Thank you." 

     

    "Someone taught you well." 

     

    "My brother. He has many professional friends, doctors, lawyers,
    soldiers..." 

     

    Blake was only half-listening to her, all of his mind occupied on
    not falling asleep, and what he was going to do if he had to spend
    the night in his carriage with three injured people. 

     

    The storm was still raging, and he could feel it getting colder.
    Darkness had fallen rapidly, and he was aware that they were
    obstructing the road and had no lamps on. With visibility being so
    poor, any vehicle on the road could plow right into them before they
    even knew they were there. 

     

    He watched her work, lifting the leg every so often, and said, "If
    you don't mind, to keep our minds of our troubles, can we pray?" 

     

    She stared at him in surprise. "Is it that bad?" she asked quietly. 

     

    "No, not yet. But I won't lie to you, Belle. It's pretty dire. I
    hope to forestall disaster by praying that things don't get any
    worse. And we need to stay awake. It's growing colder every minute." 

     

    She nodded. "I understand. It's a good idea." 

     

    "Our Father, who art in Heaven…" he began. 

     

    They prayed together, stopping only when he had to give her
    instructions. 

     

    "We're going to have to splint that arm over his coat. I don't dare
    remove his clothes with the cold setting in like this." 

     

    "All right. What should I do?" 

     

    "The same as before, only this time hold him steady by the upper
    arm. The shoulder is dislocated. We'll set the arm first, though.
    I'm afraid if we gave this part of the arm a good jerk to set it,
    the shoulder might pop out again." 

     

    "I understand. You're a very good doctor. Very patient and kind." 

     

    He looked away from her remarkable blue-violet eyes, suddenly shy,
    though he had not felt that emotion since he had been about twenty. 

     

    She gripped the upper arm and he set the bone with a pop. She wadded
    and wrapped it carefully while he held it steady. Her fingers
    brushed his on occasion. 

     

    Everywhere Belle touched him, he seemed to go on fire. By the time
    they finished the arm and came to the end of yet another prayer,
    Blake was feeling more like his old self. Perhaps too good to be so
    near this young beauty. 

     

    "What next?" she asked, gazing at him expectantly. 

     

    He dragged his attention away from her lovely mouth and took a quick
    survey of the shoulder with his fingers. 

     

    "We have to try to pull the upper arm and push the joint back in the
    socket. Normally I would just stick my foot in his armpit and tug,
    but I can't do that without damaging the arm. How hard can you
    pull?" 

     

    "I'm pretty strong. But maybe you should pull and I push?" 

     

    "Tug on my arm." 

     

    She gave him a demonstration. 

     

    He nodded and looked around. "Here, get between the seats again, and
    brace one foot against the corner. If that doesn't work, we can try
    it the other way." 

     

    He shrugged off the blanket and jackets from his shoulders and
    wrapped one blanket around her, brushing a stray strand of hair
    which had fallen into her eyes out of the way. 

     

    He helped her sit in the confined space and gave her back the hot
    water bottle. 

     

    Then he knelt down. "All right. We're going to try you pull, and I
    push. Ready? Good firm grip, and pull." 

     

    The bone didn't go in, but Blake said, "That was good. Just a bit
    more and then we need to bind it up. Ready?" 

     

    "Yes." 

     

    She tugged with all her might. This time they got the bone back in
    the socket with a loud click. Blake sat Mr. Greengage up and held
    him in place while she wrapped the shoulder and made him a makeshift
    sling to support it. While they worked they prayed once more, until
    at last he said, "There. Perfect. If you ever want a job or to
    volunteer in my clinic, just say so." 

     

    She grinned. "Thanks for the offer." 

     

    He sighed, and hated the unworthy impulse which caused him to pursue
    his next line of questioning. 

     

    "Now, Belle, I'm a doctor, so you need to tell me the truth. Are you
    really not hurt anywhere else except your ribs?" 

     

    "No, just there. They're better now that I'm not being crushed." 

     

    "Are you sure?" 

     

    "I'm fine. I trust you. I would tell you if there was something
    wrong." 

     

    "You probably just bruised your ribs against your stays." 

     

    She shook her head. "Fortunately I'm not wearing any. If I had I
    think I would have split my sides for sure." 

     

    He wasn't sure why the thought of her not wearing a corset was such
    a thrill to him, but he could feel himself growing heated again. It
    had obviously been too long since he had had any outlet for his
    desires… 

     

    But it was only natural. The young woman was so incredibly
    beautiful, he would have wondered if he hadn't been interested in
    her. 

     

    "And you're sure you're not married or, um-" 

     

    "No, I told you we aren't- I'm not- Drat this." She scowled. "What
    business is it of yours if I were?" 

     

    Because he felt a raging jealousy... 

     

    "Because a potential miscarriage would be a dangerous thing, of
    course. As a doctor I need to consider every eventuality." 

     

    "You're right," she conceded with a blush. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't
    have raised my voice like that." 

     

    "Quite all right. I'm told I ask too many direct questions," Blake
    said, hating the way she was silently withdrawing from him into
    shyness though she had not moved a muscle. 

     

    "I do beg your pardon if I shocked or embarrassed you. In our polite
    society we never discuss such things." 

     

    She shrugged. "No, but perhaps we should. Ignorance can kill, after
    all." 

     

    He looked at her in surprise and nodded. "That's very true. It's
    what I tell my patients when I try to educate them." 

     

    "Do you want to examine me?" 

     

    He shook his head. It was far too risky on every level. 

     

    "I think I'll just wrap you in flannel for now and get us out of
    here." 

     

    She stood up with his assistance and held up her arms as he wrapped
    the strips around her. "Like a mummy," she said with a small smile. 

     

    Once again she had surprised him with her wit and intelligence.
    "Only very much alive, and going to stay that way." 

     

    He admired her ample breasts, slender waist, gently flared hips, her
    tasteful dark blue merino wool gown. She was lovely in every
    respect, a woman one could be justly proud of. 

     

    She looked around her as he worked. "So tell me, how do you propose
    getting us both out of here? I mean, my ribs are sore, but I can
    still climb. What about Mr. Greengage?" 

     

    "It's not going to be easy. The only thing I can think of is to hack
    off the top of the coach to lift him out. We have the axe, we need
    firewood, and we can't run the risk of hauling him up through the
    door." 

     

    "No, you're right. We can't. Where's the axe?" 

     

    "On top." He reached up to get it. "I'm going to help you out, and
    then I can work on hacking the roof off." 

     

    "I can help. I've chopped firewood." 

     

    "There's not much room to swing an axe in, though, if you're still
    here." 

     

    "Any other axe?" 

     

    He shrugged. "There's a shovel outside. I didn't check the tools in
    this coach." 

     

    "Lift me up. I'll see if I can find one, and then get started." 

     

    "Are you sure? It's brutally cold out there," he said with a frown. 

     

    "I know. But the sooner we get him out of here, the sooner we can
    all get warm in your carriage, build a fire, have something to eat,
    and wait for help." 

     

    She said it so positively that he nodded. "All right, Belle, up you
    get. If you can't find the axe or the shovel, just get into my
    vehicle with James." 

     

    "I can't leave you on your own," she protested. 

     

    He stared at her determined face for a moment, and resisted the urge
    to kiss her soft lips. "I'll shout if I need anything." 

     

    "I'll be nearby, I promise." 

     

    He cupped his two hands and she placed her booted foot into them. 

     

    Arabella felt herself being raised aloft as if she were as light as
    a butterfly. Her ribs ached as she braced her arms on either side of
    her and pushed upwards. "Any higher?" 

     

    He lifted her a few more inches, and then her foot was on his
    shoulder. 

     

    "I'm up. I'll see you in a minute." 

     

    She smiled down at him, and Blake's heart turned over. Even bruised
    and battered by the accident, Belle was the most winsome creature he
    had ever met. 
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    As soon as Belle was gone, Blake swung the axe into the carriage
    roof. After several blows he broke through to the other end. He
    flung off all of his coverings and great coat and rained blow after
    blow on the roof until a sizable hole had opened. 

     

    Belle soon joined him on the other side with the tools from the
    wrecked coach. Together they made a hole big enough to drag Mr.
    Greengage through. 

     

    Apart from a couple of groans when they had set his broken bones,
    there was still no sign of life, but they could only hope that all
    would be well. 

     

    "Hold his head. That's right. Watch the right shoulder." The snow
    swirled around as Blake crawled out of the hole himself and took the
    other shoulder. 

     

    "I'll get his feet," she offered. 

     

    They managed to get him over to the other carriage. James the
    postillion was able to help maneuver the prone body into the warmth
    of the vehicle. 

     

    "Belle and I need to go back for all of the wood and bottles and
    blankets," Blake said quickly. "Climb over him and tuck yourself in
    the far corner, with him next to you in the middle. We'll be back in
    five minutes." 

     

    Within that time they cleaned out the essential contents of the mail
    coach, the food, footwarmers, hot water bottles, traveling rugs and
    his valises.  

     

    Finally, he got their luggage out of the boot and said to Belle,
    "Get inside, find my tinder box in one of those valises, and light
    the lamps on my carriage. Then bring it back here." 

     

    He went back and chopped more wood, which he brought back to the
    carriage. He opened the lids of the four footwarmers, emptied the
    ashes, and piled each to the top with wood. He came back a short
    time later with a small bottle of lamp oil. He doused the contents
    of each of the metal footwarmers with the oil, and struck the
    tinderbox. 

     

    The small blazes gave off a good deal of heat and light for a time.
    When the blazes had subsided a bit, he put the covers back on and
    put the hot waterbottles on top of them to reheat them. 

     

    Belle went back to the mail coach to chop more wood while Blake
    hacked the branches he had brought into manageably sized pieces. He
    stacked them in the luggage rack overhead inside the carriage. 

     

    She came back with a couple of more armfuls of the roof of the
    coach. Once they were loaded inside he put his hand on her shoulder. 

     

    "That's enough now. Up you get. Everyone inside on the same seat,
    you in between Mr. Greengage and myself." 

     

    She nodded and got in. She knew he had given her the warmest place,
    sandwiched in between the two men. She ought to have felt shy, but
    somehow being with the handsome doctor seemed the most natural thing
    in the world. 

     

    They squeezed in on the seat all together, and for a time they
    enjoyed the relative warmth of the coach with the four blazes going
    and soon, the hot water bottles sandwiched in between them. 

     

    "I propose food next," Blake said quietly. 

     

    "I'll get it. Have a look at Mr. Greengage. Surely he should be
    showing some signs of coming to by now?" 

     

    He shrugged. "It's hard to tell with a head injury. But I hope he
    will soon. Otherwise I'm afraid the prognosis won't be very good." 

     

    There was a small knife in her bag, and some pats of butter. She
    made four sandwiches, and set one aside in case the sleeping man
    should wake, though she doubted the wisdom of him being allowed to
    eat anything. Still, it was a sign of respect that they shared
    everything together in their wretched plight. 

     

    She opened Mr. Greengage's bag and peered in. She made up sandwiches
    from the supplies as well, beef and cold chicken, as well, four of
    each, but put them back in the cotton bag in case, as she had begun
    to suspect, they might have to remain in the coach all night. 

     

    Then she looked at the basket that James had explored, and no doubt
    nibbled from. Venison pie, pasties, some packets of hunting
    chocolate, a rich fruit cake, and some marzipan were just a few of
    the delicacies. 

     

    Blake looked at her surprised and delighted face. "Might as well
    have it now. Make it a bit of a picnic." 

     

    They fell upon the makeshift feast hungrily. Blake allowed them all
    one sip of brandy and then passed around the ginger beer. When the
    bottle was empty he stepped outside and filled it full of snow,
    before putting it to melt on one of the footwarmers. 

     

    When the snow had melted he passed it around. "The cold can really
    dry you out. Drink up." 

     

    "Easy for you to say," Arabella muttered under her breath. 

     

    "I understand. You will be careful when you go outside, won't you.
    Behind the coach is the nearest place so you don't get lost." 

     

    "You are a most direct and forthright man," she remarked with a
    blush. 

     

    He avoided her embarrassed gaze. "Just a practical one. I don't want
    any of us displaying false modesty and wandering off into the middle
    of a blizzard, now do I?" 

     

    "No, I suppose not." 

     

    "Tell me, where was the last village you pulled through?" 

     

    "It was about seven miles back. Rede Village," James said through a
    mouthful of beef and cheese. 

     

    "What sort?" 

     

    "Pretty humble by the looks of things. One inn, not one we would
    stop at for anything other than picking up and setting down
    passengers." 

     

    "I have to guess that John won't be here for some time. We need to
    get some rest. The last village I passed through is seven miles the
    other way. However you look at it, we'll have a fairly cold and
    rough journey to get to the safety and warmth of an inn through all
    this snow. We need to keep up our strength. Everyone finish eating,
    and then we have a nap." 

     

    They did as he suggested quite gladly, for they were worn out with
    the shocks of the day, and knew their ordeal was still nowhere near
    its end. She made herself as comfortable as she could, leaning into
    the space between Blake's arm and chest. 

     

    He reached up his other hand to tuck the blanket around her more
    securely, and press her head onto his shoulder. "Sleep now." 

     

    He linked his fingers loosely with hers. She was surprised to find,
    when she heard a small groan beside her some time later, that she
    had indeed slept soundly. 

     

    Blake was awake and alert, his hand now across her body to check on
    his patient. 

     

    Belle got up to move to the other side of the carriage. Blake threw
    off the blanket and gave it to her as he spoke quietly with Mr.
    Greengage and asked him where it hurt. 

     

    "All over," the younger man said in a daze. 

     

    "How is your head?" 

     

    "Throbbing." 

     

    He reached in his bag and gave him something for the pain, and a
    small sip of water. "I am going to keep an eye on you for a while.
    If you can hold down that water, we can let you have a bit more." 

     

    He nodded, drank, and sat back again with a sigh. "Are you well,
    Miss?" 

     

    "Not so bad, Mr. Greengage. We've been most fortunate. Had it not
    been for Dr. Sanderson here, we would have been in very dire straits
    indeed." 

     

    "I can well imagine," he sighed. "My poor uncle, though. He will not
    get to see me now, I fear. Nor your brother see you either." 

     

    Arabella's face fell. All the hours that had ticked past! Peter
    would be leaving for India soon, and here she was snowed in
    somewhere in the middle of Berkshire. How was she ever going to get
    him to change his mind about handing over her guardianship to a
    nameless, faceless stranger now? 

     

    Mr. Greengage sipped some more water weakly. While Blake ministered
    to him, she decided to take the opportunity to attend to the call of
    nature. 

     

    She returned a short time later with more firewood. Blake stepped
    out for a moment, presumably upon the same errand. He too returned
    with more wood, and they stacked it up on the rack as well. 

     

    "I'm going back to the cluster of trees to get a bit more. If we
    have to be here all night, I don't want to have to run out to do it
    at midnight." 

     

    "Be careful." 

     

    He smiled and nodded. "Keep it warm in here for me." 

     

    She put one of the bottles back on to heat and nestled once more
    into the spot which she had vacated. 

     

    Blake seemed to be gone for ages, but at last she saw him with a
    huge pile of firewood, which he left outside as he jumped back in
    the coach to warm up. 

     

    "It would f-f-freeze the cannonballs off a b-b-brass m-m-monkey out
    there," Blake complained, his teeth chattering. 

     

    She wrapped him up and warmed him as she had before. Gradually his
    shivering gave way to a pleasant sense of coziness. 

     

    "We're going to need to take turns watching over each other. We
    can't all sleep. I've heard far too many stories of people freezing
    to death in stranded coaches for me to be complacent." 

     

    She lifted the scalding hot water bottle and put it into his lap.
    "Your turn to sleep, then. You must be done in." 

     

    "Let me have half an hour." He rested his head on the top of hers.
    In an instant he was breathing deeply and evenly, his slumber
    dreamless and exhausted. 

     

    She gave him an hour in the end, and roused him when she moved to
    feed fuel into all of the footwarmers. 

     

    He checked on Mr. Greengage, who was sleeping peacefully, and James,
    who complained of pain. Blake gave him a tincture of laudanum, and
    insisted upon more water for everyone. 

     

    "And how are you, my dear?" 

     

    "Not too dreadful." 

     

    "You're a model patient. Never a word of complaint, and you've
    helped everyone a great deal. Not many women of your age would be
    able to remained so calm in the face of such adversity, not to
    mention pain. Well done, Belle." 

     

    He ran one hand down her ribs, and she winced. "If you like, we can
    have you lie down in the other seat with one of the foot warmers
    next to you." 

     

    "If anyone should do that it's Mr. Greengage, not me." 

     

    "Well, it's more appropriate with you being the only woman in the
    group, but I won't tell if you won't." 

     

    "I am no prude, sir. We're sharing our warmth so as not to perish.
    There's nothing shameful in that." 

     

    "I beg your pardon. I was merely concerned for your reputation. Not
    to mention the fact that your family will be most concerned for your
    well-being." 

     

    "I assure you, none of my family are in any position to object to
    that has happened here tonight," she said truthfully. 

     

    Her double meaning was not lost upon Blake. "I see. I am sorry." 

     

    He sat for a time considering. "Perhaps this has all been a mistake,
    us waiting for help. We do have one remaining horse, if he hasn't
    yet perished, poor thing. We ought to at the very least try to get
    closer to civilization. 

     

    "We know there's nothing here, and no other vehicles have come past
    in either direction. The roads could be blocked. Or they could all
    have simply stayed where they were rather than press on as the mail
    coach was obliged to do. 

     

    "We have fuel and supplies for now, some food, but a storm like this
    can render the roads impassable for days. I can't risk that. Not
    with three injured people." 

     

    "But we also can't risk being worse off than before, having an
    accident in this carriage, for example," she pointed out. "Moreover,
    who's going to risk sitting on the box? It's freezing. There are
    drifts everywhere. And you and I are the only people reasonably
    able-bodied." 

     

    "I can help drive, if you can get me onto the box," James offered,
    though he was still white about the mouth from cold and pain. 

     

    Blake was torn. It was a difficult situation, no matter how he
    looked at it. He glanced from one face to the next. The spark of
    life in Belle's eyes decided for him. 

     

    "All right, I'm going to take the chance. Belle, please gather as
    much wood and anything else you can find from the coach. I'll
    harness the horse." 

     

    Arabella nodded. She clambered out and began to heave with the axe
    with all her might. Most of the top of the coach was now gone, so
    she stood on the side and hacked some long strips, then made several
    trips back to the carriage to load up her supplies. 

     

    She searched the boot and found some more shovels, rope, more lamp
    oil, and some waterproof Macintosh material. 

     

    She considered for a moment, and found the middle of it. She made
    one small cut in the center with the point of her axe. 

     

    She went back to the carriage, where the horse now stood patiently
    in the tracers, the snow coming down all around him. The doctor had
    cleaned off the burlap sacking the animal had worn as a blanket and
    replaced it with a warm dry one. It didn't look too badly off, all
    things considered, but it would have a hard time in this weather,
    with four people to pull instead of only two. 

     

    But she knew they had few other options, and so she patted his nose
    and offered him some of the fodder the mail coach had carried into
    the boot, and some warm water in his nose bag, which it drank
    thirstily. 

     

    Blake had returned to the interior of the carriage to get one final
    burst of warmth. When she was finished tending to the horse's needs,
    she stepped up into it too and took stock. 

     

    "Help me load more fuel into one of these," she said to James. 

     

    They crammed it full, and she stuffed one of the others and stood
    all of the hot water bottles on it. "I'll give you a new one every
    so often. And here, try this. It will keep you dry, and the wind off
    you." 

     

    She slipped the Macintosh material over Blake's head, and took off
    her scarf and woolen gloves. She wrapped his head, mouth and nose in
    the scarf, and then pulled the Macintosh up over it, and handed him
    the gloves. 

     

    He held up his huge hands. "I shall stretch them unmercifully." 

     

    "Better that than frost bite or chillblains. Try to drive with one
    hand if you can. Keep the other one warm in your lap." 

     

    He got the gloves on, and looking like some bizarre kind of mole,
    stepped out into the storm, and climbed onto the box. 

     

    She handed him up the foot warmer, and a hot water bottle wrapped in
    one of the traveling rugs. She placed another rug over his knees. 

     

    "If it gets to be too much for you, just stop and come back down. At
    least you'll have tried." 

     

    "I will. I promise. Don't look so worried. Get back inside now,
    Belle." 

     

    With a small wave she left him. 
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    As soon as Blake heard the door shut he cracked the whip and the
    horse creaked forward. He could feel the hooves slipping, though he
    had wrapped them in burlap while Belle had been tending to the
    firewood. Still, the animal got enough purchase on the slick surface
    to move forward. The only problem would be hills. Anything too steep
    in either direction could easily overset them. 

     

    They crawled along, Blake getting colder by the minute. His face and
    most especially his eyelids stung. Though it was not snowing so
    heavily now, the flakes coming down were a constant irritation and
    rendered the carriage lamps almost useless. 

     

    Dark shapes loomed up at him so suddenly he had all to do not to
    jerk the reins and scare the animal, or bring the horse to a
    complete halt from which they might never be able to start again. 

     

    Even traveling so slowly, the carriage bounced, slipped and slid. He
    hated to think of the damage the three occupants below might be
    suffering, especially the unconscious Mr. Greengage. 

     

    Even more haunting was the pallor and wide-eyed stare of Belle. The
    poor girl had held up well, but she had to be in a lot of pain.
    Every chop of the axe must have been torture to her, yet she had
    brought in fuel in a manner worthy of the best woodsman. 

     

    What a rare woman. Tender, compassionate, brave, sensible, not
    concerned with appearances, able to tolerate hardship. Warm, lovely,
    sensual… 

     

    Stop that, he scolded himself. The girl evidently came from a fairly
    decent family, though probably well below his. Not that his was so
    lofty, he thought wryly. But she was so beautiful, she probably had
    a string of suitors a mile long. Suitors her own age,
    happy-go-lucky, uncomplicated men who were not haunted by their
    past, the war, the burdens he still had to bear even after so many
    years… 

     

    Blake wondered when he was ever going to get back to London now. If
    he had not promised himself at Bath, he might have simply turned
    around and headed for home. 

     

    But he needed to know what had happened to John, his driver. He
    feared the worst at this stage. He could easily have succumbed to
    the elements. In any case, when he had set off the storm had not
    seemed so bad. But who knew what had awaited the young man further
    up the road? Or what was happening now? 

     

    Fortunately, the snow started to abate by ten, and they made
    steadier progress through the deep drifts. Belle handed him freshly
    heated bottles through the window about every twenty minutes, and
    water mixed with a tiny bit of brandy. 

     

    Finally even Blake knew his own limitations when he felt himself
    starting to nod off from the cold. The carriage gave a sudden lurch,
    and he realized they were perilously close to the edge of a stream.
    He forced himself not to jerk the reins. Making a few subtle and
    contained movements, he steered to the left, to good firm solid
    ground, and halted. 

     

    His legs were so stiff he could barely move them. Belle was
    immediately out of the carriage to take the water bottle and rugs
    and help him down. 

     

    He fell into her arms heavily. Though she gave a gasp of pain, her
    knees straightened and she was able to help him hobble back into the
    carriage. As he got in, James got out the other side. 

     

    "My turn," he said. 

     

    "But-" 

     

    "I'll be right back." 

     

    She lifted the Macintosh from his head and then got James kitted out
    and up onto the box. The broken leg stuck straight out in front of
    him as he sat down, but he braced himself against the corner of the
    box with a full new footwarmer, and soon they were moving once more. 

     

    Belle enfolded Blake in the traveling rugs and had him sit almost on
    top of two of the footwarmers while she replenished the other and
    tried to dry out the rugs. 

     

    He shivered uncontrollably, and she put his frozen face in her warm
    palms. Then she moved closer, and blew gently. 

     

    He grabbed a hot water bottle from off the fire, put it in his lap,
    and pulled her onto it as well. She blinked in surprise, but
    understood. Soon she began to blow on his cheeks. 

     

    It was more than even a restrained man like Blake could bear. He
    tilted his head, and kissed her, felt himself thawing in her arms in
    every sense of the word. 

     

    Her kiss was honey-sweet, and made him forget for a moment even his
    own name. He could taste dew, smell freshly mown grass, feel the
    summer sunshine upon his face, the warmth penetrating his bones, his
    soul… 

     

    Desire coursed through him, hot, ragged and oh so urgent. With his
    hands on her face, stroking her delicate petal-soft skin and brow
    with his thumbs, he deepened the kiss still further, as if they
    could absorb each other fully and be made one. 

     

    His manhood throbbed painfully against the hot water bottle which
    separated their lower bodies by only a few inches. All he had to do
    was… 

     

    The carriage slid sideways, sending Belle sprawling off his lap. He
    tried to catch her, but his hands upon her ribs wrung a sharp cry
    from her. 

     

    He grabbed her arm as she nearly crashed onto Mr. Greengage's prone
    body. Then the carriage righted itself and she was on her feet
    safely. 

     

    "I'm sorry, so sorry," Blake began to say abjectly. 

     

    "They're not that sore," she said, holding herself around the middle
    gently. 

     

    "I meant about…" 

     

    "None of this is your fault. Don't keep apologizing. I made my
    choices. I chose to press on to London, I chose to touch you. Chose
    to well, kiss you. Let you kiss me. It was comforting. Caring.
    Crackling with, with fire." 

     

    Belle was looking at him in wonder. She was so breathtakingly lovely
    Blake had all to do not to pull her into his lap again. Instead he
    yanked up the shade and dropped down the sash. 

     

    "All right up there?" he called. 

     

    "Slippery, but all right. No snow now, but it's freezing." 

     

    "You feel yourself getting sleepy, you stop, no matter what, do you
    hear me? Don't try to be a hero." 

     

    "Yes, sir, I hear you." 

     

    Blake slammed the window shut and pulled the covers off the
    footwarmers. He put his hands and face as close to them as he dared.
    "Gosh, it's so bitter." 

     

    "But every mile is that much closer to safety. You're very brave." 

     

    "Or very foolish," he said curtly. 

     

    "No, brave. We'd be long dead if you hadn't stopped. And hadn't
    known what to do, thought about the long-term practicalities of
    survival." 

     

    "I learned in Portugal and Spain. Cold and disease killed just as
    many men as the French did. More perhaps. And look at Napoleon's
    Russian campaign. You can defy man, but not the elements. Nearly a
    quarter of a million men learned that to their cost." 

     

    "You were in the Army then, as a doctor?" she asked with interest. 

     

    "Yes," he said. "But it is not really a fit subject for a lady's
    hearing, and I-" 

     

    A groan from Mr. Greengage made them both start and look at him. 

     

    "Where am I?" 

     

    "We're trying to get to the nearest village. We had an accident, do
    you remember?" Belle said quickly. 

     

    "God, it's so cold. The pain." 

     

    Blake fetched his medical bag, though his hands were still trembling
    so badly he dropped it on the seat. "A spoonful of the liquid in
    that green bottle," he indicated, pressing his hands together to
    quell their shaking. 

     

    She dosed the patient and tried to rearrange the clothes and
    travelling rugs and bottles to make him more comfortable. She held
    up the water bottle, and at Blake's nod, gave him something to
    drink. 

     

    "Can we risk food?" 

     

    "Not at this stage. Soon, though. He kept down the other water we
    gave him." 

     

    "I'm not hungry in any case," he said quietly. 

     

    "What of you?" Belle asked the tall, handsome doctor. 

     

    "Starving, I have to admit." 

     

    "Well, there are the other sandwiches." 

     

    "We ought to save them just in case." 

     

    "Eating one won't do any harm." 

     

    He nodded, and she handed it to him. He chewed wearily but with
    relish. She sat back down between the men to share the warmth. 

     

    "Better?" she asked after a time. 

     

    "Much." He leaned his head back. "Can you let me have about twenty
    minutes' sleep? I feel like my eyes are dancing in my head. But make
    sure I don't sleep too long. I need to spell James. He can't stay up
    there much longer with that leg." 

     

    "I'll watch over you, I promise." 

     

    He rested his head on the crown of hers, and closed his gritty eyes.
    It seemed as though he had only just shut them when she was shaking
    him awake. Her tone became increasingly urgent. 

     

    "Doctor! Dr. Sanderson! You must get up. You said not to let you
    sleep, and James is just about done in. He says the road is getting
    worse. The snow is much deeper, almost up to the horse's chest." 

     

    "How far do you think we've gone?" he asked as he shook his head to
    try to clear it of the erotic visions which had been swirling in his
    head, all featuring a raven-haired woman with deep blue eyes. 

     

    "I caught the glimpse of a milestone when I opened the window to
    call up to him. I think we have another two miles to go if we're
    lucky." 

     

    He fumbled through his clothing and eventually pulled out his fob
    watch. "Nearly midnight. Drat, you let me sleep too long." 

     

    "I could barely wake you as it was," she said defensively. 

     

    He patted her shoulder. "Come on, help me get James down off the box
    before he perishes." 

     

    They struggled with the near-frozen young man, and got him back down
    in one piece, just. 

     

    Once back in the safety of the coach, all four of them considered
    their options while James tried to thaw out. 

     

    Blake had to tamp down the huge surge of jealousy he felt over Belle
    helping the other man, but he noticed she did not touch his face in
    the way she had his. 

     

    Was it possible she liked him, rather than James? Or was it that she
    had become more wary after his uncontrollable display of ardor? 

     

    Whatever the reason, he could find no fault with her nursing
    abilities. Once again he thanked God that he had had someone so
    capable helping him. That she had been spared serious injury. 

     

    "Is the snow as bad as he says?" she asked after a time. 

     

    "Aye, it's deep." 

     

    "We have shovels. We'll just have to dig." 

     

    "James can barely stand, and Mr. Greengage is in no fit state-" 

     

    "I meant you and I. Get James warmed up, put him back on the box,
    and press forward. We haven't come all this way to perish now." 

     

    "No one is going to perish," Blake said firmly. "Please, Belle,
    you've been very brave up until now. Try not to panic at this
    stage." 

     

    "I'm not. We're so close. Mr. Greengage needs help. Either your
    driver didn't get through, or no one is able or willing to help us.
    They've probably given us up for dead. It's only another two or
    three miles at most and then this whole ordeal will be over. We dig
    a trench just wide enough to pass through, and head for the next
    village." 

     

    Blake looked at James. He was still shivering uncontrollably, but he
    nodded. "I'll do it if you will. And at least the wind seems to be
    dying down." He drank in her appearance as if trying to memorize it. 

     

    "Check through the bags. Yours too, Belle. We need every single
    piece of clothing on us that we can fit. Woolen stockings can be
    used as mufflers, even as mittens if need be. Get all those bottles
    heated. We head out in fifteen minutes. We have nothing to lose at
    this stage by trying. If we get through, hot food and warm beds
    await us. If we don't, one of us can run for help as soon as the sun
    is up." 

     

    "You could do that now. Take the horse," Belle suggested. 

     

    "It's tempting, but I don't want to risk it. If anything happens to
    me, then everything would be on your shoulders, Belle. I don't want
    to risk it. It's a third option, but we're better off sticking
    together at this stage. It may only be two miles, but anything can
    happen when you're on your own. We have food, shelter and warmth.
    I'm not going to risk ending up worse off. If you don't mind
    digging, then we dig." 

     

    "I'm almost ready," she said, hauling on the last of her petticoats,
    which she put on right over her dress. She was relieved her linen
    was so pristine thanks to the auspices of her housekeeper Maggie,
    whose motto was ‘cleanliness is next to godliness.' 

     

    She saw Blake staring down at her, and tried not to blush. But that
    kiss they had shared before made it hard to look him in the eye. 

     

    What on earth must he think of her? A lone woman journeying to
    London by herself? How was he to know that her usual two chaperones,
    her nanny and housekeeper, had been unfit to accompany her to see
    her step-brother? He must think her quite an experienced woman of
    the world judging from the questions he had asked. 

     

    But she had spoken the truth--the kiss had been the most marvelous
    thing she had ever experienced in her whole life, as warm and
    wonderful as a summer's day. She had had a vision of them rolling in
    a newly mown field, happy, laughing, the sun shining, as if they
    hadn't a care in the world. It had been pure magic. 

     

    She started at the sound of Blake's voice. 

     

    "I said, are you ready?" 

     

    "Oh, yes." 

     

    His tone was sharp. "You can't fall asleep out there, Belle." 

     

    "No, no, I won't." She gave him her bravest smile. 

     

    His heart turned over. He kissed her lips fleetingly and then
    covered her nose and mouth with her makeshift scarf consisting of a
    dark blue linen shawl she had wrapped around herself several times. 

     

    "Let's go. We'll be back for you in fifteen minutes, James. Stay
    warm in the meantime." 

     

    The perspiration soon began to run down her back in irritating
    trickles as they worked side by side to clear the path, she throwing
    the snow to her right, and he to his left. She had to take two
    shovels of snow to each of his one to keep up, but it was fairly
    loose and powdery in places, and they only removed about two feet of
    it. 

     

    "The horse can get through that depth, I'm sure. Press on," Blake
    said as he moved ahead. 

     

    Her ribs ached like mad, but she was not going to give in. The
    prospect of warmth, safety and a good bed were too tempting for her
    to quit now. Drat and blast, she thought to herself. 

     

    All this trouble to avoid a guardian she was afraid she would
    despise, and she had nearly ended up dead. Crushed to death in the
    carriage, or frozen to death if Dr. Sanderson hadn't saved her. 

     

    If ever she had ever had doubts about guardian angels, they had been
    removed by the presence of the handsome doctor beside her. For she
    felt that as long as he was by her side, she could never come to any
    harm. 

     

    It was a foolish notion, she knew, for once they were at the inn, he
    would go his way, and she hers. Still, he was a most respectable and
    eligible gentleman…. No, he had wife and ten children at home, she
    was convinced of it. 

     

    But then, he had kissed her. Well, she had kissed him, if she was
    being completely candid about it. She had not been able to help
    herself… 

     

    He surprised her again by starting to sing hymns to keep the rhythm
    going as they worked. She joined in with ‘Amazing Grace' and
    continued their duet with ‘Abide with Me' and ‘A Mighty Fortress is
    My God'. 

     

    At the end of it, he said, "Look, it's a lot clearer in this next
    section." 

     

    "But it's uphill. The horse's feet will never-" 

     

    "Do we have any more lamp oil?" 

     

    "Yes, nearly a full bottle." 

     

    "Come on, Belle. Hurry." 

     

    She looked at him questioningly for a second, and followed on. "Get
    James up on the box, now." 

     

    They heaved the young man on board and got the horse moving. He
    ploughed stolidly through the trench they had dug. They got enough
    momentum to get partly up the hill, but the carriage began to slide. 

     

    Blake jumped out, bottle and tinder box in hand. He sprinkled the
    oil on the snow, and set it alight with a burning ember. It flared
    brightly, and began to melt the snow, until the dirt track below was
    visible. He continued on up the hill, burning a path for the horse
    to struggle up with his burlap-clad hooves. 

     

    A rumble in the air alerted them to another storm on the way, but
    Blake noted with relief that the temperature was a great deal warmer
    than it had been, and not just because of the physical exertions he
    had been undergoing digging and trudging through the snow. 

     

    Now large drops of rain spattered down, washing much of the snow
    away. 

     

    "Thank God." 

     

    "Blake, come inside!" she called. 

     

    But one look at James told him the lad was just about done in. 

     

    "Give me the Macintosh fabric, Son, and get inside with Belle and
    Mr. Greengage," he instructed. 

     

    James made a token protest, but he was shivering as if with the
    ague. Blake got up on the step and grabbed at him before he fell. 

     

    He lifted the rubberized cloak from over the man's head, settled him
    back into the coach, into the arms of Belle, he noted with another
    stab of jealousy, and got back on the box once more. 

     

    The chilling rain ran down in him rivulets and the road was still
    icy and craggy in places, with large drifts. 

     

    After another hour, he blinked, and blinked again. Swiping the rain
    from his eyes, he was almost certain he could see… 

     

    "It's the village," Belle called up to him. 

     

    He turned and saw she was perched on the window opening, and handed
    him a wrapped hot water bottle, which he took gratefully. "Be
    careful. If we slip-" 

     

    "James has me by the ankles. Here, take another one." 

     

    She handed up the other bottle, and went back down, shutting the
    window before he had time to thank her. 

     

    It was only when he tucked them in around himself that he realized
    that he had been freezing. His trembling grew so bad he dropped one
    or the other of the reins several times, and had to press his hands
    together right on top of the bottle in his lap to steady himself. 

     

    God, it was so cold. Only a bit further, please. I need to keep
      them safe. 

     

    He replayed the kiss he had shared with Belle hours before. Her kiss
    was honey-sweet, and made him forget for a moment even his own
    terrible past. 

     

    He could taste dew, smell freshly mown grass, feel the glorious
    sunshine upon his face, the warmth penetrating his bones, his soul…
    A new life. 

     

    Spring was the season, flowers, bees, pollen, everything fresh and
    new, like her skin, her hair… 

     

    Unbound, flowing over Blake's bare body like a river as it cascaded
    down her shoulders, covering her voluptuous breasts, which peeped
    through the raven tresses. It was a stark contrast, the pink, white
    and black. Then she was cradling his head against her, one nipple
    sliding unerringly into his mouth to nurture him, fill him with
    longing… 

     

    He could hear the shouts, the sound of running feet, the flinging
    open of the coach doors. He felt a little hand upon his shoulder, a
    delicate caress of his face. 

     

    "Come, Blake, it's over now. You're safe. We're safe. I'll look
    after you." 

     

    Then he was moving, sliding downwards, stumbling, his arms around
    her shoulders… 

     

    Her bare shoulders, so creamy and soft, her slender throat. 

     

    He kissed them all, then her rosy lips as his legs moved over hers.
    He moved inside the warm circle of her arms, her body, and the sun
    blazed anew in all its glory, blinding him with its brilliance as
    she shimmered all around him, hot, wet, loving, a taste of heaven on
    earth as he poured out all his pent-up yearnings into her… 
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    Blake had never been so warm in his life. He stirred sleepily,
    almost too comfortable to move. But the enticing smell of food
    emanating from the kitchen below was enough incentive to lift his
    head from the pillow. Not to mention the overwhelming ache in his
    loins. It really had been too long. He toyed lazily with the idea
    of-- 

     

    His eyes flew open with a start as his descending hand met a bare
    leg draped over his waist. The sun pouring in the window was almost
    perpendicular. It had to be the middle of the afternoon. The window
    was not his own. Had he- 

     

    He turned his head to look at the beautiful raven-haired woman
    slumbering peacefully by his side. Surely not a whore. He had never… 

     

    He had never seen anything so lovely in his life. Upon closer
    examination, however, he observed the mottled and chapped skin on
    her face and lips, and on the small delicate hand resting on his
    chest atop the covers. Her arm was clad in snowy white night flannel
    with tiny pink ribbons on the sleeves, both virginal and arousing. 

     

    At last he remembered. The coach wreck, the journey to safety… 

     

    How she had ended up in his bed he had no idea, for he could not
    recall anything clearly after spotting the lights of the inn in the
    distance, and Belle giving him the hot water bottles. 

     

    He shivered at the memory, and she stirred and opened her eyes. 

     

    "Are you well?" she asked quietly. 

     

    "I think so. You?" 

     

    "It's gone cold again. You're still shivering." She reached up to
    his throat and joined the gaping edges of the nightshirt he had been
    put in. 

     

    She pulled the covers up to his chin once more, placing her own arm
    under the blankets and upon his chest. "Better?" 

     

    "Mmm," he sighed. He closed his eyes again, and moved his hand on
    her bare leg. He realised her nightgown had rucked up over her
    thighs. With one final lingering stroke he tugged it back down. It
    was kind of her to be so solicitous of him, but it was not suitable
    for… 

     

    It was wonderful. He had never awakened with a woman in bed beside
    him before. All of his couplings had been quick, urgent, and over.
    The idea of lingering behind to look them in the face afterwards was
    just too difficult for him. He didn't know who he despised more,
    himself for not being able to control his needs, or them for
    indulging him. 

     

    Leonore he had of course seen more than once over the years, but he
    had never dared sleep over. That would have lent some sort of
    permanence to something which had only ever been intended to be a
    temporary solution at best. Sensuality blinded people to what was
    important, true, decent… Made them throw all caution to the winds,
    respectability, caused them to turn their back on duty, family- 

     

    "I said, are you hungry?" 

     

    "Starving." 

     

    She sat up, and he almost wept at the loss of her soft presence in
    the bed beside him. 

     

    "There's some hot water and towels and whatever was left over in
    your valise behind the screen. And your things drying by the fire.
    I'll tell the servants to bring up some food. I'm sorry we had to
    share. There was no more room and they made the mistake of, well,
    um-" 

     

    He sat up and looked at her. "What mistake?" 

     

    She blushed. "Thinking we were a couple." 

     

    "I see." He colored as well, suddenly recalling his sensual
    delusions as he had been led into the warmth of the inn. Surely he
    hadn't- 

     

    But no, she seemed unruffled, the sheets crisp and clean. As he
    discovered when he got behind the screen, he was fiercely aroused,
    but there was no sign that he had been doing anything he shouldn't. 

     

    She took up her midnight blue shawl and went out into the hall to
    find a servant and then see James the postillion and Mr. Greengage,
    who had been put in the next room. 

     

    As luck would have it, one of the other travellers who had taken
    refuge from the storm and was sleeping downstairs by the fire until
    the storm blew over was an apothecary and bonesetter. He had
    immediately offered to help. Both men were now resting comfortably,
    though they were still shivering and a bit feverish. 

     

    Blake's driver John had been badly frostbitten, and they'd had to
    remove a couple of his fingers and toes. But he was at least alive.
    He had been found slumped over the back of the horse, it having made
    its way to the inn with the unerring instinct of a beast looking for
    food, shelter and the companionship of its own kind. Of course they
    had had no idea where he had come from, so no help had arrived at
    the site of the mailcoach wreck. 

     

    Belle shivered herself as she thought how lucky they had been. She
    hated to think what would have happened to them had Blake not
    decided to brave the journey to Rede Village. 

     

    Now at last John was conscious, but she doubted they would have
    lasted twenty-four hours in the coach and still lived to tell the
    tale. 

     

     

    The sun was already setting by the time Blake pulled himself from
    the hot bath she had had prepared for him, and he struggled into his
    drawers, trousers and shirt. At last he felt warm, if exhausted once
    more. 

     

    The return of Belle and the arrival of the food soon perked him up
    considerably. 

     

    "Better now?" she asked. 

     

    "Much. My goodness, I feel as though I've been to hell and back." 

     

    She nodded. "I know what you mean. Eat the soup. It'll make you feel
    stronger." 

     

    He said Grace and then they both began to devour the food hungrily.
    She stretched out her bare feet in front of the fire and sighed. "We
    were very lucky. All ten fingers and toes. Both of us. And James and
    Mr. Greengage." 

     

    He nearly started up out of the chair. "My God, I'm in such a daze,
    I nearly forgot all about them." 

     

    "It's all right. Sit and eat," she soothed, patting his hand. "Mr.
    Samuels is with them. He's an apothecary. They're fine. John too,
    just about." 

     

    She told him about his frostbite and fever. "You can go look in on
    all of them when you've finished eating. No, finish. You need to
    eat. And as soon as I eat, I'm having my bath." 

     

    She rang for a servant to start bringing more hot water. She sat
    back down, and put more roast beef on his plate. 

     

    "All I can say is thank you, Belle. I don't know what I would have
    done without you," he said sincerely, his gaze boring into hers. 

     

    "The same here. It was quite an adventure," she said, daring to
    venture a smile. 

     

    "Too close a call for us all." 

     

    "Aye, I do know it. And I thank the Lord every minute that it was
    you in coming on the road in the storm. Anyone less than a medical
    doctor with your skills and bravery, and, well, I doubt any of us
    would have survived. Most certainly not Mr. Greengage." 

     

    He waved aside her compliments with a blush. "Anyone would have--" 

     

    "I don't think so. I dare say you've seen worse in the war, but
    still, you were very brave and I owe you a debt of gratitude I can
    never hope to repay." 

     

    He finished the last of his meat and shook his head. "Nay, no
    gratitude needed. I was glad to help. But I do want to say, well,
    all this--' He gestured around the room. " I'm sorry if I've
    appeared to take advantage of you in any way. You're so young." 

     

    "Not so young that I don't know a cad when I see one." 

     

    His face fell. 

     

    "But you are no cad, Dr. Sanderson." She winked. 

     

    He smiled at her in relief, though why the girl's good opinion of
    him should matter so much he had no idea. She was a stranger, a
    passing acquaintance, no more. He would go to Bath, she to London,
    and never more would they meet. 

     

    Though as he looked at her, with her raven hair flowing down around
    her shoulders, putting him in mind of the erotic vision he had had
    of her just before he had collapsed, he admitted inwardly, What a
    pity. I could get used to looking at her, touching her…. 

     

    "Blake, what is it? Are you feeling faint again?" 

     

    He thumped his head with the heel of his hand, trying to clear it.
    "A bit dizzy is all." 

     

    "Here, have some hot sweet tea. It's supposed to be good for shocks
    and scares." 

     

    She prepared the cup and pressed it into his hands, and then tested
    his forehead with the back of her wrist. "A bit feverish still, but
    nothing a couple of days of rest won't cure." 

     

    "Thank you, Doctor," he said with a smile. 

     

    Her mouth dropped open. "Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't mean-" 

     

    "You're very sweet. Nothing to be ashamed of. Now, where's my
    medical bag?" 

     

    "Here in the corner." She brought it to him at once. 

     

    A tap at the door heralded the arrival of her bath. "You can go off
    and see the others now, and come back for another rest." She looked
    at him shyly for a moment, and pointed. "We dried out the flannel
    strips we used to bind my ribs, but after my bath, would you mind
    very much examining me? Perhaps you have some cream or something for
    the pain?" 

     

    "Yes, of course." He took out his small green bottle and gave her a
    teaspoon full of the brown liquid. "I'll be back in half an hour." 

     

    She nodded. "Thank you." 

     

    When he'd gone, she tried not to panic. But he was going to have to
    see at least part of her bare, for he could not examine her ribs
    without seeing the top half of her at least. She would don a
    petticoat to cover her lower half and put a handkerchief over her
    breasts. That ought to suffice. She could of course ask the
    apothecary, but nice though he was, she didn't want anyone to see
    her bare except-- 

     

    No, that was silly. Blake was a doctor helping her, that was all. He
    would go his way, she hers, and never again would they meet. So
    really there was no harm- 

     

    Stop that! she told herself. 

     

    But she could not stop thinking of the wonderful sensations she had
    experienced just being by his side tucked into his lean hard body
    while he slept. His arousal when he had awakened. She had been able
    to feel it against her leg, his hand on her knee. It had been
    indescribably exciting. 

     

    But that way lay madness. She was a virgin, and a woman all alone
    until such time as she caught up with her step-brother Peter or,
    failing that, had to go to her new guardian. 

     

    Again she had visions of some cadaverous old man with an equally
    shrivelled up old wife. She shuddered as she got into the tub. For
    all she knew, these could be her last few days of freedom. One more
    kiss or cuddle with Blake surely wouldn't damn her forever, now
    would it? 

     

    He certainly seemed nice enough, and somehow reassuringly familiar,
    comfortable to be with. She felt none of the embarrassment or
    tongue-tied awkwardness she did at balls and other social occasions.
    She had been younger then, of course, her period of mourning for one
    and then the other of her parents having halted her social rounds
    for some time. 

     

    If she was being absolutely truthful, she had to admit that she
    didn't really miss it. There was so much to do on the estate that
    she had often begrudged the time to get dressed finely and primp in
    front of the mirror. 

     

    As she washed her hair in the tub, she had to admit that she was
    lucky. Her hair was wavy enough with just the right amount of body
    to look well in any style, and her complexion was so clear she had
    no need for cosmetics. She wondered how many women would be offended
    to discover that she could get dressed and for a ball and look
    spectacular, as she had been told, in less than ten minutes. 

     

    She shrugged her slender shoulders. Now was not the time to worry
    about that. Not when she needed to see her Peter, make sure he was
    well, that he was not trying to protect her from any shocking news
    he might have to impart. It was so unlike him to not consult with
    her on a matter of such great import such as leaving her with a
    guardian. 

     

    Arabella finished scrubbing herself with the fine lavender soap she
    had brought with her, and gave a final rinse to her hair. She ducked
    under the water and then stood up in the tub. She began to dry
    herself off with a warm fluffy towel. She donned a petticoat and her
    wrapper, and wound a towel around her hair. 

     

    She sat hugging the fire until Blake returned with his medical bag.
    He placed it upon the bedside table. 

     

    Quailing inwardly, she removed the towel from her head and rose from
    the seat. 

     

    "I'll give you a couple of moments to adjust yourself modestly," he
    said, hoping the strain he felt being so near to her was not
    betrayed by his voice. 

     

    She sat down on the bed and lay on her back, opened her wrapper and
    laid the handkerchief down over her breasts. 

     

    "All right. Ready." 

     

    He tried to keep his hands impersonal upon her, but as he stroked
    down one side with his hands and she winced, he gentled them to an
    almost lover-like caress. "I'm sorry." 

     

    "I know." 

     

    He tested her other side. She winced as his hand came parallel with
    her breast. "It's going to be sore binding you up there. I think it
    will just have to be cream and you resting for a few days. No
    lifting or carrying and no shovelling snow." 

     

    She smiled at the reminder of what they had endured together. "I
    promise." 

     

    He took out the jar of cream and gathered the flannel strips from in
    front of the fire. He sighed. "I'm sorry to have to embarrass you
    further, but you're going to need to sit up for me and remove the
    lace hankie." 

     

    "It's all right. You're my doctor. A good one. I trust you." 

     

    He shook his head and sighed again. "I'm also a man. And you're a
    gorgeous woman. I'm not so sure I trust myself," he confessed. 

     

    She sat up then and removed the handkerchief, her nipples peaking at
    his candid words. "Put the cream on and wrap the rib. It'll be all
    right." 

     

    He took a handful and smoothed it over her bruised body. He
    carefully laid the strips flat, smoothing them down as he worked. He
    tried not to look at her rosy nipples, her firm ripe breasts. 

     

    He felt his breathing growing increasingly ragged. He tried to think
    of the names of all the bones in the body starting with the top as
    he worked, but her rosy nipples were so tempting, so near… All he
    had to do was bend his head- 

     

    "There, all done." 

     

    "Cream on the other side," she reminded him softly, her eyes
    glowing. 

     

    He lasted for about ten seconds. When his hand brushed the side of
    her breast, she swivelled at the waist, so that his palm covered it.
    They both gasped. 

     

    She leaned forward and pressed her mouth against his. His lips
    parted, and before she knew what was happening he had inserted his
    tongue between her velvety soft lips, and was trying to suck her
    tongue into his mouth. She stiffened in surprise for a brief moment,
    then relaxed and gave in to the seductive sensation. 

     

    The torrid kiss soon had him wanting more. He slid one hand over to
    her opposite breast while his left hand stroked down her side to
    grasp the drawstring of her petticoat and tug. 

     

    Her fingers began to work loose the cravat at his neck, his stock.
    Soon he was clad only in his shirt and breeches, she in nothing but
    the strips of flannel he had wound around her just under her ample
    breasts. He moved from the edge of the bed to plant one knee between
    her spread thighs, and began to kiss down her elegant throat to each
    breast in turn. 

     

    One hand held him poised over her arching body, while the other
    began to stroke downwards over both breasts, between them, and down
    to her navel. 

     

    Finally his huge fingers nestled in her soft curls. She opened to
    him like a flower then. Her lips parted further, so that he bestowed
    upon her a ravishingly deep kiss. He could feel the moisture coating
    his fingers, urging him to slide into her slick softness. He had
    never lost control so before. Had never reveled in a woman's body in
    the way he was worshipping Belle's. 

     

    But then, he had known from the moment he laid eyes upon her that
    she was no ordinary woman. As soon as he had touched her bare flesh,
    it was as though he had fallen under some spell. 

     

    He teased her to wetness, loving the glide of his fingers deep
    within her and the small groans she was making, her hips pushing
    upwards to seek the ultimate joining with the magnificent man who
    made her feel as though she had stumbled across a little piece of
    heaven right here on earth. 

     

    Arabella stroked down his shoulders, clutching him fiercely to her
    as though she could pull him right up inside her and never let him
    go. 

     

    The heat flooded through her, making every nerve ending go on fire.
    She wanted to give him the same gift. She now stroked down his
    abdomen with a light but purposeful touch. 

     

    She knew by rights she ought to be afraid. Well, by rights she ought
    not to even be here alone in the bed with a man she hardly knew. 

     

    But somehow when Dr. Sanderson kissed her he seemed to give her all
    the answers she needed, even before she had asked the questions. 

     

    She was panting savagely now as his fingers continued to tease her.
    His thumb delicately exploring the engorged whorl at the top of her
    torridly damp mound made her press her breasts against him. She
    twitched off his unbuttoned shirt and flicked open his trousers. 

     

    She smoothed them down over his buttocks. With only a moment's
    hesitation, she reached for his massive length, now moving
    inexorably towards her. 

     

    Blake, unable to withstand the thrill of her undressing him,
    touching him so ardently, moved to position himself for the first
    blissful stroke. 

     

    He leaned down on the mattress with his left hand. His right landed
    squarely on her bandaged ribs, wringing a pained cry from her which
    caused her to cringe away for a brief second. 

     

    His lids flew open, and he stared in horror at the young girl lying
    beneath him grimacing in pain, and naked as a newborn. 

     

    He leapt up dragged himself from the bed, hauling his trousers over
    his throbbing erection to shield himself from her gaze. "Good God,
    girl. Have you lost all reason?" 
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    "What is it? What's wrong?" she asked in a daze, her sore ribs all
    but forgotten compared with the need which had been building inside
    her. 

     

    "Wrong! Have you any idea what you nearly did!" Blake barked. 

     

    "I-I don't understand-" 

     

    Belle lay prone on the bed, her legs wide, completely bared to his
    ardent gaze. He had never seen anything more lovely in his life. Or
    more dangerous. 

     

    He snatched one end of the sheet and pulled it up over her before he
    did the unthinkable and pressed their foreplay to its natural
    conclusion. 

     

    Anger at himself made his words even more harsh than he intended. "I
    could have spread you like butter and had you for supper, for
    Heaven's sake! If you're a light-skirt, didn't anyone tell you
    you're not supposed to give it up until after you've discussed
    payment? 

     

    "And if you really are some naïve little miss from the country
    on your way to visit the big city, have you got any idea how many
    far more nasty men than me are just waiting to snap up a tasty
    morsel like you? Do you prize your virginity so lightly that you
    would give it to a passing traveller at a flea pit of an inn?" 

     

    His words finally registered through her daze. She gasped, and
    blushed crimson, snatching the sheet tightly to her bosom. 

     

    "Get out! Get out! Who are you to judge me?" she shrieked, her tears
    falling. "You are no better than I if you can simply behave so with
    a woman you have only just met." 

     

    "You were the one who was behaving so invitingly. I had the
    self-control to stop. And the discipline and decency. I'm not proud
    of what I almost did, but I broke off in time. Most other men would
    not have." 

     

    She averted her face, tears springing to her eyes. 

     

    He moved to her side of the bed and cupped her chin to force Belle
    to look at him. 

     

    "Even worse would be if you inflamed one to such a degree that he
    could not stop, and took you by force. There's a name for that, and
    the consequences are dreadful. Don't dress it up with the word
    seduction. That makes it sound more romantic than it really is. The
    cold reality is that it would be rape." 

     

    At her appalled expression, Blake ran the fingers of one hand
    through his hair and sighed. He relaxed his grip on her chin,
    stepping away from the bed. 

     

    He tried to keep his voice gentle as he said, "Please, Belle, I'm
    telling you this for your own good. Stop whatever folly within you
    which has brought you to such a pass as this." 

     

    Her face suffused with colour. Her countenance reflected indignant
    outrage. "I'm a virgin! I will swear it on a stack of Bibles. I'm
    sorry, I've been a fool. It's just well, I know little of men and
    women. Nothing ever prepared me for the way I felt when you touched
    me. Or when I touched you," she admitted, the tears beginning to
    fall. "I'm so confused, I don't know what to think. Am I an evil
    person? Am I now a fallen woman?" 

     

    Her look was so beseeching that Blake relented in his anger. Tugging
    on his shirt to cover his bareness and conceal his still-towering
    bulge, he sat down on the edge of the bed furthest away from her and
    shook his head. 

     

    "No, Belle, not evil, and not fallen either. It is natural to feel
    pleasure in the act itself, with the right person, a person you
    admire and respect. Are married to. Committed to, at the very least,
    if you feel you simply cannot wait until marriage for whatever
    reason. 

     

    "But always keep in mind that any child of such a union will be
    called bastard and shunned in society. Even if you are not concerned
    with your own fate, you need to be aware of the impact of your
    actions upon others. To indulge in carnal pleasures for their own
    sake is the sin of lust. 

     

    "Sin is evil. You were tempted to sin. But you did not sin. You
    believed you esteemed me, I hope, and trusted me. Our proximity and
    the, the spark between us, led us astray. 

     

    "But I did not damage you. You shall go to your marriage bed whole.
    You need have no fear that any shame will come from this except the
    wound to your pride and dignity, and my harsh words of admonition
    that you must never, ever allow anyone to persuade you to do
    something which you feel is wrong." 

     

    "But you didn't even persuade me. I kissed you. Is it my wanton
    nature?" she asked tearfully, chewing her bottom lip. 

     

    He considered the question seriously. "A spark is good between
    husband and wife. It helps keep the marriage fresh, stops either of
    the partners from wishing to stray. 

     

    "But you are not married. In which case, as your doctor I would
    advise fresh air and exercise and cold baths. Try to engage in
    useful activities which will take your mind off these desires you've
    been having." 

     

    She shook her head. "That's just it. I've never had such thoughts
    and feelings before. Maybe I'm injured in some dreadful way from the
    carriage accident? Or have contracted some sort of a fever. I have
    never felt so before, ever." 

     

    Blake immediately resumed his clinical detachment. He tested her
    forehead and reflexes once more. 

     

    "I don't think you're ill. Just the bruised ribs. I've often heard
    passion equated with a fever, but in your case, apart from a certain
    blush which I feel sure is due to embarrassment, you seem fine." 

     

    She sighed. "And you, Doctor? Have you ever-" She blushed again.
    "I'm sorry. It is a foolish question, and in any case, I have no
    right." 

     

    He tested her forehead again. "Have I ever coupled with a woman?
    Yes. I admit to being a sinner. I wanted to go to my marriage bed a
    virgin, but alas, the lady would not have me. Eventually I could no
    longer wait." 

     

    "I see." 

     

    "Have I ever behaved in so unrestrained a manner before? No, most
    definitely not. Where I work, I see every day the consequences of
    indiscriminate licentiousness. The disease, unwanted children,
    unwanted pregnancies the women try to get rid of using nostrums that
    usually kill them. The women who die in childbirth. The women who
    are battered by men who force them or simply enjoy hitting them.
    Women whose husbands insist upon their conjugal rights even when it
    is actually dangerous for them to do so." 

     

    At her confused look he nodded. "When the men have contracted a
    disease, as I've said. Also, just before and after a woman gives
    birth, for example, which are dangerous times. A woman needs time to
    rest before, and time to heal after. 

     

    "Women are supposed to be treated with respect, protected as the
    weaker gender, not in terms of mind, but in terms of their ability
    to physically fend for themselves in the face of a greater strength
    than their own. If I had a sister, I would not want her to be
    treated by any man the way I have just treated you." 

     

    She looked at him in wonder. "Do not reproach yourself so bitterly.
    You didn't hurt me. I didn't fear you, Blake. You did not force me,
    lie to me. Until you began to scold me I felt no shame. It was
    lovely." 

     

    He sighed. "Well, it ought not to be lovely with someone little more
    than a stranger to you. Though of course, with some men that might
    excite them. No ties, no commitments. Just pleasure, and never
    seeing you again. For all you know, I could have been married. You
    deserve and need more than this." 

     

    "And are you married?" she asked quietly. 

     

    "No," he admitted, shaking his head. "Not now. Not ever." 

     

    She stared. "You say that with such certainty." 

     

    "I'm committed to my work," he said, his tone clipped. 

     

    "Then what do you do for er, coupling, if you do not normally prey
    upon women in this fashion?" she asked with a lift of her chin. 

     

    He smiled tightly. "I have an old friend, a childless widow who is
    well past childbearing years who occasionally likes to have a
    special visitor. We talk. It's an outlet. It's not something I'm
    proud of, and I visit her seldom these days, but I'm still a weak
    man." 

     

    "Not nearly as weak as I am, apparently." She sighed and wiped her
    tears away with the backs of her wrists. "I'm sorry. I don't mean to
    cry. I didn't mean to do this- " She swept her hand down the bed. 

     

    "I hope this experience will frighten you enough to keep you safe,"
    he said sternly as he refastened his shirt and began to put on the
    rest of his clothes. He needed whatever shielding he could get from
    the young beauty. 

     

    "Frighten… Yes," she said submissively. 

     

    Inwardly, though, she had to admit that the only thing which
    terrified her was never experiencing such wonderful bliss again. 

     

    "Good, I'm glad to hear it." He donned his jacket and fixed his
    cuffs, his demeanour that of a professional doctor once more, as if
    the last ten minutes had never happened. 

     

    "I shall leave you the cream. Reapply it once a day, and have one of
    the maidservants assist you with the wrapping." 

     

    He began to gather up all of his items from the room. 

     

    She stared. "Where are you going?" 

     

    "An error was made last night. For both our sakes we cannot allow it
    to remain uncorrected." 

     

    "But there are no more rooms here." 

     

    "I can share with John. I am not troubled by such things as
    considerations of class, and ought to be keeping an eye on him
    anyway. That is if you can dispense with my services now?" he said
    politely. 

     

    The unwitting double entendre caused them both to blush. 

     

    "You've been more than helpful, thank you. I-I-I'm so sorry. I don't
    know what I was thinking. Please don't be mad at me." 

     

    "Not angry with you, but myself. You are young and naïve. There
    was no harm done. But there could have been, for both of us, and for
    that I reproach myself most bitterly." 

     

    He began to stride to the door. 

     

    Belle gasped. "Wait, Doctor! Will you not at least say goodbye?
    Shake hands? Let me say thank you for everything you did to save us
    all?" 

     

    "Your thanks are not necessary, Miss. Anyone would have done the
    same thing. I must thank you for your help and generosity. You are a
    most lovely, warm and affectionate woman. I hope you will find a man
    worthy of all you have to offer." He bowed curtly. 

     

    "And you are not?" she asked despite herself. "You are not deserving
    of love?" 

     

    He shook his head impatiently, eager to be away before he leapt
    right back into bed with her. 

     

    "There is no such thing. Only a mutual satisfaction of needs. Not
    always the same needs either. Where a man might lust, a woman might
    simply seek money, status, power," he said, thinking of Rosalie. 

     

    "Where another man might seek a wife and family, a woman might wish
    to merely cover up her lustful indiscretions under the guise of
    respectability. They are all needs, wants and desires. They seldom
    match, and they should not be dressed up with the term love to
    dignify them." 

     

    She stared at him in horror. "What, no love at all? Brother to
    sister? Parent to child? I don't believe that! My mother and
    step-father loved--" 

     

    He smiled tightly. "I truly hope you shall find it, then. I wish you
    well, my dear. No doubt I shall see you again later, at supper, or
    breakfast tomorrow. Please do let me know if you're feeling any more
    ill effects from your terrible ordeal and I shall be pleased to tend
    you. But otherwise, I shall bid you adieu." 

     

    He stepped out in the hallway, berating himself for his callousness
    and cowardice. How could he have spoken to, treated the poor girl
    so? He almost went back in the room to beg her forgiveness, to kiss
    away the tears which had started to fall down her cheeks. 

     

    But no, it was not fair. He was the last thing she needed in her
    young life. 

     

    What of your needs? a tempting little voice inside his head
    prompted. That wife and family you wanted to settle for? It was
    enticing, to say the least. 

     

    But he could never keep anyone as alluring as Belle, and would be a
    fool to even try. Women did not know the meaning of the word
    fidelity. She would leave one day for certain. 

     

    He might try to settle for a convenient marriage, but with a woman
    as passionate as she? There was no chance. The fact that his head
    swam every time he looked at her escaped him utterly. If she was
    passionate, what was he when they were together? 

     

    He marched down the hall to John's room, rapped on the door, and
    entered. He looked him over again carefully to check for signs of
    gangrene. 

     

    Once he was finished he began to settle into the room. It appeared
    they were going to have to remain there for a few days until John
    was fit to travel. He unpacked his clothes, shaking them out and
    placing them in the wardrobe or drawers. 

     

    John had scooted over to one side to make room for him, and Blake
    stretched out on the bed, almost beyond exhaustion. Blake looked
    around the small, dingy room and sighed. He closed his eyes and
    tried to tell himself he couldn't possibly miss Belle already. But
    miss her he did… 
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    Blake dragged his aching body out of bed a few hours later to get
    some supper for himself and John, and to look in on James and Mr.
    Greengage. 

     

    Mr. Greengage, who introduced himself as Robert, was feeling a great
    deal better, and thanked him for all his help. 

     

    "Have you eaten?" 

     

    "We have, thank you. Mr. Samuels has been most attentive." 

     

    He went down to the common room and also looked in the parlor. There
    was no sign of the apothecary or Belle. 

     

    He sighed. Well, she would hardly want to face him after everything
    that had happened, all he had said to her after they had come so
    close to making love. 

     

    He sat in the parlor alone. Soon the maid brought him a hearty stew
    with chunky pieces of lamb and vegetables. He moved the food around
    the plate more than he ate it, until it finally congealed into an
    unpalatable mess which he put aside. 

     

    "Somethin' wrong wi' it?" the maid asked worriedly. 

     

    "No, not at all. It was very good. Can you bring me some brandy,
    though? I fear I'm not myself at the minute." And wouldn't be if he
    drank the brandy. 

     

    For he had all but decided to knock on Belle's door, to see if she
    would speak with him, if perhaps there was some way to admit that he
    had been harsh and hasty with her. 

     

    But by the time he headed up the stairs and pressed his ear to the
    door, all was silent within. He could detect no trace of candlelight
    escaping from under the door. 

     

    Let the poor girl sleep. There would be plenty of time to talk in
    the morning… 

     

    As soon as Blake had left the room after they had so nearly made
    love, Belle had darted out of bed and got dressed. All her
    petticoats on underneath her heaviest burgundy wool gown were not
    enough to keep her warm. She put on two pairs of stockings and her
    boots, and lay back down on the bed under the covers fully dressed,
    yet still she could not get warm. 

     

    Finally she got up and went to see the apothecary, who was attending
    James and Mr. Greengage in the room next door. 

     

    "I think I have a slight fever," she admitted when the kindly older
    man asked what the trouble was. 

     

    "I'm sure the doctor- " 

     

    "Oh, he's already done so much for me," she said, quickly shaking
    her head. "I don't want to trouble him about something so minor as a
    sore throat and chills when he has three others to look after. 

     

    "In any event, I also wanted to ask you a favor. Would you have any
    objection to escorting me to my brother in London? I need to get
    there for Christmas you see, and he'll be awfully worried if I'm not
    there in time," she fibbed. 

     

    The older man nodded. "I would be delighted to have your company.
    But as I believe I mentioned before, I'm leaving very early in the
    morning tomorrow. I too have to be with my family by Christmas Day,
    and will be riding post. Can you withstand the pace after the
    terrible accident which you've just been involved in?" 

     

    "I'll be fine. I do thank you. Leave word with the maid to give me a
    half an hour before you are to depart to break my fast, and I shall
    await your convenience." 

     

    "All right, if you're sure?" He wondered precisely what the
    relationship was between the gorgeous young woman and the tall,
    handsome doctor, but he was too delicate to pry. Another poor ruined
    girl, he thought with regret. 

     

    She nodded. "I'm sure." 

     

    Her face seemed unclouded by worry, or anything to hide, so he said,
    "Six o'clock then. We shall leave at half past six. We shall meet in
    the small parlor for a hearty breakfast and then go." 

     

    "Thank you. Good night." 

     

    "What about your fever?" he reminded her. 

     

    She started guiltily. "Yes, any medicine for it?" 

     

    "Drink this cordial now and go to bed." 

     

    "Thank you. I'll see you in the morning." 

     

    "I'll go give the orders to the maidservant now." 

     

    He went below to make arrangements for their departure. 

     

    When he had finished, he brought up some food to James and Mr.
    Greengage. He poked his head around the door to see John and found
    the carriage driver and his employer both sound asleep. So he went
    off to his own little corner where he had settled for his stay, and
    began to pack for the morning. 

     

    Arabella tossed and turned all night, hardly able to settle for an
    instant due to her flaming skin, her suffused flesh below her waist.
    What on earth had he done to her? She dared touch herself to see if
    anything felt amiss and nearly rocketed off the bed. He said he had
    not harmed her. He was a doctor. Surely he would not have… 

     

    No, he had tried to warn her against all sorts of things. He had
    helped her, protected her. He could not possibly have given her an
    illness. He had only given her an awareness of herself which she had
    never possessed before. It was both exhilarating and terrifying.
    These overwhelming needs-where had they come from and why had she
    never felt them before? Was it for all men, or just Dr. Sanderson? 

     

    But the worst question of all was, what was she to do now that he
    never wanted to see her again? Was she simply to pine away for the
    sake of an unrequited love? Were these sensations always going to be
    there as a reminder of what she had nearly had? Would they subside,
    never to be felt again? 

     

    The rap on her door at six was a welcome end to her fevered
    thrashings. She barely touched breakfast, managing only a mouthful
    of coffee and some toast. Mr. Samuels had ordered bacon, eggs,
    sausage, black pudding, and a small beefsteak each, with mountains
    of bread and hot buttered toast. She had all to do not to be sick
    looking at it. 

     

    "I tell you what. We'll wrap it up for the journey," he suggested
    kindly when he saw her pick at the food. 

     

    "All right." 

     

    "I can see you're still a bit feverish. It'll be all right, lass,
    you'll see." 

     

    He piled her into the carriage with hot water bottle, foot warmers,
    and a profusion of travelling rugs. 

     

    Belle sat in the forward facing seat, and took one last look at the
    inn. She restrained herself with all her might from running back
    upstairs to find the doctor and throw herself into his arms. 

     

    It was too late. Finished before it had even begun. He had made his
    feelings perfectly clear. There was no going back. She had had her
    glimpse of paradise and lost it. She would simply have to forget she
    had ever met the handsome Dr. Sanderson. 

     

    Blake lay silently the whole night, without even the relief of
    tossing and turning to and fro because he didn't want to disturb
    John's rest. He was so sorry, had been an idiot... He had been
    right, she could never care for him... 

     

    He tormented himself with 'what ifs' and regrets until he had all to
    do to stop himself from barging down the hall and storming into
    Belle's room to beg for her forgiveness. 

     

    At last, at about four, he took a sleeping draught from his bag and
    downed it in one gulp. He poured out a second portion just for good
    measure, and after about ten minutes, he finally slept, only to
    dream about the alluring young woman anew. 

     

    Blake struggled out of bed bleary-eyed as the mantel clock struck
    noon. John was still resting peacefully, wrapped in the quilts, his
    hair just peeping out from the covers. 

     

    Blake started his toilette. The mirror over the washbasin told him
    he looked like the ragged end of nowhere. He wanted to be slightly
    more attractive for Belle when he saw her again. 

     

    He shaved carefully and then put on clean linen and his charcoal
    grey pin-striped flannel waistcoat and charcoal wool jacket, then
    donned his favourite wine-coloured cravat. 

     

    He went down to the public room and parlor, but there was no sign of
    Belle anywhere. He forced himself to eat the food being put in front
    of him, though the food like like sawdust in his nervously dry mouth
    and most of the time he could barely swallow. 

     

    What was wrong with him? He was worse than an adolescent schoolboy.
    Even Rosalie, lovely though she had been, with her crown of gold
    hair and flashing green eyes, had never set him off the way the
    raven-haired Belle did. 

     

    One look from her remarkable blue-violet eyes was enough to make him
    forget his good resolutions and kiss her senseless. 

     

    As for personalities, they were like night and day. Blake cringed to
    think what Rosalie would have done in the same situation that Belle
    had found herself in when the coach had been wrecked. Rosalie
    wielding an axe or shovel? Nursing the sick? Not a chance in this
    lifetime. Not even to save her own skin, let alone anyone else's. 

     

    As for passion… Rosalie was lovely, there was no denying it, but
    there had been a hard edge to her passion. As if…as if it had not
    been genuine, but for some sort of ulterior motive which he had
    hardly been able to fathom. 

     

    Now that Blake was older and he had seen her true character and
    deportment a couple of times in London at balls and soirees, he knew
    what it was. Anything she had ever given, she had given with the
    express goal of getting something back for herself. 

     

    Belle, on the other hand, had been generous to a fault. Not even
    willing to protect herself, only to give her tenderness and warmth.
    To any man, or just him? The trouble was he could never be sure. But
    then no one could ever be sure of anyone, could they? He could never
    keep a woman under watch twenty-four hours a day. That might even be
    sure-fire way to provoke her to infidelity. His poor f- 

     

    Poor old Stanton, he amended quickly. For he had put up with Rosalie
    for nearly eight years, and she had by all accounts had led him a
    merry dance. Surely the story about the garden temple and the six
    young men could not possibly be true… 

     

    Stanton was by no means lacking as a man. He was a decent sort,
    handsome, and so far as anyone had ever know before the recent
    scandal, morally upright. He had know what his wife was, yet had
    never been linked with any woman himself until the storm had broken
    over his head.  

     

    How ironic that his own single indiscretion so far as anyone knew
    had been turned against him to secure their separation at last, with
    a handsome settlement for Rosalie even though there had been no
    children from the match. 

     

    Stanton had been duped, he was sure of it, just as he had been
    himself by Rosalie's angelic-looking face. Yet Stanton was now
    paying the price, not her. It was just too bad. Poor Stanton. His
    whole life had been ruined by Rosalie one way or the other. 

     

    Blake had heard the news before he left London, and he was still
    reeling from it. What a lucky escape he'd had, to be sure. 

     

    Had he really learned his lesson, though? Or was he just setting
    himself up for another fall with the lovely but mysterious Belle? 

     

    After all, he knew nothing about her except her first name, and
    something of her upbringing and character from her deportment toward
    himself and others. 

     

    He threw down his napkin with a sigh. Sitting down here brooding was
    not going to help him get to know her any better, now was it? 

     

    He rose and stepped out of the inn for a breath of fresh air. All of
    the snow they had had was now nearly gone, as though the huge storm
    had been nothing more than a bad dream. 

     

    The London mail coach stopped and discharged passengers, and picked
    up a few who were resuming their journeys. The inside was packed,
    the box too. He watched for a time as they loaded the luggage, but
    without his greatcoat on he found the outdoor air a bit too brisk. 

     

    Blake hugged his arms to his chest, and turned to go back inside. He
    smoothed down his hair and then headed back up the stairs to see
    Belle and get matters settled between them once and for all. 

     

    He would suggest them seeing more of each other in London, with a
    view to some sort of future… 

     

    Marriage? The very thought winded him, but if that was what it
    took-- 

     

    He drew up abruptly as he saw the door to her room was open. He
    adjusted his cravat nervously one last time, and raised his hand to
    rap politely. 

     

    He drew himself up quickly when he saw two men in the room, the
    passengers who had just disembarked from the mail coach. 

     

    He stopped and stared. The maid caught his eye and smiled at him. 

     

    He stepped out of the doorway and whispered urgently, "I say, where
    is the lady who was in this room?" 

     

    "Left first thing this morning, so she did." 

     

    Blake could hardly breathe. "Left!" 

     

    "Aye, she headed off with the apothecary, Mr. Samuels. They both
    needed to get off to London for Christmas. They're riding post down
    there." 

     

    Blake stomach felt as though it had lurched down to his boots.
    Perdition take it! Belle was gone! 

     

    He dithered for a moment on the landing, and then ran downstairs. 

     

    But the London coach had already departed. In any case there had
    been no room for him. He had seen how full it was. Even if there had
    been, it would never have caught up with Mr. Samuels if he had at
    least a six-hour head start and was riding post. Of all the wretched
    luck! How on earth was he going to find Belle now? 

     

    He went back up to James' and Mr. Greengage's room, and asked how
    they felt. Trying to restrain himself, he turned the conversation to
    the little they knew about Mr. Samuels or Belle. He learned that
    Belle's brother lived in London, a short cab ride away from the
    coach depot. She was called Neville. Decent class obviously, from
    her clothes and manners. But nothing else. 

     

    Well, it wasn't a lot, but better than nothing. 

     

    Mr. Samuels he had better luck with. He was from Bristol. Blake was
    heading to Bath for a few days, and could go to Bristol from there. 

     

    But there was no way of knowing how long the apothecary would be
    away, so that he could help track down Belle by telling him where he
    had dropped her off in London. Still, the information would prove
    useful eventually. 

     

    Blake returned to his own room, where he checked John's condition.
    There was no way of knowing when he was going to be well enough to
    travel, let alone resume his duties. He would have to try to find a
    replacement driver, go see his friend Michael in Bath and spend a
    few days cheering him, and travel back to London. At this rate he
    would be away for at least a week. The thought of having to wait
    that long to see Belle again was almost too much to bear. 

     

    "John, would you mind awfully if I left you here to rest and got the
    mail coach to Bath? I shall come back with a new driver in a few
    days to help get us home." 

     

    "No, sir, I understand. If you could just leave word for the local
    doctor to look in on me?" 

     

    "I will, surely. My comrade Edgar is not far away. I'll send a
    note." 

     

    "Thank you, sir." 

     

    Blake's frustration knew no bounds when the coach arrived at two
    o'clock and was completely full. "Everyone travelling home for the
    holidays, don't you know," the driver said by way of apology. 

     

    Blake was ringing his hands in despair when a small sandy-haired
    chap in the middle of the backwards seat spoke up. "I'm getting off
    in another fifteen miles. If you need to get to Bath so urgently,
    take my seat and I'll see what I can arrange here at the inn." 

     

    "My carriage is actually here. If you can get a driver to take you-" 

     

    At the landlord's assurance that he would find someone to take the
    little man, Blake snatched his bags out of his room, and ran for the
    coach just as it was about to depart. 

     

    He flung his luggage up onto the rack and squashed into place inside
    between two portly gentleman. He longed for the softness of Belle by
    his side in the coach. She had been so peaceful, serene, slender,
    supple, sensual... 

     

    He fell asleep dreaming of her. Though he told himself he had ought
    to be noble and give her up, the other part of him told him he had
    never met any woman so exciting and lovely in his life, and might
    never ever meet one again.  
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    Arabella's trip to London proved to be an exercise in futility, for
    when she arrived at her brother's lodgings two nights after her
    hasty departure from Rede Village, his kind landlady told her that
    Peter had shipped out several days before. 

     

    "He paid the rent until the end of the month, though, so you're
    welcome to stay here. Pity to be on your own for Christmas, but
    there's no help for it now," the plump gray-haired woman said with a
    pitying smile. 

     

    Arabella then went to the offices of Mr. Brown, the solictor in
    charge of all Peter's affairs, but everything was shut up for the
    holiday. They would not be back in until the day after Boxing Day. 

     

    She sighed. Well, she was in London, had money. She just had no
    chaperone. It wasn't fair, but there it was. Men were there for
    protection, companionship. Females were there to make sure she was
    never on her own. To be a lone female was to face all sort of
    deprivations, not to mention depravities. 

     

    Now that was not fair. The handsome Dr. Sanderson had done nothing
    wrong. It had been her fault for kissing him. She had invited his
    attentions. He had done the decent thing, and rejected her. 

     

    Belle sat alone in her step-brother's rooms listening to the clock
    tick, feeling as though she would scream. She couldn't get the
    handsome man out of her mind. 

     

    Her lack of sleep soon allowed her to succumb to a head cold. She
    stayed in bed for the next couple of days feeling wretchedly sorry
    for herself, until she realized she really had very little choice in
    the matter but to get out of bed. The rent would run out shortly and
    she had few clothes with her. Things were probably in an uproar back
    in Somerset with her main servants ill or injured. It would be
    foolhardy to have come all the way up to London without having met
    Mr. and Mrs. Pinch or whomever her new guardians were to be. 

     

    Thus on an inclement morning, the twenty-eighth of the month, she
    presented herself at Mr. Brown's chambers again. She was told he was
    still away, and would be until after the New Year. 

     

    "Neville? I don't know any case for Neville," the clerk said. 

     

    He leafed through all the papers, and asked, "Not under another
    name, Miss, is it?" 

     

    "Sorry. It must be filed under Davison. My step-brother Peter
    Davison, or my step-father Jonas?" 

     

    "Here it is," he said after a time. "Instructions left by Peter
    Davison regarding his sister Arabella and her guardianship." 

     

    She explained her plight with regard to having to vacate her
    brother's lodgings by the New Year, and her dilemma as to whether
    she should return home to Somerset and wait, or to at least meet her
    new guardians and see what was to be done as long as she had come as
    far as London. 

     

    The clerk, a sprightly elderly man, nodded sympathetically. "All
    right. I shall help. Normally Mr. Brown would want to take you
    through everything personally, but as time is of the essence, I
    shall give you the address." 

     

    He pulled out pen and paper as the clock struck three. "A fine
    guardian. Fine one. Heir to the entire Jerome fortune," he commented
    as he scribbled down the address. 

     

    "Thank you so much for your help." 

     

    "Not at all, Miss. I shall put you down in the appointment book for
    the third of January. You can come see Mr. Brown, and the precise
    terms will be explained to you by him then." 

     

    "Very well, I shall. Goodbye, and Happy New Year." 

     

    Since it was far too late in the day to be paying calls, and her
    nose felt as though it had ballooned from her cold, she returned to
    her brother's chambers to go over her wardrobe. 

     

    She would need to make some repairs in order to present herself at
    her new guardian's home without seeming like some down-at-heel
    country bumpkin. If he was as impressive as the clerk had indicated,
    this Mr. Jerome would be worth troubling to dress for. 

     

    She just wondered why Peter had never mentioned him, that she could
    recall… 

     

    She presented herself at the townhouse in Berkeley Square the next
    day at the stroke of noon dressed as well as she could considering
    she had brought so little with her. 

     

    A tall manservant in a dark suit answered the door. "Master will not
    be back until the New Year, I'm afraid. In any case this is the
    wrong entrance." 

     

    She blushed, disturbed to think she had been mistaken for a servant
    when she was clad in her best midnight blue merino gown. 

     

    "I'm sorry to trouble you. You don't understand. I've been told my
    by solicitor Mr. Brown that my new guardian lives here. My brother
    Peter Davison apparently appointed your master as my guardian before
    he left for India a couple of days ago." 

     

    He looked mildly surprised but nodded. "Ah yes, you must be Miss
    Arabella. I understand now. Please come in. The Master will be back
    in a few days' time. He's on a trip to Bath to see friends for the
    Yuletide season." 

     

    He led her into a charming parlor decorated in cream and gold which
    was situated just off the main entryway to the left as she entered
    the house. 

     

    "Pray be seated, Miss. Tea, coffee, chocolate?" 

     

    "Tea please. I have a wretched cold." 

     

    "We shall send for the locum in that case." He rang the bell and
    issued his instructions with the aplomb of a military man. 

     

    "Oh, no need for so much trouble. ‘Tis a mere sniffle." 

     

    He assisted her with her garments, and brought her over a footstool
    and banked up the fire himself. 

     

    "So when will the, um, the master be back?" 

     

    "In the New Year. The second or third, I believe." 

     

    "And he told you of me?" 

     

    "Yes, of course. His ward, Miss Arabella." 

     

    "Belle. Everyone calls me Belle." 

     

    The butler sniffed. Really, the child was so young and naive. He
    took it upon himself to instruct her, as he had no doubt his master
    would have wanted. 

     

    "That may be true in the rusticity of er, Somerset, I believe it is,
    but here you are to be Miss Arabella, and shall have to dress
    accordingly. 

     

    "Master has left most precise instructions. There are also Christmas
    gifts for you from your brother and the Master upstairs in your
    room." 

     

    He had given her perfectly modest gown the once-over in a most
    embarrassing manner. She knew it was not very fashionable, but it
    was at least warm. 

     

    The news of presents surprised her even more than the talk of a
    whole new wardrobe, however. She stopped feeling so alone and
    homesick. 

     

    As the sun shone in the cheery little parlor, she thought she could
    almost get used to calling this place home. 

     

    But then she hadn't seen the rest of the house yet, nor had she met
    her guardian. A crusty old bachelor, no doubt, about to put her in a
    nun's habit… 

     

    "I am sure the Master has been most thorough with his instructions.
    And generous with his presents. Er, Mr. Jerome, as I take him to
    be-" 

     

    "He wishes to be addressed as Mr. Blake, except by his business
    colleagues and associates. But you needn't trouble yourself about
    that." 

     

    "I see. Yes, well, I thank you for fetching me tea and-" 

     

    "I shall see what we can do about a chaperone for you." 

     

    "Or a maid who can come with me shopping?" she suggested timidly. 

     

    He nodded. "Yes, Miss. That would be acceptable. Betsey can go with
    you. I shall tell her to get her things. And I am Travis, Miss." 

     

    "Hello. So please to meet you, Travis." 

     

    "And you, Miss," he said politely, clearly thawing towards her. 

     

    His new demeanor emboldened her to ask, "May I see my room, the rest
    of the house, as long as I'm here, if it's not too much trouble?" 

     

    "I am sure the Master will want to take you through the rest of the
    house himself. But I can show you the chamber which has been set
    aside for you. And it is no trouble at all." 

     

    It was a stunning room, with rose and cream flock wallpaper and rich
    rosewood furniture, including a four-poster bed hung with heavy
    matching draperies. 

     

    "There were bookshelves filled with all sorts of children's books
    and devotional works, classics, and books on gardening, many of them
    looking new, their pages uncut. 

     

    "Oh my, this is lovely." 

     

    "If there is anything you need, you have only to ring." 

     

    "Does Mr. Blake keep a carriage here in town?" 

     

    He nodded. "A small conveyance for two with a box for the driver is
    at your disposal at present." 

     

    She shook her head. "No, that won't do. I need to move the remaining
    personal effect from my brother's chambers by the end of the year." 

     

    "We can get a cab, and send you along with the servants. Just tell
    us when." 

     

    "Tomorrow morning at ten?" 

     

    "Very good, Miss. I shall see to it all is arranged." 

     

    She continued to look around the room until he asked, "Will that be
    all, Miss?" 

     

    "Oh, er, yes. I'll ring when I'm ready to go shopping and go back to
    my step-brother's chambers." 

     

    She looked in all the wardrobes and drawers, which were completely
    empty, then turned her attention back to the table in the center of
    the room, which was piled with presents. 

     

    Most of the tags indicated they were from Peter, but there were four
    wrapped in gilt paper signed with a large B. She decided to open one
    of them and save the others. 

     

    What she found in the large long flat box took her breath away. It
    was the most exquisite ladies' leather travelling toilette kit she
    had ever seen, with a velvet-line compartment for every accoutrement
    from mirror and brush to sal volatile. 

     

    Everything was ornamented with chased silver, and she felt a tear
    spring to her eye as she looked at the lovely gift. 

     

    Deciding her curiosity could not withstand the suspense, and she
    would be going shopping anyway and needed to know what else she
    ought to buy, she opened the others. There she found a locket watch
    beautifully engraved in gold, and an exquisite cameo on a black
    background. 

     

    The final package was a set of the most elegant pearls she had ever
    seen, ear bobs, several strands of necklaces which could be worn
    together or separately, a choker, bracelets, a white satin reticule
    embroidered with seed pearls, and a pair of pearl rings. The jewels
    were all superb apart from the rings, which were lovely, but so
    small as to only fit on her tiny pinkies. 

     

    Her own brother's gifts were not as inspired, but nevertheless
    thoughtful. Some jet jewelery, shawls, a fine collection of lace and
    ribbons, a miniature of himself which he must have commissioned
    months before he had ever left, and signed, a couple of reticules
    and a goodly supply of stationery. 

     

    A fresh-faced maid poked her head around the door just as she
    finished inspecting the last of the gifts and putting them away in
    the dresser drawers. 

     

    "I'm Betsey, Miss," she said. "Just making sure all was well." 

     

    "I'm ready to go now, thank you." 

     

    As she was leaving, Travis handed her a clinking purse. "You are to
    go to Miss Melisande's. We understand it to be the best in Town. Mr.
    Blake has set up an account there in your name, Miss Arabella, but
    if you see anything else you need, by all means get it." 

     

    She weighed the purse in her hands. Good Lord, there had to be over
    fifty pounds-guineas, she amended as she looked inside. 

     

    She arrived at the shop with Betsey, and was dazzled instantly by
    the array of ready-made gowns. 

     

    She insisted on buying some of them rather than waiting to have
    everything custom made for her. 

     

    "You will come back to allow us to take your measurements, Miss?"
    the helpful sales woman asked. 

     

    "Yes, I suppose." 

     

    "Tomorrow at noon." 

     

    She shook her head. "Not possible. The day after, perhaps?" 

     

    "Very good." 

     

    She bought five practical day gowns in charcoal grey, Turkey red,
    deep gold with a small black floral pattern throughout and on the
    hem, a rich russet gown, and a deep sable brown with a cream lace
    trim. 

     

    One evening gown in particular caught her eye, plain white silk with
    black and silver embroidery, satin ribbons and a long train. The
    sleeves were elegant sheer puffs which gave the illusion of bare
    shoulders, and the neckline was square and more daringly revealing
    than any gown she had ever worn. 

     

    It had a high waist and a braided twist to go around it, and a
    matching gauze capelet which was shot through with silver and black
    threads and edged with a black fringe. She had her doubts as to when
    she would ever get to wear something so lovely and elegant, but was
    determined to have it no matter what it cost. 

     

    "An excellent choice. If I may say so, it fits you as though it were
    made for you." 

     

    She smiled at the new Arabella who stared back at her from the pier
    glass. "Yes, it does, doesn't it? Help me off with this. I'll take
    it." 

     

    She found a fine sprigged muslin with sapphire trim, a white
    sarcenet with rich purple edging, and a white silk with a lilac
    gauze overgown. 

     

    One gown in bronze silk with impressive Brussels lace trim and one
    in pale blue with a v-neckline and long train completed her choices. 

     

    By the time she had run through ribbons, linen, stockings, slippers,
    garters, and laces, she was exhausted. She went back to the
    townhouse congratulating herself on the excellent bargains she had
    made and how everything matched perfectly. 

     

    Supper was waiting for her when she returned, though she smiled when
    she saw the food. It was very plain, ans served with a glass of
    milk. Not that she minded, for it was what she had had in the
    country, but it caused her to reminisce about the teas she had had
    in the nursery. She would have to drop a couple of hints to Cook
    about her likes and dislikes. 

     

    Arabella retired to her room, where the efficient little maid had
    already put away her new clothes. 

     

    She donned her linen nightrail and brushed out her hair by the fire.
    She looked over the shelves for reading materials, and noted the
    children's stories. They must have been left over from his own
    children, she concluded. 

     

    She picked one up happily to refresh her memory on her favorite
    Aesop's fables, all richly illustrated. A lovely book of stories
    from the Bible in full colour was also on the shelf. 

     

    As she drifted off to sleep she realized happily that she had not
    once thought of Dr. Sanderson. She recalled with longing his
    handsome face, but she had to put him out of her mind. 

     

    Perhaps she was already getting over whatever strange affliction had
    struck her down whilst travelling? 

     

    She certainly hoped so, but all the same, her dreams were filled
    with recollections of the passionate interlude they had shared, and
    the warm desirous glowing of his incredible hazel eyes… 

     

     

    The following morning, after a restless night filled with dreams of
    the handsome Dr. Sanderson, Arabella rose early and got dresse in
    the plain gown she had arrived in the previous day. There was no
    sense in getting any of her new frocks dusty or damaged while she
    moved. 

     

    With the help of her new guardian's kind servants, she pack up the
    last of her things and her brother's from his rooms, and transferred
    them to her new home, the elegant London townhouse she had suddenly
    found herself in thanks to her step-brother Peter. 

     

    Her new chamber became full of clothes, ornaments and books. She
    smiled fondly at some of the objects. Peter loved to collect things
    in his travels. They were an eclectic mix of French booty and
    trinkets he had purchased for himself, a card case, a pipe, a human
    skull. 

     

    She arranged them and all of her new thinks to her liking, then
    wrote to her old home in Somerset to tell them of her news, mitting
    the coach accident so they would not worry. 

     

    Then she settled in for more reading, and the excellent meals the
    servants were constantly bringing her without her even ever having
    to ring the bell. Things certainly were done on a tight schedule,
    and always punctual, she noted, impressed, if still somewhat ueasy
    as to just how strict and severe old Mr. Blake would be. 

     

    Thus the time passed quickly for Arabella, haunted only occasionally
    by recollections of the incredible Dr. Sanderson and all they had
    shared. 

     

    Only on New Year's Eve, after attending her fittings at the
    dressmaker's, did she feel she had cause to repine. 

     

    1815. Fancy that. 

     

    What would it bring for all of them? A great deal of happiness, she
    hoped. But it was rather sad to be all alone in the big house with
    no one to speak with except the servants. 

     

    Not that the house was gloomy; far from it. The music and drawing
    rooms, the library were all elegant. Apart from the two little
    sitting rooms, the gold and the burgundy, which flanked the entry
    way, and the dining room, she had yet to explore fully the rest of
    the large house, waiting for a guided tour from her guardian as
    Travis the butler had instructed. 

     

    But she was more than comfortable, and the bathroom adjoining her
    chamber had all of the most modern facilities, including running
    water. 

     

    Another guest room lay beyond. It was masculine and devoid of any
    sign of personal ornaments, and she wondered once again what manner
    of man Mr. Blake was. 

     

    As soon as she arrived back at Berkeley Square from the dressmaker's
    that afternoon, she discovered she was about to find out. Travis
    informed her that the Master had just returned from Bath
    unexpectedly and was upstairs dressing. 

     

    He had ordered a special dinner in honour of the occasion, for New
    Year's Eve also. She was to put on a clean frock and join him at
    four. 

     

    She went upstairs and undressed quickly, trying to decide what she
    should wear for her first meeting. 

     

    She decided upon the russet gown, and then twirled her hair into an
    elaborate twist at the top of her head before teasing out some curls
    at the nape of her neck and over her brow. 

     

    As the clock struck four, she straightened her back and went
    downstairs to meet her new guardian. 
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    Blake was chagrined to admit that the only reason he was so eager to
    get to Bath was so that he could leave it again. He was eager to
    finds out more about Mr. Samuels, the apothecary in Bristol, with a
    view to somehow locating Belle and… what? 

     

    Suggest she become his mistress? 

     

    It was the easiest solution in the short term, for it would slake
    his lusts and still not entrap him, force him to make a capital
    error which might destroy any chance of happiness either of them
    might have. 

     

    But he had always vowed he would not be a rake. Never ruin a young
    girl without any regard for her future. He knew too well the
    disasters which befell young girls and women when they lost their
    virtue and reputation. 

     

    It was the height of hypocrisy of course for him to have dallied
    with the married women who had offered themselves to him. But he had
    never compromised their reputations. Marriage covered a multitude of
    sins, as he had discovered from hearing the latest on-dit about
    Rosalie Crane Stanton at Bath. 

     

    Word had it that she had paid a seemingly virginal young cousin of
    hers into tricking Stanton into bed, so they could be discovered in
    flagrante delicto in order to help Rosalie gain a separation. If it
    proceeded to divorce, Robert would be forced to admit fault, and
    would not only have to grant her a huge settlement, but might never
    be permitted to marry again. 

     

    Poor Stanton could have had her declared to blame a hundred times
    over if the books around Boodle's were to be believed. They were all
    laying odds on which of her numerous swain Rosalie would wed. 

     

    Some of the long shots were not so long, one young buck at the Pump
    Room had sniggered, earning himself a withering look from both Blake
    and his friend Michael, who was still confined to a wheeled Bath
    chair after the damage to his back and legs during the battle of
    Toulouse over eight months before. 

     

    But it was really Michael's frame of mind which was his worst
    malady, for after having been the perfect solider ever since the
    Peninsular war had started in 1808, Michael now was plagued by
    remorse over all the men he had killed. The fact that he had done it
    to preserve life and freedom seemed to be lost upon him. He was
    horrified because he said he had actually enjoyed it. 

     

    Blake had tried to steer his conversation away from the topic, to
    music, which had been one of Michael's great loves, to the politics
    of the day. 

     

    Michael was an ardent Radical, as were all his friends. Blake
    promised to get Michael and the Rakehells together again just as
    soon as he was well enough to receive visitors. 

     

    "No, no visitors," Michael refused for the hundredth time. "I'm
    officially dead, remember? I want it to stay that way. My family are
    not to know!" 

     

    "But--" 

     

    "I'm polluted. Not fit for decent society," he argued vehemently. 

     

    "Your legs are improving every day. Your mind will as well,
    eventually. They're old friends. They served in the war themselves.
    They will understand. It will-" 

     

    "No one understands! No one," he maintained. 

     

    "I'd like to try." 

     

    "You, who have saved so many lives? How can you possibly
    understand!" Michael had said bitterly. 

     

    "You saved lives too! Hundreds of them, thousands. The French were
    the enemy, for Heaven's sake. They invaded Portugal without the
    least provocation. The Spanish only gave them leave to march through
    their country, but the French turned on them and desposed their
    rightful ruler. Installed Joseph Bonaparte in his place. It was
    tyranny, plain and simple! Look how they devastated both countries.
    There would have been far more bloodshed if we had not gone to
    fight!" 

     

    Michael shook his head. "I bathed in blood for almost six years. I
    can still smell it. Taste it. Feel it. See it. The hot red
    stickiness..." He took a ragged breath. "I'm not fit to be in
    civilized company." 

     

    Blake had sighed. "Michael, it's all a sick fancy. It's over now." 

     

    His handsome friend, looking worn and haggard as though he rarely
    slept, shook his head. "It will never be over for me." 

     

    "I pray God that's not true. Christmas is a time of miracles,
    forgiveness. Gifts of joy, love and hope. I pray you are blessed
    with some sort of happiness some day," he said sincerely. 

    Michael's eyes, pale blue and glittering like a wolf's, fixed his
    friend coldly. "You may pray for me, Blake, my friend. But we both
    know I deserve no such thing." 

     

    "Perhaps that's why God is so merciful? He gifts us with life and
    love and happiness even when we don't deserve it." 

     

    Michael sighed raggedly, but managed a small smile. "And you, Blake?
    What of your love and happiness? Your life is just as blighted by
    your past as mine is." 

     

    Blake shrugged. "We are not talking of me, but you. And speaking of
    Christmas, it's a time when families re-unite-" 

     

    "No, never. Out of the question." 

     

    "But at least-" 

     

    "No. In no circumstances. Swear you won't interfere." 

     

    "I won't, but-" 

     

    "Promise me!" Michael had demanded. 

     

    "I give you my word," Blake had reassured him. "Now come, let's have
    that game of cards you promised me."  

     

    Blake had tried to be unfailingly cheerful and polite for the rest
    of the evening for the benefit of his brooding friend. But the very
    next day after his arrival he drove the seven miles to Bristol and
    back, and got information about the apothecary, including his full
    address in the town. He was in two minds as to whether he should
    leave a note. In the end he decided not to. He still had no idea
    what to do for the best about Belle.  

     

    By his third day there, Blake thought he would go wild if he didn't
    leave Bath soon. 

     

    Finally even Michael said to him, "All right, out with it! What on
    earth is the matter with you? You're like a cat on hot coals. And I
    don't think it is because we quarrelled. Or at least I hope not." 

     

    Blake stared at his friend and blurted, "Dash it all, Michael, I
    think I'm in love." 

     

    Michael laughed shortly, envy burning in his breast, though he was
    genuinely glad for his friend too. "Thought so. You have it bad,
    that's for sure. Some little chit from Town you met at a ball?" 

     

    Blake shook his head ruefully. "Worse than that. The woman I met in
    the carriage accident the other day. I have no idea how to find her
    again." 

     

    Michael listened patiently to his tale of woe and remorse. At the
    end of it he said, "By all means then you must go seek her out. Take
    my carriage. My driver is bound to have a friend who can bring your
    own carriage on to London or mine back here. If you hurry, you'll be
    back in London in time for the New Year." 

     

    "Yes, Rosalie is giving a magnificent ball, if you can imagine, and
    actually had the bare-faced gall to invite me." 

     

    Michael shook his head in disgust. "A ball? So soon after the
    scandal? I do hope you're not even considering going." 

     

    He had never liked the woman, and had been astonished that Blake
    could have allowed himself to be so deceived. He wished he had told
    him at the time that Rosalie had subjected he and several other of
    their circle of acquaintance to her blandishments. Michael had no
    doubt that if he had shown the slightest bit of interest, it would
    have been his own title and even more substantial fortune, not
    Stanton's, which would have bankrolled her life of licentious excess
    all these years. 

     

    "I shan't go near it. I would never do anything to make it appear I
    condone her behaviour, and it would be most disloyal to Robert. He's
    a good man, for all he was deceived by her and hurt me at the time.
    However, I might visit Lady Pemberton's." 

     

    "Yes, excellent wine to be had there, as you well know, since you
    always help her with her cellar." 

     

    "Listen, Michael, I must apologize-" 

     

    "Don't you dare! Off you go." He offered his hand. "Good luck. Let
    me know if you find your lovely young lady. And my advice to you is,
    when you do, make sure of her. Marry her. Then the rest will all
    fall into place." 

     

    Blake sighed heavily. "If only it were that simple." 

     

    "Love ought to be." 

     

    "I told the poor girl where was no such thing as love." 

     

    "Then you are an even bigger twit than I thought. It does exist," he
    said, his voice tinged with bitterness. "You just have to be
    intelligent enough to trust in it when it comes your way. If it
    does. Carpe diem. Seize the day." 

     

    He sighed as he looked down at his paralyzed legs. At his hands,
    still covered with phantom blood-stains. He crushed them together to
    stop them trembling. 

     

    Blake thanked his friend with a hearty handshake and clap on the
    back. He promised to come see him again very soon. 

     

     

    Blake packed hastily and went all the way back to London riding
    post. As they progressed, he struggled to finish a paper he was to
    present on fevers. More often than not his mind wandered as he tried
    to imagine how on earth he was going to locate Belle. He had so
    little to go on. 

     

    Private detectives were the best way to sort out things like this.
    Perhaps his friend Alistair Grant the distinguished barrister could
    recommend one.  

     

    Then he groaned. He would also have to go see Mr. Brown the
    solicitor about his new ward. How could he propose to Belle when he
    had a little girl he was now going to have to be responsible for? He
    also couldn't very well make Belle his mistress, have any unsavoury
    amatory acts occurring in the townhouse in the presence of Peter
    Davison's sister. 

     

    Also, he had left instructions for his ward to be put in his
    mother's old room. Well, the suite had not been used for years, and
    it had too many unpleasant associations for him. But if he were to
    be married, they were the master bedrooms, with their adjoining bath
    and dressing room and nursery. 

     

    He sighed. He would just have to move the child, or redecorate the
    townhouse. Much as he hated to admit it, he would not be able to
    marry immediately even if he did find Belle. There would be far too
    many questions if he did. 

     

    So he would have plenty of time to remodel, and would just have to
    cool his heels and his lusts to ensure that everything was done
    properly and above board. They were a grand pair of rooms… 

     

    He drifted off to sleep nodding over his fever paper. 

     

     

    When Blake arrived back at the townhouse three days after leaving
    Bath, he was astonished to discover that his ward had actually come
    down to London already. 

     

    "What, not by herself surely?" he asked, shocked. 

     

    "No, in the company of an elderly gentleman with a most rustic
    accent, apparently," Travis said, recalling her description of the
    man who had dropped her off at her brother's chambers. No sense in
    worrying Mr. Blake or anyone unduly, now was there? 

     

    "I see. Where is she now?" 

     

    "Out shopping with her maid, sir." 

     

    "In that case, she shall be out all day. I shall dine at four as
    usual, something special for the holiday, if you please, and then
    head off to Lady Pemberton's for the New Year's festivities." 

     

    "Very good, sir." 

     

    "My ward. What is she like?" Blake ask in a distracted manner. 

     

    "A most promising young lady, sir." 

     

    "Good, good," he said flicking through his correspondence hurriedly
    before plunking it back down to read whilst he ate, as he usually
    did. 

     

    "I'm off into the bath now. Please have my man come up and lay out
    my black and silver waistcoat and cravat." 

     

    "Very good, sir." 

     

    "Oh, and have a note sent round to my solicitor asking him to call
    the day after tomorrow on a matter of some urgency. I would ask him
    for tomorrow, but it's New Year's Day. Yet another delay," he sighed
    as he strode up the stairs. 

     

    "Very good, sir." 

     

    He soaked in the bath for an hour, idly wondering what little
    Arabella was like. Well, he would no doubt see her in the morning
    and they would go riding. He could hire a pony for the occasion. He
    could take her out to the zoological gardens or the park and stuff
    her full of unsuitable treats, and then have to dose her with castor
    oil. He liked children, but the thought of having one full-time made
    his quiver with apprehension. 

     

    Blake dragged himself out of the bath eventually and dressed with
    care. He did not feel particularly cheerful this New Year's. It was
    the first year that Europe had known peace in nearly twenty-five
    years, but if he knew old Bonaparte, he still had a few tricks up
    his sleeve. 

     

    On the other hand, he might soon have a lover or wife if he could
    find Belle. And now he had a ward. Well, hadn't he been wanting a
    normal domestic life? Now perhaps it was in his reach after all? 

     

    With that happy thought, he straightened his cuffs, inspected
    himself in the pier glass one last time, and went downstairs. 

     

    He strode into the dining room with his letters, and came to an
    abrupt halt. For sitting there at the dining table, dressed in an
    elegant russet gown which set off her dark hair to perfection, was
    none other than the one woman he was determined to turn the Town
    upside down looking for. 

    Belle. 
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    "What are you doing here!" he gasped, hastening over to the chair to
    grasp Belle's arm as she sat at the dining table. 

     

    Never mind that he had thought of nothing else but Belle ever since
    she had left the inn. Had come back to London expressly to find her.
    And the fact that she was more lovely even than he remembered. 

     

    Panic made him harsh once more. 

     

    "Is this some sort of game to discredit me, blackmail me over what
    happened on the road?" 

     

    She stared at Blake in open-mouthed horror. "What are you doing
    here! Are you trying to follow me, finish what you started? Unhand
    me, sir!" she said, struggling to free herself. 

     

    "Don't take me for a fool, Belle. You know full well why I'm here. I
    live here. You've come barging into my home, in front of my
    servants, insinuated yourself-" 

     

    A bubble of hysterical laughter burst forth from her lips. She sat
    back down heavily, stunned. 

     

    "No, it can't be. It can't…" she gasped in dismay. 

     

    All of his thoughts of taking her as a mistress, marrying her, fled
    in the face of his conviction that she was dishonest, and had duped
    and tricked him in some way. She had not staged the accident, of
    course, but everything else she had done had been designed to entice
    him. To get him to commit some indiscretion. 

    He simply had to get rid of her before she did exactly that, despite
    him knowing what she was… 

     

    "What are you talking about? You must leave, Belle! This is a
    respectable household. I have a young ward coming in a few days'
    time, the step-sister of a friend, and this will never, ever do.
    What we shared was a remarkable experience, truly. 

     

    "But it was a momentary aberration, no more. You must forget it ever
    happened, as perforce must I. You're so young. You need to get back
    on the straight and narrow. Stop this folly before you live to
    regret it!" 

     

    Belle stared at him again, certain now there was no mistake. She
    laughed again, and did the only thing she could think of. She fell
    forward in a dead faint.  

     

    The bottle of sal volatile under her nose brought her around soon
    enough. Too soon so far as she was concerned. Oblivion was what she
    really desired. Anything rather
      than have to face the truth. 

     

    She found herself stretched on the chaise longue in the little gold
    sitting room. 

     

    Dr. Sanderson's face was a mask of impassivity as she looked up at
    him. 

     

    "Feeling better now?" he asked abruptly. 

     

    She could scarce find her tongue. At last she replied, "Not really." 

     

    "Well, no matter. I have to go out shortly. You can't stay here." 

     

    "Please, Dr. Sanderson, we have to talk," she said as she struggled
    to sit up. 

     

    "You and I can have nothing to say to each other, Madame. I don't
    know what sort of Banbury tale you told Travis to get into the
    house, but--" 

     

    "You don't understand. Please, just listen to me! Listen!" she
    cried, at her wit's end. "This is all a dreadful misunderstanding." 

     

    "Yes, and you've made it, Miss, if you think you can extort money
    from me for what happened at the inn. I never pressed my advances--" 

     

    "Please! Stop this now. You must listen!" She took a deep breath. "I
    can't believe this has happened to us either. The plain fact is that
    for good or ill, Dr. Sanderson, you're my new guardian. I'm Arabella
    Neville, your friend Peter Davison's step-sister." 

     

    At his look of complete disbelief and contempt she plunged on ahead.
    "I was rushing up to Town to see my step-brother before he left for
    India, when the coach accident occurred and you found me in the
    road. You took me to the inn and well, nursed me. 

     

    "By the time I got here to London, though, Peter had already set
    sail. He had told me someone would come to see me to explain
    everything, our solicitor. I made my way to Mr. Brown's offices, but
    he won't be back until the third of this month. His clerk gave me
    this address as the address of my new guardian. 

     

    "Since I had been travelling for days and was injured, and my
    brother's chambers had to be vacated, I thought it best if I came
    here to join this household rather than go all the way back home and
    wait. We could sort out the moving of my things and the closing of
    the property later. 

     

    "I was told that you were the heir to the entire Jerome fortune, and
    your servants said to call you Mr. Blake. I had no idea that you of
    all people lived here. You introduced yourself as Dr. Sanderson. How
    could I possibly have seen any connection? 

     

    "When I arrived, your servants were expecting me, and have been most
    kind. They never made any mention of your profession, or surname.
    All has been very pleasant here, with me mostly staying in my room
    tending to correspondence, or out shopping with the maid Betsey." 

     

    She sighed. "I'm sorry if you thought I was trying to continue our
    acquaintanceship in a way which is evidently so distasteful to you.
    Or that I am a woman out for personal gain from you in any way. I
    thank you for my comfortable chamber and hospitality. I don't wish
    to be a burden, but I don't know what to do now either. This is all
    shocking and most distressing for us both. But bitterness and
    recrimination will avail us nothing at this point. What has been doe
    cann't be undone, Dr. Sanderson. The plain fact is that my brother
    Peter has left you in charge of me, and we need to try to get
    along." 

     

    Blake shook his head, completely horrified at what she had told him.
    "Surely you realize that this is impossible. I remember you as a
    small child with a curly mop of hair, a little gipsy of a thing. How
    could Peter think a bachelor like myself could possibly cope with,
    with--" 

     

    He swept his hands downwards, indicating her person. "A young lady
    such as yourself. Every buck in the Ton is going to be after you for
    your face and fortune. That is assuming of course that I can cope
    with the demands of society. I am a bachelor, as you know, with a
    profession which does not permit me the luxury of a great deal of
    free time. I work all sorts of unpredictable hours, whenever people
    need me. 

     

    "You know of my work with the ladies at the special charitable
    clinic. To have you living here with me, even as a ward, will excite
    comment and suspicion whether we wish it to or not." 

     

    He began to pace in front of her like a caged panther. "No, it is
    out of the question. I shall speak to Mr. Brown about Peter's
    intentions, and see if other arrangements cannot be made." 

     

    "Surely you are not going to fob me off on someone even more of a
    stranger than you are?" she gasped. 

     

    "Better a stranger than the man who almost-" 

     

    Arabella shot him such a reproachful look that Blake did not dare
    finish the sentence.  

     

    "I shall never speak of it again if you do not," she said
    tremulously. "Now that we know what we are to each other, we must
    forget it ever happened. Please, I do not hold it against you so
    much as myself. You have taught me a great deal. You can see the
    dangers. You know what I nearly became." 

     

    She turned large, pleading blue eyes to his grim face. "Please, Dr.
    Sanderson, I need your protection, if only from myself. I need to
    know that when I marry I am making the right decision, a careful,
    reasoned choice. I know I've sinned. I want to be better. Surely you
    can understand that, you who sin yourself with your, um, friend, but
    always aspire to do better." 

     

    He scowled at her reminder of his unguarded actions and his
    resultant candor at the inn. "So we are to make a pact of celibacy
    then," he laughed bitterly, "you and I? After we've pleasured each
    other? So nearly become lovers in every way? The idea is mad." 

     

    "Not mad. No, not mad at all. It can work." 

     

    He stared at her incredulously. "How on earth-" 

     

    "Just think of yourself as my doctor as well as my guardian. What
    was it you said? Fresh air and exercise and cold baths. Trying to
    engage in useful activities which will take my mind off these
    desires I have been having. I haven't had any more recently, but
    that is not to say I shall not backslide. I need you to help me
    reform my character. Teach me. Help me to be a good wife and
    mistress of a household." 

     

    His manner was brusque. "I know nothing of either. I am a bachelor." 

     

    "Surely you had a mother-" 

     

    He scowled so fiercely she gasped. 

     

    "I'm sorry, Doctor! I merely meant that you would understand what my
    role was to be based upon-" 

     

    "I understand, but it's not possible," he said in a cold tone. 

     

    She looked at the raw emotions on his face and said tentatively,
    "I'm sorry if I have spoke ill-advisedly. My only excuse is that I'm
    very young and foolish. I would like to be better, though. I would
    like to learn, be a help to you. Even at the clinic-" 

     

    "Unacceptable for a girl like yourself." 

     

    She looked at him sharply and said with a lift of her chin,
    "Unacceptable for girls even younger than me to have to be treated
    there, but it's a fact of life, is it not?" 

     

    He sighed, and sat back in his chair. "Aye, a sad fact indeed." 

     

    "Well, then. Perhaps it will be the best thing in the world for me
    to work there, as a salutary reminder of what my fate could have
    been, or may even be, if I do not conduct myself in an appropriate
    manner and curb my lascivious nature." 

     

    Blake shot her a look of surprise and anger. "You really are serious
    about this, aren't you? You honestly want me to be your guardian?
    After everything that has happened between us?" 

     

    She shrugged. "Peter would never have entrusted me to your care if
    he did not think you were equal to the task. If he did not trust you
    implicitly to look after me, Doctor. I have no idea what his precise
    reasons were. He was in desperate case, receiving such last minute
    orders to ship out so far away, and so quickly. He did the only
    thing he could think of in the circumstances. This was his first
    instinct, to trust you, and his instincts about people are generally
    sound." 

     

    "That is true. He was desperate, but he is clever for all that." 

     

    She nodded. "After all you've done and told me, I think you're an
    honest and decent person, sir. I wish to be one as well. We will
    never speak of what happened at the inn again. Those were two
    different people. Strangers on the road. It was a wonderfully
    pleasurable experience, but no harm was done by either of us so far
    as I can see, and it will never happen again. 

     

    "You and I are guardian and ward. As such we will have a decent and
    respectable relationship until such time as Peter comes home, I
    attain my majority, or you give me permission to wed. 

     

    "Until such time as any of those three events occur, you shall
    educate me as you see fit. Discipline me as a person who cares for
    my well-being and does not wish any harm to befall me. Does this
    seem fair?" 

     

    Blake expelled his breath in a rush, his heart hammering in his
    chest, his loins surging despite his telling himself it was
    unthinkable. 

     

    "It's a huge responsibility, one I would take seriously for the sake
    of your good self and the love I bear for my friend, your
    step-brother. But I'm not so sure I'm up to the task. My life is in
    a state of flux at the moment." 

     

    She looked at him inquiringly. 

     

    He unbent enough to cease his stiff pacing and sit down in a chair
    opposite her. "I have just been made heir to a large estate in
    Somerset, the Jeromes', just as you were told at Mr. Brown's. I will
    need to spend some time there as well. I can't leave you in Town.
    However, I'm not sure of my reception in what is supposed to
    eventually be my new home." 

     

    "You do not have to look out for me every moment of the day and
    night. I am no toddler, sir, though your memory has played tricks
    upon you and made time stand still since we last saw one another. I
    can help you, Doctor. At least let me try. I am told I am not
    without some sense. And my mathematical ability is highly praised." 

     

    "Your brother did say he thought you would be of assistance to me in
    the household. I dismissed the notion at the time, assuming you were
    very young. But as I have prescribed good sensible activities,
    perhaps I shall take Peter's suggestion." 

     

    "You mean I can stay?" she said with a relieved smile. 

     

    "For the moment at least," he said, trying not to look at her bright
    eyes, her lovely face. Good God, she was a tempting little thing… 

     

    For Heaven's sake, he had wanted to make her his mistress, been all
    set to look for her for that express purpose. He had actually
    planned to try to ruin her. He, of all people. The sister of one of
    his dearest friends. What on earth was wrong with him! 

     

    But he was her guardian now. And however fearful he was of his own
    rampaging desires, he feared those of others more. What would have
    happened to her had someone else come along at the site of the
    carriage wreck? He shuddered to think. 

     

    No, hard as it was to imagine sharing his life with the gorgeous
    Arabella Neville under the same roof, even more unthinkable was to
    turn her away when she had pleaded for his help. 

     

    He considered her question for a moment longer, and averred once
    more, "Yes, Miss Neville, I shall allow you to stay for the time
    being. At least until we get to see Mr. Brown and discuss matters
    with him further, and see what other options we might have. 

     

    "But before you go thanking me," he added quickly, seeing the relief
    light her lovely face, "we must be clear on a few matters. Firstly,
    you will respect my wishes in all things, and you will follow my
    instructions to the letter. I am Dr. Blake Sanderson. You will
    address me as Dr. Sanderson. 

     

    "Secondly, your paying calls and visits to soirees and balls will
    have to be restricted if I'm busy with my work. I believe I have
    found you a suitable chaperone for the times I cannot be with you
    and something urgent comes up. Finally, you will do me the courtesy
    of confiding in me if you feel yourself forming any sort of
    particular friendship or attachment. I will not have scandal
    attached to both our names by your eloping. Your step-brother would
    never, ever forgive either of us." 

     

    She nodded with alacrity. "I know this. I shall not. My happiness
    rests in your hands. I shall seek your permission fairly to marry,
    and not behave in a furtive manner." 

     

    His laughter at this remark had an unpleasant edge to it. "I have no
    doubt you will do exactly that, so my fourth rule is not to lie to
    me, Miss Neville, and not make me any promises you can't keep. I
    know young men well enough, you see. The stolen kisses, secret
    meetings in shadowy alcoves at balls. I was young once too. But
    there is a difference between mild flirtation and going too far. I
    hope you now know the difference." 

     

    She nodded. "I do indeed, Dr. Sanderson. I'm very grateful that you
    saved me from myself," she said with a shiver of barely suppressed
    desire as she recalled the way she had felt in his arms, and a
    shudder of fear that she really was an evil person. 

     

    "And I do not lie, sir. You were candid with me on the road. I
    admired that, even if it was painful for both of us. Therefore you
    may expect the same forthrightness from me. There is little point in
    asking for your help and protection if I then refuse to avail myself
    of it. If I stubbornly go my own way, to perdition or my own
    ruination, now is there?" 

     

    She looked so wounded, so shocked by this unexpected and incredible
    turn of events, he wanted more than anything to reach out and take
    her hand to comfort her. But that would be certain doom. 

     

    It would be a cataclysmic upheaval in his life, acceding to her
    request. Allowing her to remain under his roof, so close, just down
    the hall from his own room, when he wanted her so... 

     

    He stood up from the chair and began to pace once more, before
    moving to the window to stare out of it moodily. He knew her
    remarkable blue-violet eyes were resting upon him with
    consternation. He could not look at her, or else he would be lost.  

     

    It was madness to have her stay. But even more mad to let Arabella
    leave. He simply couldn't let her go out into the cold cruel world
    without being better prepared for it. 

     

    Even if she did manage to marry well, marriage was not always a bed
    of roses. Men could be cruel, foolish, callous. She could be
    widowed, become ill. There were a million and one things which could
    go wrong. He couldn't protect her from all of them, any more than he
    could protect the women in his clinic. But he could at least educate
    them. Give them somewhere to go when they had no one else to turn
    to. 

     

    He turned from the window and sighed. 

     

    She smiled up at him tremulously. 

     

    "I confess to being rather at a loss, Miss Neville. I agree to serve
    as your guardian. I admit this isn't going to be easy. However, it
    will be what we make of it. We shall just have to do our best to
    take each day as it comes. I need to think a bit more about your
    role in my household and how I may best look after you and your
    interests." 

     

    "Whatever you think best." 

     

    "Not just me, though. I would like you to have some independence." 

     

    Her eyes widened. At last, someone who believed women were not mere
    chattel. 

     

    "In what manner?" she asked quietly, hardly daring to believe he
    meant what she thought he did. 

     

    "For example, your brother has give me the use of your fortune, your
    dowry, to invest as I see fit. Once you marry, that dowry passes out
    of your hands. I believe that to be most unfair and short-sighted,
    and would like to try to remedy that. If you ever find yourself in
    trouble for whatever reason, you can always come to me. But if we
    invest your money wisely, you can have a nest egg of your own that
    no one can ever take from you." 

     

    She stared at him. "Is such a thing possible?" she asked quietly,
    testing his convictions. 

     

    "It is. I will teach you, Miss Neville, make it possible for you to
    stand on your own two feet. We will see the solicitors to draw up
    the papers, and open a protected bank account in your name only for
    the dividends. I do not want to ever be accused of profiting from my
    guardianship of you. All too often young ladies lose their fortunes
    through the peculation of unscrupulous relatives. I would have your
    position and my character unimpeachable." 

     

    "Very well. It will give us something to work towards in terms of my
    education and reform. What do we do now?" 

     

    He sighed. "I don't know. It's New Year's Eve. Dinner is ready. I am
    supposed to go to Lady Pemberton's, but do not wish to leave you
    here alone, since your holidays must have been pretty wretched what
    with one thing and another. Peter says to kiss your hand for him.
    You did get your presents, did you not?" 

     

    "Yes, indeed. They were wonderful. More than generous. The pearls
    are exquisite," she said with a warm smile. 

     

    He laughed shortly. "I had hoped to give you presents you would grow
    into. The joke is on me." 

     

    "They're wonderful, and exceedingly thoughtful." 

     

    He saw the sincerity in her smile, and relaxed. "If you're feeling
    up to it, shall we go in to dinner?" 

     

    She twisted her lips into a grimace. "I'm not terribly hungry, what
    with all the excitement and upset, but I will accompany you at any
    rate." 

     

    The word ‘accompany' gave him an idea. But no-it was too absurd, and
    would be courting disaster. 

     

    He managed to get through the soup without choking or making any
    inappropriate remarks. 

     

    They had just been served the fish course when he said, "Travis
    tells me that you were shopping today. You didn't by any chance
    happen to purchase a ball gown, did you?" 

     

    "I did, when I first arrived. A few of them, but one particularly
    lovely frock. Dreadfully frivolous of me I know, but it was so
    superb-" She stopped and stared at his waistcoat. Black with silver
    embroidery. His cravat was the same. 

     

    "Good. Therefore we have a choice, Miss Neville. We either both stay
    home and have a peaceful evening settling you into your new home, or
    we run the gauntlet of the Ton and introduce you at Lady Pemberton's
    as my ward." 

     

    "Are you sure you want to-" 

     

    "I would not be asking you otherwise," he said with some asperity. 

     

    "What time are you supposed to be there?" 

     

    "About seven, though she did ask me to come early to see about the
    wines for her. It's a hobby of mine, you see." 

     

    "In that case you cannot disappoint her." She rose and placed her
    napkin on the table. "I shall be down shortly." 

     

    "No hurry, my dear," he said with a wave of his hand, turning his
    attention to his mail so he did not have to look at her lovely face.
    "I have a great deal of correspondence to catch up on, and as I have
    said, seven will be fine if you need time to get ready, have a bath
    and such." 

     

    He was convinced he would not see her for two hours at least, and
    hoped he would have regained some degree of equanimity by then. He
    still didn't know what on earth to make of this astonishing turn of
    events. 

     

    Blake was even more stunned when Arabella returned ten minutes
    later, not least because it had taken her so little time to get
    ready. She was easily the most superb woman he had ever seen in his
    life. 

     

    The gown fit her to perfection, the black and silver embroidery on
    the neckline, hem and sleeves, which were tied with black satin
    ribbons, making the dress completely unique. She wore long black
    gloves above the elbow, held in place with black sleeve garters. The
    gauzy shawl both concealed and enhanced her generous bosom, and the
    jet choker, ear bobs and bracelets rendered the outfit complete. 

     

    She had dressed her hair a la Grecque, with silver ribbons through
    her glossy black hair, the curls piled up at the back and hanging
    down in elegant ringlets almost to her waist. He had all to do not
    to pull her into his arms and kiss her senseless. 

     

    "Have you got a cloak or pelisse?" he managed to mumble, still
    tongue-tied by her awesome beauty. 

     

    She nodded, showing him the black velvet garment draped in the crook
    of her elbow. "A pelisse." 

     

    "Reticule, fan?" 

     

    She showed him her wrist. "All here." 

     

    Blake gave her a tight smile. "In that case, we might as well take
    Lady Pemberton's by storm." 

     

    He offered his arm, and told himself that in no circumstances was he
    to think of her as anything other than his friend's sister and thus
    not even to be contemplated as a desirable woman. 

     

    Once again, he berated himself over what a fool he had been at the
    inn, all he had lost due to his self-righteous indignation. 

     

    For Arabella Neville was now well and truly beyond his reach. Now
    and forever. 
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    Once he was sure Arabella was safely in the carriage and wrapped up
    well against the cold, he asked, "Are you any good at dancing?" 

     

    "I'm a bit out of practice. I've not gone to many balls since my
    father passed away." 

     

    "Trust me, I shall set you straight. I enjoy the quadrille. Word of
    warning. We usually substitute the moulinet for the chaîne
    desdames in our sets during the final figure." 

     

    "I'll keep that in mind." 

     

    "You shall have to dance the first waltz and quadrille with me, of
    course. Then we shall see. If I am curt with anyone, you will know
    it is because they are a rake and thus unsuitable and not to be
    entertained with more than the barest courtesy." 

     

    "I see." 

     

    He looked her over again appraisingly once more, though there was no
    passion in his gaze now that she could see. He shook his head. "I
    feel as though I am bringing a tender little lamb into a pack of
    ravening wolves." 

     

    "I am not so naïve as you suppose." 

     

    "You could have fooled me," he muttered. 

     

    Her eyes flashed with indignant fire. "We said we were going to
    forget all about that-" 

     

    "Between us, yes. But as I have said, there are hundreds of men far
    less scrupulous than myself." 

     

    "Then I need have no fear, for I know you will not let me come to
    any harm." 

     

    He searched her face for any sign of sarcasm, but found none. 

     

    His expression gentled for a moment. In the white, black and silver
    gown she was truly a vision. "At the risk of sounding as if I'm
    breaking our pact already, Arabella, you look, well, you look
    divine. I shall have to fend off all the swains tonight with a
    cane." 

     

    She smiled at him slightly. "Surely not all. I thought the whole
    purpose of this was to introduce me around the Town, further my
    circle of acquaintance, not scare them all off because you are so
    Puritanical." 

     

    "Er, yes, quite, I meant the rakes," he said as he helped her settle
    more comfortably in the carriage under the travelling rugs. 

     

    The vehicle seemed like an old friend to her after all of the hours
    she had spent in it during the great storm. Blake did not sit next
    to her this time, but ensured both footwarmers were nearest to her. 

     

    He evidently recalled how they had met as well, for once they had
    nestled into their seats he said in a low tone, "I trust you did not
    suffer any lasting ill effects from your ordeal, Miss Neville. I
    mean, you look well. But your ribs-" 

     

    "Are healing nicely, thank you. Apart from a head cold for a couple
    of days over Christmas, I have been well." 

     

    "Glad to hear it." 

     

    "What of John?" she asked. 

     

    "Still resting at The Bishop's Mitre at Rede Village, but he should
    be fit to travel soon. James and Mr. Greengage too are on the road
    to recovery." 

     

    "Thanks to you." 

     

    "You as well, Belle. Pardon me. Miss Neville." 

     

    "But you stopped for us. Not to mention your presence of mind in
    coping with the crisis." 

     

    He bowed at the praise but remained silent. 

     

    "And you?" she asked after a time. "How are you, Dr. Sanderson?" 

     

    "I have been well," he replied shortly. 

     

    "You look a bit tired to me. It must have been a long journey down
    from Bath. What of your friends you went to visit?" 

     

    "My friend Michael is as well as can be expected. The war, you know.
    But he sends his best, and is very much looking forward to meeting
    you." As soon as he said the words he could have kicked himself. 

     

    Her long lashes flew upwards. "Me? Why, how on earth could he know
    anything about me?" 

     

    "You are my ward, you know. He finds it quite amusing to think of me
    with a cute little moppet in short skirts. He shall be even more
    amused when he sees you. And he knows Peter from university and the
    army, though your brother is somewhat younger than us." 

     

    "So glad to be the object of such mirth for you and your friends,"
    she said coolly. 

     

    He frowned. "Anything but mirth by the time this night is over, I
    assure you." 

     

    She raised her brows, and would have asked him what he meant.  

     

    But they were already outside Lady Pemberton's, and several people,
    including her nephew Matthew Dane, his best friend Randall Avenel,
    Michael's youngest brother, and their fast set of friends, were on
    the stoop ahead of them. 

     

    "I say, whatever you do, don't mention Michael to anyone," he said
    quickly. 

     

    "No, not at all. I shall treat all of our private conversations as
    just that," she replied, wondering why he seemed so unaccountably
    nervous. 

     

    Blake did not get out of the carriage immediately, but stalled for
    time by adjusting his cuffs and cravat shakily. 

     

    Damn. Blake had no idea how he was going to manage to maintain his
    composure in front of Randall given the huge secret he had
    undertaken to keep on Michael's behalf. 

     

    Blake's consciousness of his own deception was almost painful. But
    he had given his word... 

     

    Even worse, Matthew and Randall were rakes of the first order.
    Despite having been decent enough during their school days as part
    of the Rakehell set, once they had gone up to Oxford, they had
    fallen prey to all manner of temptations, and the chaste and devout
    young men had suddenly taken up the petticoat line.  

     

    "You look fine," she said after a time, when he continued to adjust
    his toilette but made no move to exit the vehicle. 

     

    She reached out to smooth down his cravat. He sat back with a hiss
    of sucked in breath as though burnt. 

     

    "Thank you, I can manage," he said in a tone which was unmistakably
    curt. 

     

    His reaction was not lost upon Arabella. She took it to be revulsion
    rather than panic, and shrank back into her seat once more. 

     

    Blake felt sure if he allowed her to touch him he would
    spontaneously combust. He also knew his delaying tactic here in the
    carriage would only forestall the inevitable, and sat back in his
    seat looking gloomy for a time. 

     

    Lady Pemberton's nephew was a real connoisseur of women, but at
    least if they did not enter together Matthew Dane would not have the
    chance to take Arabella over all night. He would naturally avoid
    Randall like the plague, without making it too obvious if he could
    possibly help it. They were all supposed to be friends, after all. 

     

    She looked at Blake levelly, then scrutinised her own ensemble while
    she waited. She peeped out the window. 

     

    "I think the men you are seeking to avoid will have cleared the hall
    by now. If I may stay with you to learn more about wine, that would
    be most interesting." 

     

    He looked at her in surprise. My, she was perceptive. And wine? 

     

    "It is not normally a subject upon which ladies are expected to be
    well informed, but if you would really like to know-" 

     

    She offered him her hand with a nod. "Really." 

     

    He took her hand and gave her a tight smile. "Very well, then. Off
    we go." 

     

    It would have been fair to say you could have knocked Lady Pemberton
    over with a feather when she saw Blake arrive with Arabella upon his
    arm. 

     

    "Bless my soul, my dear boy, I could not be more delighted! What a
    beauty! And I imagine she has a great deal of intelligence and fire.
    Just what you need to make your life complete." 

     

    His eyes rolled Heavenward, but he said in an even tone, "Yes, I
    have always been fond of children, so now indeed my life is
    complete. Please allow me to introduce my ward. Lady Pemberton, Miss
    Arabella Neville. Peter Davison's step-sister, don't you know." 

     

    Lady Pemberton, a well-preserved woman in her late forties with pale
    brown hair, if anything looked even more thunderstruck. "Ward, you
    say. Why-" 

     

    "Peter has been sent to India, Lady Pemberton," she supplied
    quickly, "so Dr. Sanderson here has been kind enough to undertake
    the completion of my education and upbringing." 

    "Very noble, I'm sure," she said, flabbergasted. Did the man not
    have eyes in his head? 

     

    "Have you a suitable chaperone for her? Not-" 

     

    Lady Radcliffe cut off her own sentence as her eyes flew even wider.
    Surely he would not use this young girl as an excuse to move in that
    doxy- 

     

    "Yes, Mrs. Evans, my near neighbour, has kindly agreed to undertake
    the role of duenna." 

     

    Lady Radcliffe's ample bosom, clad in navy blue silk, deflated with
    relief. "Well then, all I can say is welcome to you both, best
    wishes, and I hope you have an enjoyable evening." 

     

    "Thank you. I am sure we shall. Happy New Year." He bowed. "And now,
    as promised, I shall go see about the wine for you." 

     

    "Thank you, my boy. Come this way then, dear. I'll introduce you to
    my nephew-" 

     

    "That is kind of you, but I think I ought to help my guardian,"
    Arabella said quickly, bestowing upon the older woman such a
    gracious smile that she could not possbily be annoyed. 

     

    With a polite curtsey, she took the hand Blake raised up to waist
    level and swept into the drawing room where the refreshments were
    being arranged. 

     

    Lady Pemberton stared after them. Guardian and ward indeed. They
    were the most handsome couple she had ever seen. Why, even their
    ensembles matched. Could he possibly- 

     

    But he had told her himself that she was his ward, and the girl had
    concurred in the tale, one which could easily be verified. 

     

    And she really had no reason to mistrust Dr. Sanderson's word upon
    the matter. He was a most upright young man, for all he had wasted
    time with that trull Leonore Ross, and devoted his time to fallen
    women in the East End of London. 

     

    His ward? Stranger things had happened. It was still going to be the
    talk of the Town in no time. Especially since she was so incredibly
    lovely. 

     

    Lady Pemberton decided that no matter how fond she was of Matthew
    and Randall, she would not allow the men to give Blake any unease in
    her own home. 

    So she went to speak to her nephew to engage him for the first dance
    with a particular friend of hers. She knew that once he spotted
    Arabella, there would be no stopping him. 

     

    She also circumvented Randall Avenel in a similar manner. It was the
    least she could do given the circumstances. The girl looked as green
    as ivy in May. It would not do to allow worldly men like them to get
    hold of her.  

     

    Blake would be led a merry dance trying to protect the child's
    virtue as it was. However vigilant he might be as a guardian, he
    could not possibly be everywhere at once. He would need more eyes
    than Argus to keep a eye on someone as lovely as Arabella. 

     

    But the girl seemed content to remain with him, and for the most
    part was rather shy and reserved. Oh, this was just too good to be
    true. Blake in charge of that little blossom? One thing was for
    sure, the ball would certainly not be dull now. She couldn't wait to
    spread the news. 

     

     

     

    Arabella listened attentively to all Blake told her about the wine,
    and was amused when he actually offered to teach her how to taste
    it. She laughed merrily as he told her the nose was almost
    everything, and got her to sniff the bouquet. 

     

    "Now, what you want to do is get some of the wine around your mouth
    and the back of the throat. So you are going to pucker up your lips
    in an English kiss. No, an English kiss, not a French one. Then you
    are going to well, slurp delicately." 

     

    She quirk one finely arched brow at him. "That is surely a
    contradiction in terms," she said with a giggle. "And what do you
    mean by a French kiss?" 

     

    He blushed. "Er, never mind." 

     

    "No, go on." 

     

    "What we shared in the inn," he murmured. 

     

    She laughed even harder. "Ah, yes, the French certainly do have all
    the fun. The best wines, food, fashion, and kisses. And the French
    pox, of course. No doubt as a result of all the fun, food and
    fashion." 

     

    "Stop that. Some one might hear you," he scolded, scandalized. 

     

    "Sorry. I can do it but I'm not supposed to speak about it?" 

     

    "Not supposed to do it, either, now that you're my ward," he said in
    a gruff undertone. "Well, are you going to kiss and slurp or not,
    Arabella?" 

     

    She tried it, but the trouble was that he had not told her what was
    to come next. 

     

    "Now you are supposed to spit it out." 

     

    Her eyes widened in horror and she shook her head. 

     

    "Oh, er, sorry. I see your problem. Then you'll just have to
    swallow." 

     

    She gulped it down, and then at last she could breathe again.
    "Ladies do not spit. I thought real gentlemen didn't either." 

     

    "This is why the two genders lead such separate lives. There are all
    sorts of things they like to keep hidden from one another." 

     

    "I can imagine that's true of a great number of unfaithful men, but
    surely you and I have nothing to hide from each other now." 

     

    He nodded. "That's true. I've told you just about every one of my
    deepest, darkest secrets. Though to be fair, I probably never would
    have told you as my ward. It would not have been seemly." 

     

    "No, quite. But I'm glad you did, in a way. There ought to be
    perfect confidence between us. I had it with my parents and
    step-brother." 

     

    "You were very warm, devoted family, I seem to remember, from the
    few times you came to visit Peter at school when you were little.
    But I'm sure that there are some things Peter would not have
    discussed with you, any more than you would give him the sordid
    details of what happened at the inn." 

     

    "I don't think it was sordid, but I suppose you're right. Some
    things are best left private and unsaid. For your own protection, if
    nothing else." 

     

    "In any event, my friends the Rakehells-" 

     

    "Pardon? 

     

    "We call ourselves the Rakehells. Peter may have mentioned us,
    though he's been away for some time, and not every young lady is
    interested in politics. We're a Radical group of friends who have
    known each other since our school or university days. Thomas Eltham,
    the Duke of Ellesmere--" 

     

    "I recall meeting him when I was much younger. Tall, distinguished,
    as dark as you, but green eyes?" 

     

    "That's right. You'll be meeting more of us tonight, I'm sure. Lady
    Pemberton is very kind to all of us, though some of us, alas, are
    more rake than Rakehell, as you shall soon discover, with her own
    nephew Matthew Dane one of the worst of the lot." 

     

    "I'll be careful, I promise. You just point out who I should beware
    of and--" 

     

    "You need to learn to form your own judgements about such matters,
    but yes, I would have you be careful with Matthew and his best
    friend Randall Avenel, not least because my friend Michael, whom
    I've mentioned to you, is estranged from his whole family, and does
    not wish them to know he is still alive, nor anything about him." 

     

    "I shan't say a word, I swear." 

     

    "Good girl. As I was saying, Thomas holds that anything which cannot
    be said in front of a woman should not be said at all. So I hope
    you're interested in good fiery political discussions, for we all
    thrive on them whenever we're fortunate enough to get together." 

     

    "Peter always liked to argue, though he was never as ardent as you
    and your friends sound. I hope I can hold my own, and not embarrass
    you. I like to listen, anyway." 

     

    "Ho, no lingering on the sidelines for you, young lady." 

     

    "Blake, where have you been hiding this lovely girl?" a voice
    exclaimed from the doorway. 

     

    He turned and smiled. "Speak of the Devil. Thomas, meet my ward,
    Miss Arabella Neville." 

     

    "Peter's sister. How wonderful." He shook hands and gave her a
    single warm appraising glance. "Last time I saw you, you were still
    in pigtails, with your front teeth missing." 

     

    "Now that must have been a sight to see," Blake teased. 

     

    Arabella knew the tall, jet-haired Duke of Ellesmere had meant well,
    but she blushed all the same, and felt like a complete fraud, a
    child dressed up in borrowed finery and permitted to join the
    grown-ups at play. 

     

    "She must have been charming. I recall her mop of curly hair myself.
    But I have to say that the young lady, lovely though she was then,
    has certainly outshone her ample potential. She has proven the
    veritable butterfly out of the cocoon." 

     

    She grinned. "Let's not get too carried away. Damning with fulsome
    praise is almost as bad as with faint." 

     

    Blake smiled down at her proudly. "Very good, my dear. An excellent
    bon mot." 

     

    Thomas winked. "She'll keep you on your toes, Blake, you mark my
    words." 

     

    "I'm counting on it. Speaking of toes, how is your wife? No trouble
    after…?" 

     

    "Nothing more than usual. Sore and no sleep. But a gorgeous son." 

     

    "Congratulations." Blake offered his hand. 

     

    "Married nearly two years now. Let's hope he will be the first of
    many." 

     

    "Two years. How the time flies." 

     

    "Ah, here she is. Charlotte, darling, you remember Dr. Blake
    Sanderson? And this is his ward, Arabella Neville." 

     

    Charlotte Eltham, dark-haired and voluptuous, but with eyes only for
    her husband, bowed to Arabella and gave Blake her hand to kiss. 

     

    She was dressed in the height of fashion, a square-necked sapphire
    gown which matched her eyes and showed off her elegant figure to
    perfection. 

     

    "Lovely to see you again, Your Grace. Are you well?" 

     

    "Very. And please, I'm just plain Charlotte." 

     

    "Anything but plain in that gown," Blake praised. "So pleased to
    hear about your son." 

     

    "Thank you. Young Thomas is quite a handful. You can tell he takes
    after his pa." 

     

    Thomas grinned proudly. "Apart from the eyes, which are yours
    entirely, my dear. Well, Blake, it's good to have us all together
    tonight. It was a long war for you. We actually came early hoping to
    run into you, to catch up on your news. I'd heard you would be doing
    the wine. 

     

    "Clifford and Vanessa will be along later. Baby is teething. Oh, I
    saw Alistair Grant just as I was coming in, and my old friend Philip
    Marshall is on his way. I hope you'll get to know him better now
    he's back from abroad." 

     

    "It will be good to see them all. And what of Jonathan and his
    bride?" 

     

    A loud halloo heralded Jonathan's arrival. 

     

    Thomas grimaced good-naturedly. "He's in his best Tony Lumpkin mode
    tonight, I'm afraid. Ever since we performed She Stoops to Conquer,
    he's been hopelessly comedic. Or perhaps just happily married." 

     

    The second of the Rakehells, looking splendid in his dark clerical
    garb which set off his sandy hair, came up and shook hands all
    around. 

     

    He stared at Arabella. "Who, pray, is this vision of pulchritude,
    Blake?" he asked in awed tones. 

     

    "My ward, Arabella Neville." 

     

    "Ward? Neville. Hum. Oh, Peter Davison's step-sister, of course.
    Shipped out, did he?" 

     

    "Before Christmas," she confirmed. 

     

    "Oh, what a pity. If we had known you could have come to us for the
    holidays. My wife Pamela." 

     

    The elegant blonde miss clad in a rather daring red silk creation
    for a clergyman's wife shook hands all around again. 

     

    "How is Sarah?" Blake asked. 

     

    "My sister is Ireland, but very well by all accounts, and looking
    forward to coming home soon," Jonathan replied. "You shall be
    dancing attendance upon my sister at her lying in, I have no doubt." 

     

    "Wonderful news indeed," blakke said with a nod. "I shall be only
    too happy to help." 

     

    "We shall all be together, then," said Pamela, looping her arm
    through her husband's. 

     

    Arabella observed with a certain degree of shyness all the friends
    chatting together, but they went out of their way to make her feel
    included, widening the topics of conversation to the news of the day
    and other items she felt she could participate in. 

     

    Blake made sure all the wines were organized, and Arabella tried not
    to stare at him as he chatted with the Rakehells, or more
    particularly, the Rakehell women. There was no need to be
    jealous—but they were certainly to be envied, they all looked so
    glowingly happy. 

     

    If only she could find such joy, she thought with a sigh, recalling
    the soaring bliss she had only ever encountered once in her life, in
    Blake's arms that fateful evening at the inn. 

     

    Blake Sanderson, her guardian. 
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    Arabella tried not to let her turmoil over discovering that Blake
    Sanderson, the only man who had ever set her afire with passion, was
    to be her guardian. 

     

    If she betrayed any unease at all, he might just send her back to
    Somerset, in which case she would truly be bereft of his wonderful
    company, and that was not something she thought she could bear. 

     

    No, she would watch and wait, observe what manner of man he was, and
    perhaps they could grow to be friends, if not more… 

     

    In the middle of this hopeful musing, Lady Pemberton came bustling
    up to tell them it was just about time for the first waltz. 

     

    "Well, my dear, if you are finished slurping, spitting and English
    kissing, shall we?" he said in an undertone, offering his hand. 

     

    "Might as well. I've loved learning more about wine, but dancing,
    after all, is what a ball is for." 

     

    "Plus flirting, gossiping, and so on." 

     

    "No, dancing is enjoyable exercise," she said with a smile. 

     

    She passed the small drawing room where the gaming tables had been
    set up. 

     

    "Card playing is fun, but it is as much luck as skill, and it's not
    amusing if people are going to get in too deep, lose all their money
    and become tied to an obsession. As for flirtation and gossip, I
    would like to think I do neither." 

     

    Blake smiled down at her warmly. "In that case, you truly are a
    paragon of women, and you will have suitors lining up outside the
    door to pay court to you." 

     

    It wasn't quite as bad as Blake predicted, but it was a close run
    thing. Every man in the room made a beeline for Arabella after each
    dance. 

     

    Blake would tell them if she were engaged or not, selectively
    picking only the decent chaps from the throng. If he could have sold
    tickets, he would have made a small fortune. 

     

    He was not entirely selfless, though. Every time he let her dance
    with one, he made her dance another with him. It kept them from
    clustering importunately all night, and gave Arabella a respite from
    all the pointed questions being directed at her as to her family and
    connections. 

     

    "I can see it in your eyes, my dear," he said at one point. 

     

    What?" she asked in alarm, for she had been looking at him and
    thinking that no one in the room could match his perfection. 

     

    "Confusion, weariness. It's hard work getting all the names and
    faces straight." 

     

    "What else do you see in my eyes?" she asked in a low tone. 

     

    He hardly dared look. He saw warmth and light and- 

     

    "You find most of your companions dull, and bad dancers," he guessed
    accurately. 

     

    "Not that I am so good, but that you are," she admitted candidly.
    "The rest step all over me or try to take liberties, which in this
    crush is all too easy." 

     

    Blake's jaw became like granite. "I'm sorry. I thought they were
    good men." 

     

    "It does not matter, except that if I tap you on the elbow it means
    I don't wish to dance." 

     

    "Uh oh, Philip Marshall at one o'clock, heading straight this way,"
    he whispered. 

     

    "Notorious rake?" she guessed. 

     

    "Indeed, but a good friend of Thomas's, oddly enough, so I'm
    afraid-" 

     

    In the end, it was not as bad as Blake had feared. Philip had a
    fearsome reputation with the ladies, but seemed content to linger in
    the alcove they had found and chat about Blake's clinic, which he
    had been a very enthusiastic supporter of right from its inception. 

     

    "But we cannot talk about my work all night," Blake eventually said. 

     

    "No, I suppose not." Almost as an afterthought the tall,
    raven-haired and devastatingly handsome man with sherry-brown eyes
    said to Arabella, "Would you like to dance?" 

     

    At Blake's slight nod she went, and came back at the end none the
    worse for the experience. 

     

    "Was he all right?" Blake could not help but ask, worry evident in
    his tone. 

     

    She gave him a happy smile. "Fine. Not a word or hand out of place.
    There is something, well, something ineffably sad about him. Like
    you in some respects." 

     

    "Like me?" he exclaimed, his brows knitting. 

     

    She coloured. "I'm sorry. I spoke unguardedly. I didn't mean to-" 

     

    "Yes, but now that you have, you should explain yourself," he
    demanded in a curt tone. 

     

    She shrugged. "There's nothing to explain. It's just an impression I
    got when we first met. Like you're very much alone and burdened.
    That's all I meant." 

     

    He gave what he hoped looked like a casual smile, though inwardly he
    was in utter turmoil. Tell her,
      just tell her everything... 

     

    "This is much too serious a conversation to have at a ball. In any
    case you're mistaken. I'm perfectly content with my life, thank you
    very much, and having a splendid time at the ball. So if you will
    excuse me, I shall hand you over to your next partner, and go dance
    with one of my old friends." 

     

    As soon as the words were out of his mouth he regretted them.
    Arabella looked unmistakably hurt, and her next partner was quite
    obviously all sheets to the wind. Even worse was that he had to now
    stand up with the willing widow Leonore Ross, who had seen him look
    at her, and had immediately moved in for the kill. 

     

    She gripped his hand and shoulder with a possessive air and stood
    far too close to him even given it was a waltz and the floor was
    crowded. 

     

    "Well, Blake, wherever did you pick up such a pretty little toy? I
    daresay she has quite turned your head. Made you almost
    domesticated. No one has seen you about for weeks." 

     

    "I've been way in Bath," he answered curtly. "And the toy, as you
    call her, is my ward, Miss Neville. I will thank you to remember
    that, and will take great pains in future to ensure that I do not
    behave in an inappropriate manner in front of her or my friends." 

     

    He stepped back several times and tried to keep her at arm's length. 

     

    "Oh, don't be silly. This is the perfect opportunity for us. I can
    chaperone her around and we can see more of each other than ever." 

     

    "I've already seen more than enough," he said angrily as she
    blatantly tugged down the bosom of her gown. "So I shall have to
    tell you straight out. Forget you and I were ever lovers. I have a
    new life now, and will never ever visit you again." 

     

    Her eyes narrowed to vicious slits. She was about to tell Blake what
    she thought of him and his so-called ward in no uncertain terms when
    Philip Marshall stepped in smoothly. 

     

    "May I? Delighted." He took the widow's hand before Blake could say
    a word. 

     

    The doctor stared at him for a moment, but Philip's eyes swiveled to
    the right as he looked at Blake, sending him a clear message: get out while you can, and go help
      Arabella. 

     

    The warning came in the nick of time. Her drunken dance partner was
    practically diving into the relatively modest bodice of Arabella's
    gown by the time Blake saw the danger and stepped over to them. 

     

    He grabbed the oaf by the collar none too gently and said, "I say,
    Roger, a bit too much of the sauce, eh? Come have some coffee." 

     

    "Don't mind if it do, if the, er, lady will come with us." He gave a
    short braying laugh and leered at her. 

     

    "My ward, Arabella." 

     

    His eyes sparkled lasciviously. "Ward? Is that what you call
    it nowadays. Hah!" He said loudly. His suggestive tone left neither
    of them in any doubt as to what he thought of Arabella. 

     

    "You will apologize to Miss Neville at once," Blake growled, menace
    present in every syllable. 

     

    "What, oh, sorry, Miss. Neville, did you say? Not old Badger
    Neville's daughter? Rum one, he was, but the widow remarried well,
    to Jonas Davison if I'm not mistaken. I'm sorry, I can't think what
    got into me. Ever so pleased." 

     

    He tried to draw himself up in a more dignified manner, but tripped
    over his feet and would have fallen flat on his face had Blake not
    still had hold of him by the collar. 

     

    "So pleased," he said again. "You must call on my sister and I. She
    will be delighted." 

     

    He was nearly asleep by the time they got him into the drawing room. 

     

    Blake propped him up in a chair and turned to Arabella. Despite
    himself he took her hand. "I'm so sorry about that." 

     

    She shrugged one shoulder. "I'm all right." 

     

    "Let me get you some refreshment as long as we're here." 

     

    Philip came in a short time later, looking rather worried. "Are you
    all right?" he asked Arabella solicitously. 

     

    "Yes, fine. Thank you for the timely intervention, both of you." 

     

    Philip appeared visibly relieved. "He seems harmless, but he's not
    someone you want to be left alone with. Take my word for it." 

     

    "Thank you," Blake said. "We'll both keep that in mind." 

     

    They heard a tiny tinkling sound and Philip started and dug into his
    fob pocket. "It's nearly midnight. I set my watch forward a bit to
    give me warning. Come have some champagne." 

     

    He gave them each a charged glass, and raised it. "To the New Year,
    and new beginnings." 

     

    Blake and Arabella echoed his toast. They clinked glasses, and then
    the churchbells all over London began to ring. 

     

    Philip said, "Well, Blake, if you won't kiss her for auld lang syne,
    I will." He took her hand and kissed it. 

     

    "I shall of course," Blake said warmly. "One for me, one for your
    brother," he said, saluting her hand twice, "and one each for
    Christmas, for I was most remiss in keeping my promise to your
    brother that I would kiss you for the holidays." 

     

    Philip then bowed and kissed her hand again. "And now, I shall say
    good night. Your friend is looking daggers in this direction and
    will be descending upon us like a fury in a moment. So nice to see
    you both. Don't worry, I shall see that she leaves safely." 

     

    Leonore, her color high, was making a beeline for Blake when Philip
    bowed and offered her his arm. She looked surprised, but smiled, and
    after a few moments' conversation, they left. 

     

    Both noticed that instead of going to the left back into the
    ballroom, they headed right toward the cloakrooms and the front
    door. 

     

    "Well, what do you suppose all that was about?" Arabella
    asked in wonder. 

     

    He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck as he said, "I won't lie
    to you. Leonore is, well, was my er, friend whom I told you
    about. We had words, I'm afraid, and she was quite angry. I'm very
    grateful to Philip for taking her home." 

     

    "I see. Thank you for confiding in me," she said quietly, trying to
    subdue the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. She knew she had
    no right to be angry. The woman and Blake went back many years. Auld lang syne. 

     

    "I'm just glad I got to you in time, before Roger…" 

     

    "That was Philip again," she guessed. 

     

    Blake nodded. "Yes. He's a smart chap in many ways." 

     

    "I don't think he's such a rake," she observed, before draining her
    glass of champagne to fortify herself. 

     

    "As we have discovered to our cost, one cannot always believe
    everything one hears, one way or the other." 

     

    They both blushed and looked away for a moment. 

     

    Arabella said after a time, "It's past midnight now. I think we have
    done our duty. Would you care to go home?" 

     

    "Indeed I would. It's been pleasant dancing with you and seeing some
    old friends, some, not all," he hastened to add, "but I think we
    have both had enough excitement for the evening." 

     

    "Yes, certainly," Arabella agreed readily. 

     

    Several men now began to flock in looking for Arabella. 

     

    Blake took her arm before she changed her mind. He fetched her
    pelisse and his evening cloak. They found their carriage outside and
    he helped her in, his hand warm on her arm and back as he seated her
    safely. They travelled home in the coach in relative silence, Blake
    asking only as they neared the house, "How did you enjoy your
    triumph?" 

     

    "Did you think that was one?" she asked in surprise. 

     

    "Oh, undoubtedly. You will have all of London abuzz with tales of
    your beauty and wit. Mark my words, the invitations will be coming
    in thick and fast as snow in winter. Mrs. Evans your new chaperone
    will have her work cut out for her." 

     

    "What of you?" 

     

    He cleared his throat. "What do you mean?" 

     

    "You've had a couple of conquests tonight yourself." 

     

    His brows drew downwards. "You must think to make a mockery of me." 

     

    "Not at all. I just wonder at the fact that Leonore was the only one
    almost making a scene." She stared at him levelly.  "But what I
    really wonder at is a man as attractive and eligible as you not
    having been wed and starting a family of your own years ago." 

     

    "Well, I was engaged," he admitted with a sigh. "Rosalie Crane
    Stanton. You'll be hearing the name a great deal about Town these
    days. She's just been separated from the man she threw me over for
    less than week before we were to be wed." 

     

    "Oh my, I am sorry. I had no idea." 

     

    "No reason that you should. But I am telling you now so you will
    know what kind of man you have as your guardian." 

     

    "I think I already do, but go on, tellme. What did you do after she
    broke it off?" 

     

    He said tightly, "I was on my own and bitter for about two years,
    and worked like a demon. I threw myself into establishing my
    practice. The war started, and I was pretty much in the thick of it
    right the way through. I returned last spring when Napoleon
    abdicted. Leonore was the only constant in my life then, for good or
    ill. 

     

    "It was sort of reassuring to have someone who didn't make any
    demands upon me. Couldn't possibly think I would ever marry and have
    children with her. I have always been fearful of, well, consquences.
    That kept me in check all those years. No uncontrollable emotions,
    just a relationship between friends. I have to admit, my parents
    were not happily married." 

     

    When he remained silent for a time, she decided that was all he was
    going to say upon the subject. She thought it sensible not to press
    him for further details. Instead she nodded compassionately. 

     

    "I understand. My parents too. But then Father died, and Mother met
    Mr. Davison, and I got Peter for a brother. Then we were all happy
    for a time. Until Mother died, of course. Then Step-Papa." 

     

    "So now you're stuck with me." 

     

    "And you with me," she said coolly. 

     

    He gave another tight smile. "I cannot think of anyone more amenable
    to have as a ward. I'm sure we will manage admirably. No hard
    feelings about the past, Arabella?" 

     

    "Not hard ones, no. I would never think ill of you for what
    happened, since, after all, it was of both our own making. It was a
    silly blunder on both our parts for which I must take my fair share
    of the blame." 

     

    "Me too. As well as give you a formal promise that no similar
    blunder shall ever happen again," he said in a firm tone. 

     

    Arabella wished he would not say such a thing with quite such a
    degree of finality. After all, she had had a good look at Leonore.
    She had never been a great beauty in her life, she was sure of it,
    and middle age had certainly not improved her looks or her figure. 

     

    The carriage drew up in front of the house. Blake helped her down
    diffidently. He took her to the door, led her inside, and dismissing
    the butler, helped her off with her pelisse himself. 

     

    "Good night, my dear," he said in the hall. "Happy New Year." 

     

    "And to you. Good night, and thank you for letting me stay, Dr.
    Sanderson." 

     

    "Don't thank me yet. I might prove to be such an odious guardian
    that you will wish we'd never met." 

     

    She smiled. "Oh, you tease, sir. I'm sure I shall never have cause
    to say such a thing." 

     

    "I truly hope not, my dear." 

     

    "Nor you of me." 

     

    "Never," he said firmly. 

     

    "Good, then. I shall see you in the morning." She curtsied to him
    formally and swept up the stairs. 

     

     

    Only once she was gone did Blake feel he could breathe again. He
    expelled the pent-up air in a long whoosh, and striding down the
    hall, threw himself on the leather sofa in his sitting room. 

     

    This had easily been the most trying night of his life. And he was
    sure it was going to be just the first of many. He had wanted to
    murder every man who so much as looked at Arabella, let alone danced
    with her. 

     

    But Peter trusted him. He simply couldn't let his friend down. It
    was his own stupid fault. He should have paid attention a bit more. 

     

    Peter had been right about his head in a book comment. He had never
    thought the little child he recalled could have grown up, that she
    had kept her own last name, that Belle was a shortened form of her
    name which her family had always used affectionately.  

     

    But even had he known all that, who would ever have imagined they
    would have met on the road. Let alone that they would end up
    spending so much time with each other that they had stroked each
    other to passionate frenzy, nearly- 

     

    He sighed. His friend Jonathan Deveril the Rakehell would say fate
    was inexorable. He was not so sure. All he knew was it had dealt him
    a hand full of surprises, and tomorrow he would have to start
    playing the game of guardian over Arabella in earnest. For that he
    would need all his wits about him. 

     

    For never could the tender young eighteen-year-old be allowed to
    suspect that he lusted after her so badly that he had come back to
    London expressly to look for her, determined to make her his
    mistress. Nay, his wife. 
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    Arabella rose long before the dawn, tired of tossing and turning in
    the bed. Every time she closed her eyes she saw Blake's handsome
    face smiling down at her. Sherecalled the wonderful sensation of
    being in his arms dancing the previous evening. She longed for his
    strong arms around her again, his wonderful hands and lips upon her
    hot flesh-- 

     

    Nay, that way lay madness. She had to stop replaying in her mind
    what had happened between them at the inn.  

     

    She shook her head as if to clear it, lifted her embroidery hoop
    with a sigh and went downstairs even though it was early. 

     

    Blake came into the small breakfast room in a short time later and
    stared at her in surprise. "Good morning, my dear. Why have you
    risen so early after so late an evening? You ought to have stayed in
    bed." 

     

    "I thought we might make a start on some of our business together.
    You know. The terms of your guardianship. And I thought I might be
    of use to you, since you have been so kind to me." 

     

    "Of use? No, not at all. Don't be silly." 

     

    "Do you not need me for anything?" she asked, feeling a bit hurt
    that he was dismissing her so readily. He did not even look at
    her-it was as if too busy to bother with her for even an instant.
    But then, he had been away, and given her all of his time last
    night. 

     

    "It is New Year's Day. Most of the world is sleeping off the
    celebrations from the night before. For my own part, I must catch up
    on several things which I have neglected in my absence, including my
    correspondence, and a paper on fevers I have been trying to find a
    quiet time to finish. There will be plenty of opportunity to do
    business tomorrow, or on the third when Mr. Brown comes back." 

     

    "Oh, I'm sorry. Can I help with your paper?" 

     

    He smiled tightly, trying to keep his voice even. After all, she was
    only trying to help. She had no idea that every time he laid eyes on
    her he wanted to strip her naked and- 

     

    "For the moment, child, you go upstairs and rest. Settle into the
    house a bit more. Bring some of your things down here. You are not
    to be kept a prisoner in your chamber. Find some more books in the
    library to entertain and edify. Anything you need, simply ask a
    servant." 

     

    He went over to his desk, opened the drawer, and took out his strong
    box. "There is always cash in here for emergencies. I shall give you
    fifty pounds pin money every week to start with. Please let me know
    if you need more." 

     

    "That's more than generous. Thank you." 

     

    "I trust you. You needn't thank me. Your first lessons will be in
    how to earn money, save it, and spend it wisely." 

     

    She nodded as she took the notes and coins he had placed on the
    desk. 

     

    "You have the run of the house, of course. We can see about you
    keeping the keys for a time in order to learn how to run a household
    yourself. The only places which are off limits are my examination
    rooms and changing rooms downstairs, and of course my one private
    chamber at the top of the stairs. 

     

    "Likewise I shall never intrude upon your room unless you are
    expressly in need of me, if you are ill, for example. There is the
    small sitting room just by the front door, the little cream and gold
    one, which can be for your exclusive use. I shall not intrude upon
    you and your guests unless you invite me in. 

     

    "Appropriate decorum must be observed at all times, in this
    household and without. I shall be on the look out for what I would
    describe as extremes of taste in your dress or deportment." 

     

    "I understand. I believe my gowns are unobjectionable. And my
    conversation equally so." 

     

    "Indeed, neither has caused me alarm thus far. That is quite a
    modest and becoming gown, very much as I could wish," he said,
    nodding at the charcoal grey in approval. 

     

    "In most other matters of which we have spoken, we are in agreement.
    I shall try not to be too harsh a taskmaster." 

     

    "I'm sure you will be fair. If you are harsh, it will be no more
    than I deserve after the manner in which I have behaved." 

     

    He fixed her with his piercing hazel eyes. "Don't be too meek, my
    dear. I was an only child, and said to have been very willful." 

     

    She smiled at last, in amusement and relief. "Very well, I shall
    stand up to you on occasion. We would not want our lives together to
    be too dull." She turned to leave him. 

     

    Blake's heart nearly lurched into his mouth. Dull? He managed
    another small tight smile. "I have the feeling it's going to be
    anything but." 

     

    True to his word, Blake gave Arabella the morning off to settle
    herself in her new home. 

     

    Upon his orders, she received a full tour of the grand townhouse
    from the butler and housekeeper, whilst Blake familiarized himself
    with the papers which had been sent over from the solicitor's office
    regarding her wealth. 

     

    He was rather impressed. She had quite a diverse portfolio. They had
    done a good job looking after her interests. But with what Blake had
    learnt from his father, he could do even better for her. 

     

    There was also the matter of her chaperone to attend to. The sooner
    Mrs. Evans took up her duties and got Arabella off his hands for the
    days and evenings, the better, so far as he was concerned. 

     

    At one point he looked up from his papers in surprise. "Arabella. I
    didn't hear you come in. Is there anything I can do for you?" 

     

    "No, I'm just joining you by the fire while I do some mending." 

     

    He frowned. "Is the fire not adequate in your sitting room?" 

     

    "It's fine. I just thought- Well, you do not mean to shun me
    entirely, do you?" 

     

    "Not at all," he said quickly. "By all means sit there. Just don't
    expect me to be too chatty when I have this paper to finish." 

     

    "That's fine." 

     

    She had found the mending basket with the help of Betsey. She saw
    that his footwear needed darning, his shirts buttons replaced. It
    was ever the way with bachelors, she was sure. As lady of the
    household in the absence of any other, it would be her duty… 

     

    "I say, those aren't my stockings, are they?" he said with a blush. 

     

    "Um, yes." 

     

    "Really, there's no need. I don't usually bother. I mean, it is not
    as if I can't afford to buy more." 

     

    "In which case they can go to the poor, but they still need to be
    mended." 

     

    "It's very kind of you." 

     

    "Not at all." 

     

    He felt his cheeks burn. What was it about so simple a gesture of
    kindness that had him lusting for her all over again? 

     

    Blake tried hard to concentrate on his work. After the initial
    distraction, he found he got on better than he had done when he'd
    been struggling to get the lecture done in the room on his own. 

     

    Well, I don't have to wonder and worry about what she's up to when
    she's with me, he decided as finished the last sentence with a
    flourish. 

     

    "All done?" 

     

    "Yes." 

     

    "May I read it?" 

     

    "You would find it awfully dull, my dear." 

     

    She pouted slightly. "I shall never learn if I only read novels." 

     

    He nodded. "True. Let me just glance over it once more." 

     

    Blake read it through and made a few changes. 

     

    Arabella approached the desk timidly and he sat her down. She read a
    few sentences, then lifted her head. 

     

    "You see, I told you. Dull as ditchwater." 

     

    "No, not at all. Actually, I was going to ask you if you minded my
    correcting the spelling and punctuation. Or is it just that your
    handwriting is poor, or you were working on it in the carriage and
    got jounced up and down?" 

     

    She pointed to a couple of errors he had indeed missed. 

     

    "Just so, my dear, though I own that one there is my writing." 

     

    He soon pulled up a chair next to her and they spent a pleasant hour
    going over the rest of the lecture. She volunteered to make him a
    fair copy to take with him to the medical college on Thursday. 

     

    "Oh, no, really, you don't have to." 

     

    "I don't mind, honestly. You can catch up on your correspondence
    whilst I do this." 

     

    So he sat beside her at the fine desk, she writing out neatly the
    corrected final draft of the fever paper whilst he skimmed through
    the mail, discarding several notes from Leonore and Rosalie without
    even opening them. 

     

    Why waste time? There was nothing either woman could say to him that
    he would find of even the remotest interest. 

     

    Several invitations also went in the wastebasket, but he kept back a
    couple he might not have ordinarily considered. Now that Arabella
    was with him, he could not always keep her in the house. Nor could
    he allow her to go with just a chaperone all the time. 

     

    Mrs. Evans was a good sort, but more of a governess than a woman of
    the world. She did not understand as he did the devices and
    strategems of a consummate rake. He had seen more than enough of
    them in action last evening at Lady Pemberton's ball to not wish for
    a repeat performance. 

     

    Though it had to be said, Arabella had acquitted herself admirably.
    Did she really have no idea how lovely she was? 

     

    He wrote to his friend Michael Avenel in Bath telling him of the
    unexpected turn of events, and to never mention to anyone the
    carriage incident he had told him about. He promised they would be
    down soon to see him. 

     

    Sarah Davenport's baby could be expected any time after Valentine's
    Day. They would go down the week before. That would mean writing to
    Mr. Jerome… 

     

    He looked consideringly at the dark head bent so close to his own.
    What to do for the best so far as Arabella was concerned, that was
    the question. She would only just be settling in here in London. On
    the other hand, to leave her here was unthinkable. They would buzz
    like flies around a honey-pot if he dared. 

     

    She loved the countryside, and sooner or later they would have to
    deal with her estate, also in Somerset, though some hours' ride from
    Millcote where the Jeromes lived. And the Stones too, he reminded
    himself. With the rest of the Rakehells only about six miles away in
    Brimley. It might do well to take Arabella there for some good
    society. 

     

    He took out a fresh sheet of paper and wrote a suitably deferential
    letter to Mr. Jerome stating he would be in the neighbourhood
    starting the approximately the tenth of February, and he would be
    pleased to call on him to pay his respects. 

     

    "That is a very weighty sigh," she observed quietly. 

     

    "I've told you I recently was named heir to a fine estate in
    Somerset. I shall have to go down there for a number of reasons, not
    least of which will be to close up your house for the time being if
    you're going to be living here." 

     

    Her eyes flashed with defiance despite her resolve to show the
    doctor how grateful she was for all his help. "Do I not get a say in
    the matter?" 

     

    "You do. We're discussing it now," Blake said mildly. 

     

    She sat back in her chair. "I see. I'm sorry. It's just that I've
    been so happy there. It's hard to imagine just giving it up, letting
    it, leaving it in another's care." 

     

    "We don't have to decide immediately. It would be a pity to just
    leave it to wrack and ruin. At the very least it needs a good
    steward, perhaps an efficient married couple who would like a place
    of their own. If you were to sell it, now would be the time. Prices
    will only fall now that the war is over." 

     

    "No, I couldn't possibly sell it. Peter-" 

     

    "It's been left to you, you know. Not him." 

     

    She shrugged. "He was ever the wanderer. That's not to say he won't
    come back from the Army at some point and wish to have a proper home
    of his own." 

     

    "Very well, then. We shall find a suitable steward until such time
    as we're both more settled. We shall put the word out amongst my
    friends in the district and see if they can recommend a suitable
    young man or couple." 

     

    "Thank you. For the steward, and for understanding my feelings." 

     

    "I only hope you can be happy here. It will be a big change, and a
    crusty old bachelor like myself-" He shrugged. 

     

    "I'm sure I shall be fine. So long as you treat me like a useful and
    sensible member of society, not a bit of fluff, we shall get along
    well." 

     

    "How are you coming with that paper?" 

     

    "Nearly finished." 

     

    "Good. As soon as you are done with that, Miss Fluff, we can start
    teaching you about investments." 

     

    She grinned at him and nodded. "I can't wait." 
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    By the time dinner was announced, Arabella was famished, and her
    head was spinning. But she felt a huge sense of accomplishment and
    was delighted with his warm praise. They said grace and then began
    to devour their roast with gusto. 

     

    "You've done very well. I'll expect you to keep a little account
    book. The newspaper is delivered every morning, and you can check
    the price of your consols and so forth." 

     

    "Thank you for not treating me like a noodle." 

     

    He looked up from the forkful of potato he had been about to put in
    his mouth. "I'm a firm believer in equal rights for women. I do
    think you ought to be protected in other ways, but there is no
    reason why you cannot manage your affairs yourself. I had to learn,
    after all. Males are not born with a mastery of the stock market any
    more than a woman with a mastery of the harp or pianoforte." 

     

    "I play both. Do you?" 

     

    "Piano only. And not well." 

     

    "Painting and sketching?" 

     

    "Yes, but only if you approve of anatomical drawings as high art." 

     

    "I believe Da Vinci-" 

     

    "Yes, just so," he remarked in clipped tones. 

     

    "What? What have I said wrong?" 

     

    He looked decidedly uncomfortable. "Well, some of the paintings are
    nudes, and-" 

     

    "The human body is wondrous, is it not?" she remarked in all
    sincerity. 

     

    "Yes, of course," he said with evident enthusiasm. "I could spend a
    lifetime and never discover everything there was to know." 

     

    "What's the most wondrous thing you've ever seen?" she asked with
    genuine interest. 

     

    "Newborns coming into the world. It's always a little miracle," he
    said, his hazel eyes alight with excitement. "They're all so tiny,
    and most of them so perfect. Adorable little fingers and toes." He
    raised his hand. "Some of them so small, I can fit them in one of my
    hands." 

     

    "You love your work." It was a statement, not a question. 

     

    "Yes, most of the time I do. But there are awful things too. Death,
    disease. Things which could be prevented with the right teaching and
    moral fibre." 

     

    She took a sip of wine before asking, "So the wealthy patients you
    treat help to pay for the free clinic you have?" 

     

    He nodded. "That's right." 

     

    "You will let me help? Make bandages and so on?" 

     

    "I suppose, if you're so determined." 

     

    Arabella nodded. "I am." 

     

    "Good. We shall need to teach you the basics. While I do not have
    many female patients here for my private practice, I would
    appreciate your help if I do, should the occasion arise." 

     

    She nodded happily. "Anything." 

     

    "It's just that some of them might feel better with a lady present
    to reassure them-" 

     

    "I understand." She took another forkful of peas, hoping he didn't
    observe her blush. 

     

    "Thank you. And for the help with the fever paper." 

     

    "So you teach as well?" 

     

    "Yes." 

     

    "It is a wonder you have time to tend to a young ward, then," she
    said quietly. 

     

    "The truth is I don't generally," he admitted. "Once the holidays
    are over, I shall be back to my normal schedule, and you and I will
    probably rarely see each other." 

     

    That thought filled her with absolute dread. "But if I help you with
    the clinic-" 

     

    "You can't be expected to give up you pleasure and amusements for my
    work. You are so young." 

     

    "But not Miss Fluff." 

     

    "No," he conceded. 

     

    "In that case, let me help," she said firmly. 

     

    "I shall consider the matter. But for the moment you might
    contemplate helping the servants take inventory. Discover all you
    can about this household. I must admit it's not something I pay much
    attention to. It runs smoothly, so I leave it alone. You may have
    different ideas as to what constitutes smoothly, so I ask you as a
    favour to see what can be done. If you can run a whole estate in the
    country by yourself, you can most certainly take me in hand." 

     

    "I shall. Thank you for your confidence in me." 

     

    They smiled at each other shyly, and turned back to their dinner. 

     

    The rest of the evening was spent going over the papers Mr. Brown
    had sent, so she could understand the terms of his guardianship. It
    would be three years until she attained her majority and freedom.
    Three long years, unless Arabella could either get over her
    schoolgirl crush, or convince Blake Sanderson to fall in love with
    her. 

     

    No. Impossible. She was dreaming if she thought a worldly and
    successful man like him could ever consider her in that way. 

     

    At the inn it had been different. He had no doubt thought her the
    daughter of some genteel impoverished family. Ripe for plucking,
    with few consequences to fear. Now she was his ward, and his dear
    friend's protected sister. 

     

    No, Blake Sanderson was not the man for her, no matter how much she
    longed for him. 

     

    The memory sprang to mind once more of his bare chest, his trousers
    slipping down over his huge… 

     

    Arabella shook her head and shuddered. Stop that. 

     

    She took a deep breath to calm herself, and suggested some music.
    They finished the night with some Bach airs, and each could not wait
    to get away to the privacy of their rooms to dream about the other. 

     

    The first fortnight of her sojourn in London was spent as per
    Blake's request, with Arabella overhauling Sanderson House from top
    to bottom. She took him at his word and obtained the housekeeper's
    keys. There wasn't any room she left untouched. 

     

    Mrs. Evans, her chaperone who lived in one of the side streets
    nearby, was given a room near Arabella's in case she ever needed to
    stay the night. She was a stout woman of perhaps fifty, kind, but a
    bit silly for her tastes. She scolded Arabella more than once for
    being too much of a homebody. 

     

    It was true she had taken London by storm after her appearance at
    Lady Pemberton's ball, but she was not accustomed to spending all
    day and night in the idle pursuit of pleasure. Apart from a couple
    of rides in Rotten Row with the Stones and the Duke of Ellesmere,
    and once with Philip Marshall, she had not troubled to go out to pay
    calls, and she and the house had been in no fit state to receive
    callers. 

     

    With a pinafore over her oldest gown, forest green wool, and her
    hair tied up in a kerchief, and smudges of dust all over her, she
    was as lovely as ever, but not the belle of the ball that most of
    the Town expected her to be. 

     

    Mrs. Evans complained, "There's no sense in having me come every day
    and night if you turn the visitors from the door and never go
    anywhere. Why, we haven't even been to the shops once. The only time
    you've been out of this house with me was when you went to see Mr.
    Brown the solicitor. Really, it is not natural. You need a better
    wardrobe, evening gowns. Moreover, no man wants a bluestocking for a
    wife." 

     

    Arabella put the finishing touches to an ornamental tassle. "Why
    not, pray?" 

     

    "Well, no man would want a wife who was more intelligent than
    himself." 

     

    "I see. So I'm to pretend that I'm stupid in order to catch myself
    one, am I?" she asked impatiently. "Fill my wardrobe with immodest
    gowns to catch a man?" 

     

    Blake, who had paused outside the little cream and gold parlor to
    knock and look in, smiled to himself. 

     

    "Not at all. Well, not quite. But flatter men, defer to their
    opinions. Let them feel like Lord and Master in their own house." 

     

    "Even if they're not worthy, or fools?" 

     

    "A man's amour propre is a very delicate thing. Easily overset. When
    it is, well, there is the Devil to pay." 

     

    "Dr. Sanderson isn't like that. He doesn't mind if I quiz him." 

     

    "But he's your guardian. Not a man at all, if you take my meaning." 

     

    "I see." 

     

    Blake scowled at this. He grew determined to show Arabella just how
    much of a man he could be. He put on his most winning smile and
    tapped on the door. 

     

    Arabella looked up and smiled. "Hello. How are you?" 

     

    His hazel eyes glowed as he gazed at her lovely face. "Well, my
    dear. And you?" 

     

    "Very well, thank you." 

     

    "I must say you're doing wonders with the place. Much more cosy to
    come home to. Wonderful cushions, crocheted blankets. I think I must
    have the best wardrobe in London now thanks to you. Not to mention
    Cook's new receipts. Something smells delicious. 

     

    "So, Mrs. Evans can have the night off, and we can go out to the
    Elthams. They're having an at home, music, cards, and charades, if
    you like." 

     

    A pretty dimple peeped out. "It sounds wonderful. Are you sure you
    can spare the time, Doctor?" 

     

    "I always make time for things which are important." 

     

    "What shall I wear?" 

     

    "I like your lavender and white. It really brings up your eyes. Have
    you checked your investments today?" 

     

    Said violet eyes sparkled. "I have." 

     

    She hastened over to the small desk to show him her book, with the
    price and her tracking on the graph. 

     

    "I've heard that that's as high as it is going to go. Would you like
    to sell now, or take a gamble that my informant was wrong?" 

     

    "I trust you. You were correct last week, after all. We shall sell." 

     

    "We shall speak to the broker on the way to the clinic tomorrow." 

     

    "We?" she said, her brows raising. 

     

    "Yes. Now that you've transformed this house, it is about time you
    transformed the clinic as well." 

     

    "But Dr. Sanderson, I really must protest," Mrs. Evans exclaimed.
    "Arabella should not be consorting with-" 

     

    "She will not be consorting, as you put it," he said coldly. "She
    will be helping me." 

     

    "Very well, but you have some odd notions of what is appropriate for
    a young lady." 

     

    His tone remained even. "I own it. Prudery and a narrow mind are
    perceived by most as desirable attributes for the female gender. I
    would like to think it suits neither sex." 

     

    "It is my duty to obey, of course. However, I feel it incumbent upon
    me to state my objections now." 

     

    "Duly noted. Thank you, Mrs. Evans. Have a good evening." 

     

    The older woman was surprised that he had not asked her to join them
    for dinner. He simply took Arabella's hand and departed. 

     

    She shook her head. The girl was never going to get a good husband
    this way. She rather flattered herself a good matchmaker. There were
    so many eligible young men in London at present. She just had to
    push things forward a bit, or try to, if she could ever get Arabella
    out of the house. Wouldn't it be a fine thing…. 

     

    "I say, Adam, you're never going to guess. Our little country mouse
    of a cousin is here in Town!" 

     

    Adam Neville lifted his thin lips languidly from the lewd lady he
    was dallying with. He squeezed her breast hard, and sighed. "What
    concern of this is ours?" 

     

    "Because Peter Davison is gone. Overseas. Leaving her with some old
    friend of his as her guardian." 

     

    Oliver sat down on the red velvet chaise longue, sandwiching the
    whore between them in a most suggestive manner which set her to
    wriggling anew. 

     

    "Peter gone? A guardian, you say?" His bushy black brows rose. "What
    is her fortune?" 

     

    "A good one, and getting greater all the time. She sold her shares
    in Pinkus' last week just before the bottom dropped out, and made a
    killing. This could be the making of us, old boy." 

     

    "I don't see-" 

     

    "Marriage, you fool. A fortune ripe for the taking." Oliver grabbed
    the prostitute's bare backside by way of emphasis. "One of us
    marries her, bails out the other." 

     

    The two dark-haired men stared at each other for a moment. 

     

    Adam shrugged. "Even assuming it were possible to meet with the
    virtuous young miss, how could we ever deceive anyone into thinking
    we were suitable? Her guardian will carry out inquiries. If I'm not
    mistaken, several of our creditors are about to call in our vowels." 

     

    "We can get them to hold off. Go to a cent-percenter, cut a bit of a
    dash. Find a desperate solicitor who can try to smooth things over,
    negotiate the marriage settlement, in exchange for a portion of
    whatever one or the other of us gets." 

     

    Eventually Adam nodded. "You know, Brother, it might just work." 

     

    "I'm telling you, she's ripe for the plucking," Oliver said with a
    laugh, groping the girl until she gasped in pain. 

     

    Adam slapped his hand away. "Get your own. I paid for this one." 

     

    "Now, Brother, fair is fair. Share and share alike. Arabella is said
    to be a real beauty, by the way. Worth a king's ransom in her own
    right. It will be no hardship waking up to her in the morning.
    Assuming you ever got to sleep the night before, that is," he said
    with a smirk. 

     

    Adam gave what passed for a smile these days, a grimace of pain as
    he tried to get comfortable on the chaise longue with his back
    trussed up like a turkey. For the thousandth time he cursed the
    riding accident that had left him less than a whole man. 

     

    "All right." He nodded. "Pull in all the favours we're owed. Borrow
    clothes, money, jewellery, and a carriage. We're going to cut a dash
    and take the Town by storm." 

     

    "What if they ask questions about what we've been up to since we got
    sent down from Oxford?" Oliver wondered aloud. 

    "Tell the truth. We've tried a few things with a view to improving
    the estate. Which, as the eldest, is mine, of course," Adam said
    with a smirk. "Just like this tart." 

     

    "You don't mind do you, honey? Two for the price of one will be
    double the pleasure for you." 

     

    The girl began to protest she was a working woman, but naked as she
    was, and pinned on the couch, she wasn't in much of a position to
    argue. Or indeed do much of
      anything else except submit… 
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    The Elthams' at home was a simple affair, but the townhouse was so
    grand that Arabella had all to do not to stare at everything. She
    felt like a little country mouse as she looked at the elegant
    décor. 

     

    She noted that Blake's home was not so ostentatious, though he could
    afford better, she knew. As could she now that she had done so well
    with her investments. 

     

    She had made a couple of small errors in her calculations, but in
    the past fortnight she had come to look forward to reading the
    financial papers, and her portfolio was exceedingly healthy. 

     

    Even better though was how proud Blake seemed to be of her. She had
    thought it would be hopelessly awkward to live under the same roof
    with the man who had almost become her lover. 

     

    But he was so unceasingly polite and correct, and had so many
    fascinating sides to his personality, that every day was a new
    source of interest and excitement to her. Tonight, for example, in
    front of his friends, she heard him sing for the first time, and he
    was by no means as bad as he had let on. Quite excellent, in fact. 

     

    He was most assiduous in his small kindnesses to her, assisting with
    her shawl, cloak, reticule, travelling rugs. He made her feel like a
    princess, like the most important woman in the world. 

     

    Yet never once did he try to repeat any of the amorous attentions he
    had bestowed upon her in the carriage or their room at the inn. 

     

    She had smiled as she had seen him come downstairs wearing a
    lavender cravat with his dark evening suit. It had matched her gown
    perfectly. Had that been his intention when he had told her which
    gown to wear? 

     

    He had partnered her at whist that evening, sang several duets with
    her, and held her wool as she took some work out of her reticule
    whilst they listened to the Stones perform. 

     

    Then she realised they were all paired off, married couples, and she
    and Blake. 

     

    She looked at each couple again. How were they any different from
    herself and Blake? They shared the same regard and tastes; the same
    attentions were paid to the ladies as to her. 

     

    The only difference she could see was the warm demonstrativeness of
    the couples, for they all held hands, kissed, embraced. 

     

    Blake followed her gaze to the Duke and his wife as they sat in one
    corner with her on his lap whispering over some little private
    matter. 

     

    She stared even further when their infant son, now nearly two months
    old, was brought in, and Charlotte fed him herself as if it were the
    most natural thing in the world. 

     

    Arabella shot Blake a look to see if he was looking at the Duchess'
    bare breast, but all he did was smile at the child and compliment
    them on their adorable baby. 

     

    He instructed Charlotte on the best way to bring up the wind by
    taking the baby from her and stroking his back gently until he let
    out a belch which would have done a stevedore proud. With an
    indulgent smile Blake mopped up his little face with his
    handkerchief. 

     

    He cuddled and dandled the infant in his large hands with natural
    grace and ease that left her breathless. 

     

    Arabella had never felt so moved. She had never been drawn strongly
    to anyone before as she was to this strange man who had come into
    her life like a meteor, left it again, and then had returned
    completely transformed. 

     

    Well, not completely. He was the same in all respects, but their
    relationship could never be. They had originally been thrown
    together by trials and tribulations. That kind of romance under fire
    could never last. But a solid and lasting commitment, such as the
    couples in the room seemed to have built up, that was binding and
    real. 

     

    But then so was a child, she realised with a tremor as she watched
    Blake rock the child to sleep and hand him back to the Duke to be
    put down in his cot. 

     

    Arabella was very young. She had little experience of children. She
    would not be marrying any time soon, that was for certain. Not
    unless it was to someone she could admire wholeheartedly. 

     

    She was pensive for the rest of the evening. She had thought herself
    so worldly wise, but the consequences of having allowed Blake to
    press his advances to their natural conclusion could have brought a
    shocking set of problems all of their very own. 

     

    He had done the right thing by refusing her. Had done her a huge
    favour. Why then did she feel as though she had been badly let down.
    Betrayed, even? 

     

    He could not fail to notice her change of mood. "Did you have a good
    evening?" Blake asked on the trip back home. 

     

    "Indeed. They are all most pleasant. The house is magnificent." 

     

    "Yet Thomas is only the second Duke. They were always a most gifted
    family." 

     

    "And yours?" 

     

    He shrugged. "Nothing to speak of. A talent for making money." 

     

    "Not healing people?" 

     

    "I work hard. I'm not sure of the rest," he said modestly. 

     

    "Well, I shall come see for myself tomorrow." 

     

    "I'm looking forward to it." 

     

    "So am I." 

     

    "Your oldest frock will do." He reached out to tuck her in more
    carefully against the cold. 

     

    Arabella longed to nestle against him as she had done in the
    carriage in the past, but that would never do. Blake was her
    guardian, however much she was certain she had fallen in love with
    him the moment she met him. Here in London she had just kept on
    falling, but that way lay disaster. 

     

    Blake longed to pull her to him to share her warmth as he had done
    so many weeks ago in the dire snowstorm. She looked so delicately
    beautiful as she sat there that his heart turned over and he could
    barely breathe. If she so much as looked at him he would… 

     

    But the vehicle pulled up in front of the townhouse, and he helped
    her down carefully. 

     

    "Thank you for this evening. What time would you like me to be ready
    in the morning?" 

     

    "You're always up with the larks. We'll break our fast and go
    thereafter." 

     

    "Good night, Dr. Sanderson." 

     

    Blake resisted the urge to call her back, to spend even five more
    minutes with her. It was as though she took all the light out of the
    room when she left. 

     

    He dragged himself into his study and pressed his back against the
    door. This was a test of his character he could not afford to fail.
    Arabella was so young, and so very lovely. He knew that she had had
    a legion of male callers ever since the night of the ball, but had
    been at home to none of them. Surely his luck would run out sooner
    or later, and he would lose her. The light would go out of his life
    forever. 

     

    Unless…. 

     

    But no, that was impossible. Peter trusted him. They both did. 

     

    Or unless he somehow managed to keep her single until she was
    twenty-one, and no longer her guardian. 

     

    Three years? Three minutes without her in his arms was almost
    unbearable. 

     

    He went over to his decanters and poured himself a brandy. He did
    not normally partake, but he felt the need to dull his pain
    somewhat. His needs. 

     

    Was it all male lust? He didn't think so. He had thought himself in
    love with Rosalie, but with the benefit of hindsight had realized he
    had just ached to possess something so beautiful. 

     

    Where Rosalie had been a pretty little English rose, Arabella was a
    hot house flower, warm, sultry, alluring… 

     

    Her every look, word, the sound of her voice, were all magic to him.
    Not to mention her decency and courage. The best that could have
    been said about Rosalie was she was pretty. 

     

    Blake shook his head again. He had been such a fool, pining for
    Rosalie all these years, wasting his time with Leonore and the
    handful of other women who had cared nothing about him, only
    pleasure and the thrill of the chase, the thrill of illicit
    liaisons. 

     

    Now he had the most wonderful woman in the world in his home, and
    she was destined for another. He had thought the loss of Rosalie
    nearly killed him. If he had won her it would have. The loss of
    Arabella would be just too dreadful to bear. 

     

    He put down the glass and sighed. He raised both hands and ran his
    fingers through his hair in frustration. Getting drunk was not going
    to change the past. It might just make the future even more bleak. 

     

    He extinguished the candles and marched up to his lonely bed. 

     

    The men were all lined up, starkly naked. Rosalie laughed with
    lascivious glee. There was just something so incredibly pathetic
    about the male anatomy, but it did have its uses. Pity none of the
    men she had had thus far had had the stamina to satisfy her.  

     

    "Is this all of you?" she pouted, stretching her arms over her head
    and her legs wide. 

     

    Her once voluptuous breasts had grown pendulous. She was now
    well-padded all over from years of good living, but she flattered
    herself she could still have any man she wanted. 

     

    "The others will be along in a moment. Big card game on, huge
    stakes," one of them said, daring to approach the bed. "But you
    don't need them. You can have all of me. I'll make you happy." 

     

    Her cat-green eyes sparkled. "I give you leave to try." 

     

    Six exhausted men later, she was still wide awake and hungry. Damn,
    it had been so easy when she had been younger. She'd been happier
    then. 

     

    True, much of the time she had faked her interest, her pleasure, to
    get what she wanted. Now she didn't bother, for she had everything
    except pleasure. Had she really thrown away the best years of her
    life on that idiot Stanton? A nice enough chap, a vigorous lover,
    but far too much of a gentleman for her tastes, in bed and out. He
    had been passionate in their early days together, but had never
    succumbed to her more outragous suggestions no mater how hard she
    had coaxed and wheedled. 

     

    He was intelligent, handsome, rich, and titled in the end. He had
    spoiled her materially and looked the other way, but she had
    determined his amorousness, however manly, was simply not enough.
    She wanted his money, and even more than his thrilling love-making,
    the freedom to pursue her lustful course of action until at last she
    felt truly satisfied. She could almost feel sorry for the poor
    bastard. He had tried so hard to pleasure her, and he had never seen
    it coming... 

     

    But it would be worth it, she told herself. Anything to ease this
    constant ache in her loins. It had been there for years. 

     

    She sighed as she recalled a particularly passionate afternoon, the
    hands upon her breasts, between her thighs… 

     

    It had been Blake Sanderson, begging her to let him, since they were
    supposed to be marrying in a few days' time anyway. She had quivered
    and panted, and almost- 

     

    Since then, it was as if she had been buried in a block of ice.
    Every man had tried, and failed, to give her that toe-curling joy
    she had only ever known once. She had sold herself to Stanton. He
    had been young, vigorous, but any illusions he had had about her had
    made him recoil from her and their marriage bed in horror.  

     

    But now she was free. Free to seek the happiness that had long been
    denied her. Well, to be fair, she had been unfaithful the whole time
    she had been married, but she wanted the miracle of love, the
    'forever after' the novels spoke about. The ultimate bliss. 

     

    She had treated Blake most shamefully, true. But would it not
    demonstrate the height of her power to get him back for herself? He
    was as rich as Croesus, handsome… 

     

    She knew that drab little old bitch Leonore Ross had been servicing
    him like a common convenient the past few years when he was in Town.
    He was no more likely to marry an ancient dried-up widow like her
    than the man in the moon. No, he would want a family, sons… 

     

    There was the rub. But of course he didn't ever need to know about
    the potions she had taken which she was sure had left her barren. It
    would be the best excuse imaginable for keeping him in her bed,
    laboring away night and day to make her happy. 

     

    There would be some trouble over his nonsense about being a doctor,
    and that clinic for whores. Well, the less said about those sorts of
    women the better. 

     

    But she was willing to bet that he had learned a lot of interesting
    things from them… 

     

    Yes, Blake could well be the solution to all her problems, she
    thought, as she motioned three of the exhausted men forward. 

     

    "You there, you there, and you here," she said, turning on her side
    and pointing. "Let's all try this again, shall we?" 

    

 

    [bookmark: 19]CHAPTER NINETEEN 

     

    Breakfast was a relatively silent affair for Blake and Arabella,
    both wrapped up in their thoughts of the other which had preoccupied
    them all night. 

     

    A note was brought in just as Blake was finishing. "It's from Lady
    Pemberton. She's invited us to a supper and says there are some
    people, cousins, you need to meet." 

     

    Her face fell. "Oh, but we just went out last evening, and-" 

     

    "It would be odd to refuse the invitation, though, seeing as they
    are family." 

     

    "Then Mrs. Evans-" 

     

    "I shall take you at seven, never fear. Wear your bronze gown with
    the pearls." 

     

    She blinked in surprise. "Can I not wear what I like?" she asked
    quietly. 

     

    He shook his head as if clearing it, and tapped himself lightly on
    the head with the heel of his hand. "Yes, of course, my dear. I'm
    sorry. I have no idea what got into me. I admit to it being one of
    my favorite gowns, barring the white with black and silver you wore
    for the New Year, and I want you to look well without being
    ostentatious. Who are your cousins? Peter never mentioned--" 

     

    "They are not related through his part of the family, but mine. Two
    brothers, Adam and Oliver Neville. A few years older than myself.
    Great sporting types. I'm surprised to hear they're both in town.
    Adam had a bad riding accident some time ago, and Oliver is supposed
    to be at Oxford." 

     

    "Well, all will be revealed tonight," he said, trying to contain his
    annoyance at what appeared to be potential matchmaking on the part
    of his old friend. 

     

    Well, so long as it was not her own nephew Matthew, he might
    consider… 

     

    No, he would never consider anyone good enough for Arabella. Especially himself. 

     

    "In the meantime, if you are finished, shall we?" 

     

    One look at the clinic told Arabella that there were far too many
    patients and far too few staff and volunteers. There were not just
    fallen women there, but anyone who lived in the area and needed to
    be treated for the myriad of illnesses that plagued the poor. 

     

    There were also simple childhood diseases, injuries in the
    factories, and sometimes, as she discovered, elderly people who just
    wanted to come in to talk. 

     

    Or even have a bath, for as long as Blake had them there and they
    were willing, he would get one of the nurses to delouse and de-flea
    them. 

     

    Now she knew why Blake was so scrupulous about scrubbing himself in
    the well-apponited bathroom when he got home from the clinic every
    night. Why he insisted on the laundry being done constantly. Why the
    clothes therefore needed to be mended so often after the battering
    they received in the tubs and then being run through the mangle. 

     

    She had come to enjoy the smell of good clean soap rather than the
    heavily perfumed ones most people used to disguise their lack of
    cleanliness. He had mentioned his fear of disease… 

     

    She understood about the clap and the pox, but there were also many
    terrible things that one could catch just by proximity so far as
    Blake could guess. 

     

    She knew he would not wish her to get close to the patients
    immediately. There was, however, much to do between the laundry,
    cooking and cleaning. The former factory was a cavernous space, dark
    and dingy, but that did not mean it could not be improved. 

     

    Or the people either, as she saw a child trying to make sense of a
    newspaper, one finger pointing to each of the letters in wonder. 

     

    Though the three-storey building was full to the rafters with
    patients who were brought up to the higher floors by means of a
    platform and a rope and pulley system, more room could be found
    below for a classroom, could it not? The boiler room was not used
    for anything other than that and for storing coal. It would be hot,
    but then the poor souls needed some warmth. There was a small alcove
    next to the main entrance that could be partitioned off as well. 

     

    She was making her calculations when a very badly battered
    prostitute was brought in complaining about two men who had attacked
    her when she had been doing her job. She was shortly followed
    thereafter by a woman who was obviously in the grip of a
    debilitating fever. 

     

    As Arabella had read from Blake's paper, fevers were often highly
    contagious and frequently lethal to systems already weak from lack
    of nourishment, cold and hard labor. 

     

    She followed the two women in and watched whilst they sat down in
    the anteroom to wait with a resigned air of hopelessness. The
    battered woman propped herself against the wall with great
    difficulty. The fevered one squeezed herself in between two other
    women, one with a teething baby by the look of it. 

     

    Arabella was no doctor, of course, but she knew from her experience
    helping the poor and sick back home in the country that exposure to
    illness often led to contracting it. Why then were all these people
    crammed together, and left to wait hours for their turn? 

     

    She turned and went to find Blake. 

     

    "Dr. Sanderson, may I speak with you a moment?" 

     

    He looked up from the arm he was stitching. "Is there something
    wrong? Are you ill? I know it can be very distressing-" 

     

    "It is, but not in the way you mean." 

     

    She spoke of her impressions, and concluded, "If there were someone
    who could look at them on the way in, at least separate them out
    into different rooms so that they are not all crammed in, it would
    mean the more serious cases got treated first. We could get more
    benches, and something to pass the time. Some better sanitation. The
    privies are practically overflowing." 

     

    "There are so many of them and so few of us. It's nearly impossible
    to keep up." 

     

    "Hire more people." 

     

    He shook his head and sighed. "Even with the charitable donations
    and my own contributions, we're stretched to breaking point." 

     

    "Then we will organize a fundraiser, and I will donate. Everything
    you helped me earn last week, and whatever I get now by your giving
    me that advice about getting out before the bottom came out of
    Pinkus' and the Hodge Mills." 

     

    He shook his head. "You can't-" 

     

    "You told me I needed to learn about the value of money. It can buy
    labour, food, medicine. One of my gowns can buy how much quinine?
    Epsom salts? Tell me. I need to know," she asked in a resolute tone. 

     

    He had never met a more courageous woman in his life. "You can look
    at the account books for yourself. They are in my office, behind the
    desk. Everything calculated down to the last penny. You've already
    reformed my household. I give you leave to try here. But as you
    guardian I forbid you to deplete your portfolio in any way, do you
    hear?" 

     

    She nodded. "Yes, Dr. Sanderson." 

     

    "Oh, and Arabella," he said as she began to skirt past him to go
    into the office. 

     

    She paused. 

     

    Despite himself he put one arm around her and kissed her on the
    brow, rubbing her back for a moment. "Thank you." 

     

    She stroked his shoulder, elated. "Thank you."  

     

    They got home at six, hungry as hunters and full of their new plans
    for the clinic. "You need to bathe first before you do anything
    else, Arabella, and dress in your evening best. I'll see you in half
    an hour." 

     

    Blake tripped along to his own room, inordinately pleased with the
    way she had just rolled up her sleeves and got to work. 

     

    What a contrast between her and Rosalie, or even Leonore. The former
    had never disguised her disgust for his chosen profession, which he
    had wished for from an early age even though his father had
    possessed a remarkable financial acumen which had raised the family
    out of relative obscurity. 

     

    His father had not been pleased at his son's choice, but the passion
    and skill with which Blake had helped treat many of the patients had
    convinced him in the end. 

     

    Before he'd died, he had given his son his wholehearted blessing to
    do what he loved best. 

     

    Rosalie had tried to convince him he had more than enough financial
    perspicacity of his own to give up doctoring. 

     

    Leonore pretended to be interested in everything he did, but he had
    seen her yawn behind her hand far too often when he was speaking of
    his work. 

     

    He had never even dared once mention his Army experiences. It had
    held little interest for her from any standpoint. Like so many other
    Britons, they had descried the lack of wine and fashions from
    France, but could not have cared less about the war otherwise. 

     

    By contrast, Arabella had shown an interest in everything he had
    said and done, and her achievements at the clinic in only one day
    were astounding. 

     

    After they had eaten and relaxed over a cup of coffee, he rose and
    said, "And now, time to go to Lady Pemberton's." 

     

    She raised her brows in surprise. "Are you sure?" 

     

    "Your cousins will be there. We must go." 

     

    She nodded and rose from her chair. "Very well. Lead on." 

     

    He noted she was wearing the bronze gown he had requested. "You look
    lovely, by the way." 

     

    "Thank you." She beamed at the compliment. 

     

    He had all to do not to pull her into his arms and show her exactly
    how lovely he thought she was. He smoothed his bronze cravat and
    went to fetch their outerwear with a sigh. 

     

     

    Lady Radcliffe's nephew Matthew played master of ceremonies for the
    evening, organizing charades, games of authors, poetry consequences,
    and cards. 

     

    He paid special attention to Arabella, so much so that she felt as
    though she were on display like one of the rare creatures in the
    zoological gardens. 

     

    But there was a great deal of good conversation from her two
    cousins, Adam and Oliver, both tall, dark and good-looking, though
    not nearly as refined as Blake, nor as full of fascinating
    information as he when he spoke of his work. 

     

    Philip Marshall was there too, and the Elthams. Blake gritted his
    teeth and tried to smile as Adam and Oliver laughed with her over a
    rather shocking little rhyming couplet they had come up with. 

     

    Philip came over and stated quietly, "I say this to you as a friend,
    Blake. Marry her, while you have the chance." 

     

    Blake started guiltily and began to bluster, "What on earth are
    you-" 

     

    "Please. I will not betray your secret to anyone, but I didn't get
    where I am today by not knowing people very well. She's a rare
    woman. If you don't marry her you'll both regret it for the rest of
    your lives." 

     

    "Why should you care?" Blake asked gruffly, eyeing the other man
    with a wary regard which told Philip he had heard all the rumors
    about him, and fully believed them. As he had every reason to,
    Philip had to admit with an inward wince. He was not a good man. Not
    any longer. 

     

    He shrugged. "I might offer for her myself if you persist in being
    so obtuse. I would now if I thought I could ever make her happy. But
    she loves you, Blake." 

     

    "Nonsense, Philip," he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. 

     

    "You may say so at present, but sooner or later you'll come to see
    I'm right. Hopefully sooner." 

     

    He turned to meet Blake's gaze directly. "By the way, I think you
    need to know the latest on-dit. Leonore Ross has been giving out
    that Arabella is your mistress, a prostitute you have rescued off
    the street from your clinic." 

     

    Blake opened his mouth to retort. 

     

    Philip clamped his hand down on his forearm, surprising him with his
    vast strength. "No, Blake, don't go flying off the handle. Everyone
    is looking at you. I tell you this so you will know that your
    behavior and hers has seemed odd. I know it's because you both work
    hard, but these idle people who have never known a day's toil or
    deprivation can't understand that." 

     

    "But why--" 

     

    "Arabella had not been allowing visitors, and she has not been
    around the best houses. Hence people believe the two of you have
    something to hide. You're going to have to let her chaperone take
    her around.You too are going to have to do your part. They will quiz
    her, of course, but she will hold her own and disprove Leonore's
    gossip. But it will take time to undo the damage Leonore has done to
    Arabella. Don't ever underestimate the fury of anyone scorned or
    wronged." 

     

    Blake stared at the tall man, roughly his own age, but so much more
    world-weary with it. "Why are you helping me?" he asked
    suspiciously. 

     

    "You are a friend of Thomas's. He's been my best friend for many
    years, even when I was overseas. And you need my help." 

     

    Blake's brows knitted. "Thank you, I think. I shall consider what
    you have said." 

     

    "Try to smile, for Heaven's sake," Philip warned in a undertone,
    casting his eyes around the elegant drawing room. "It looks as
    though you've eaten broken glass. Arabella will wonder what has
    happened." 

     

    Blake scowled. "Then I shall just leave her with her cousins. She
    appears to be having a nice time." 

     

    "Always remember that in our sphere, appearance is everything except
    reality," Philip warned, with an odd look in his sherry brown eyes. 

     

    Blake smiled tightly. "Thank you for telling me about Leonore." 

     

    "It's not the sort of news you wanted to hear, but you needed to
    know. Make sure you keep an eye on Matthew Dane as well. He has
    heard the rumor and thinks she's an easy mark." 

     

    Blake went over immediately to remove Arabella from Matthew's
    clutches under the pretext of needing to ask Lady Pemberton's advice
    on her being given a carriage of her own. 

     

    A general discussion followed, in which everyone got the chance to
    see how simply and unaffected, but definitely well-bred Arabella
    was. 

     

     

     

    Blake boiled with fury for the rest of the evening, but left his
    ward to enjoy the society of the others without anyone thinking that
    he was being especially solicitous of her. 

     

    Arabella had to admit that she had enjoyed herself, but she would
    have preferred a quiet evening alone with Blake. 

     

    They chatted on the way home for some time, until she asked, "What
    do you make of Philip Marshall?" 

     

    "I'm not sure," he admitted. "What do you think of him?" 

     

    She shook her head. "There's something there I can't quite put my
    finger on. He is very witty and charming, but it's like, it's like
    looking at a reflection in the mirror. There is nothing of him
    there, it's all him reflecting back onto you. Like he's trying to
    hide something." 

     

    "Yet he and Thomas have been great friends ever since Eton. I recall
    Thomas saying something about him having suffered badly before we
    Rakehells were all off to Oxford. Some sort of family tragedy." He
    shrugged. 

     

    "He is nice enough. I can't fathom where he ever got such a fearsome
    reputation from. He had never been the slightest bit flirtatious
    with me." 

     

    "He respects your decency and intelligence far too much, " Blake
    said truthfully. 

     

    "Kind of him, I'm sure," Arabella said with a grin. 

     

    They pulled up to the curb and he helped her down. 

     

    "I shall see you in the morning, bright and early for the clinic." 

     

    Blake stiffened as he recalled what was being said. "Er, Arabella,
    perhaps it's not such a good idea-" 

     

    She stared at him in surprise. "Why not?" 

     

    He wracked his brains for an excuse. "Because, because I have been
    thinking about what you said about a charity drive. I think you
    would do much better to call on some of the society matrons to see
    if you can't get some subscription money out of them. You and Mrs.
    Evans really do need to pay some calls, especially after tonight." 

     

    "Very well, if you're sure," she said doubtfully, but she acceded to
    his request. 

    

 

    [bookmark: 20]CHAPTER TWENTY 

     

    Leonore's nasty rumours about Arabella being a fallen women Blake
    was fobbing off as his ward were soon scotched thanks to Blake and
    Philip making a concerted effort to re-instate her reputation. Once
    everyone who counted in Society met the fresh-faced young girl with
    raven locks and the most bewitching pair of blue-violet eyes, no one
    could find anything objectionable about her conversation and person. 

     

    They put it down to rivalry against a poor little country girl half
    Leonore's age. As a result they were willing to overlook the amount
    of time she began to spend with her cousins Adam and Oliver, and
    Philip Marshall. 

     

    They were one or the other of them ever present when she was paying
    calls, and the bookmakers at Boodle's began to bet on which one
    would wed her. Or bed her. 

     

    Only a fool would have taken the long odds offered that Blake was
    going to get her himself. It would take a far more glamorous man
    than he to win the lovely and wealthy young lady, they were sure. 

     

     

    Arabella sighed. Another day out trying to drum up financial support
    for the clinic, she thought with a sigh as she checked her russet
    gown in the mirror one last time, and greeted Mr. Marshall and Mrs.
    Evans with a shake of the hand each. 

     

    Philip had been a huge help. Adam and Oliver were nice enough, but
    they did not seem to think much of her efforts, and had only put
    down a couple of guineas apiece. Philip had given her unstinting
    support, and had been most gentlemanly always. 

     

    Blake tried to remain aloof, watching from his upstairs window as
    the trio left the house. He kept telling himself that he was giving
    her a fair chance to meet the man of her dreams. He had taken her to
    several evening occasions so she could see and be seen. It was hard
    being with her, still harder being without her. But he simply had to
    do something to make sure that no one suspected there was a single
    word of truth to the rumor that Leonore had been spreading.  

     

    He longed for Arabella passionately, but Peter would never forgive
    him for sullying his beloved step-sister. Nor would he ever forgive
    himself...  

     

    After another fortnight in London, Arabella's charity drive had
    borne some real fruit. 

     

    "Very good," he praised, looking over her account book, in which she
    had tallied all of the pledges she had tirelessly secured for the
    clinic, never suspecting for a moment the evil things which had been
    said about them both. "Lady Cavendish's tonight should be an
    excellent success for you." 

     

    "I hope so," she said wistfully, looking forward to his eyes
    lighting on her with such warmth again. 

     

    "I know so." 

     

    "Thank you for having such faith in me." 

     

    "Not at all. It has certainly been fully justified, has it not." He
    smiled back at her. "Now, can you please wear your sprigged muslin
    with the purple? It goes so well with your eyes." 

     

    Once again he appeared in a cravat which complimented her ensemble
    perfectly, but when she mentioned it, he actually seemed surprised,
    and shrugged. He scolded himself for thinking of her as his… 

     

    Adam and Oliver Neville were making no secret of their intentions.
    Even if they did not stay the course, there was Philip, Matthew, and
    also Randall Avenel. The trouble was they were all rakes, even if
    they were Rakehells. 

     

    Alistair Grant had also been seen in company a bit more than usual,
    and Blake couldn't help but wonder if Arabella had succeeded in
    turning the head of his most sedate and illustrious barrister
    friend. Perhaps Alistair... He was a good man, but the thought
    nearly suffocated Blake.  He gathered her by the elbow, helped
    her don her outerwear, and swept her out the door of the house with
    barely a pause, so eager was he for some fresh air. 

     

     

    Blake had hoped that Lady Cavendish's would be a triumph for his
    ward's charitable efforts. But upon their arrival, he soon sensed a
    new kind of trouble brewing. He felt uncomfortable from the moment
    he entered the drawing room and found several of his old female
    acquaintances there, not least of whom were both Rosalie and
    Leonore. 

     

    If they had wanted to embarrass him by putting every single woman he
    had ever had private dealings with in one room, well, here they all
    were. 

     

    How could they be so vindictive?
    he wondered as he tried to avoid the cat-like gleams directed at him
    as he strode through the room with Arabella.  He had not
    thought Lady Cavendish disliked him so… 

     

    Unless someone else had suggested the guest list? But who? 

     

    No matter how Blake, Philip, and even tall, slender, silver-haired
    Alistair tried to shield Arabella from the gossip flying about the
    room, she was given the decided impression from snippets of
    broken-off conversation that she heard as she mingled that Blake was
    as much of a rake as Philip was said to be. 

     

    She felt sick with apprehension. To think she had ever imagined
      she was in love with Blake… 

     

    She tried to concentrate on what Alistair was saying about slander
    and defamation of character as being legally punishable offences,
    when the barrister moved slightly to take a glass of refreshment for
    each of them. 

     

    She caught Leonore and Rosalie shooting looks of triumph her way.
    Then she knew in an instant that it had all been deliberate. 
    They had been trying to damage Blake in her eyes. 

     

    Well, it would have been damaging, except that she acknowledged
    Blake had been younger and immature when he had got involved with
    the two women. Foolish. Everyone made errors. He had been
    respectably engaged to one, and had behaved with weakness but
    circumspection with the other. 

     

    Rosalie had evidently decided she regretted her own error in ever
    having let him go. Her blandishments became more and more blatant
    ,until Blake had to pin her wrists to her sides to stop her groping
    him right in public. 

     

    "That is quite enough, Rosalie. I don't know what the game is, but
    I'm not playing." 

     

    "I'm sure you don't know what the game is, not after putting up with
    these pathetic women as your lovers, especially Leonore. I can show
    you things you've never-" 

     

    "I'm well aware what you've shown people," he said brusquely, once
    more evading her limpet-like grip. "But there's nothing I want to
    see of yours. You had your chance. You thought you got a better
    bargain with Stanton. End of story. I don't make the same mistakes
    twice." 

     

    The blonde pouted prettily. "Now don't be angry, I was young and
    foolish and married for status. Now I want to marry for love." 

     

    "Good luck, then. But it won't be me. I'm not the marrying kind, for
    one thing. Even if I were, I would have expectations of my wife in
    terms of character and deportment which I'm afraid you simply could
    not fulfill. I believe in fidelity, respect. A meeting of minds, not
    just bodies." 

     

    "So that little country bumpkin you've brought here meets your mind,
    does she?" she sneered. 

     

    "Yes, she does, actually," Blake said in an even tone, and summoned
    Arabella over to join them. 

     

    Her eyes widened in surprise and her stomach churned. The last thing
    she wanted to do was step in on an intimate conversation with the
    breathtakingly beautiful blonde. 

     

    Alistair saw his friend's summons, and escorted her over, ever
    vigilant in case he had to diffuse an unpleasant scene. Really, the
    tabbies of the Town got more vicious by the day. 

     

    "Arabella, my dear child, please tell Rosalie here all about the
    fundraising and your plans for the clinic." 

     

    Arabella hesitated only a moment before beginning to outline their
    plans enthusiastically. 

     

    Rosalie shot her a look of such intense dislike that Philip now came
    up to ask Rosalie to take a turn about the room with him before the
    woman ended up scratching Arabella's eyes out. Not that he didn't
    think Arabella couldn't handle herself, but why inflict pain on the
    poor child more than necessary? 

     

    He left the trio of friends staring after him in relief. After a
    short time with Rosalie in a corner, Philip systematically began to
    flirt with every woman in the room in the most blatant fashion any
    of them had ever seen. 

     

    "I say, what on earth does Philip think he's playing at?" Alistair
    gasped when their friend's attentions to one woman began to border
    on the scandalous. 

     

    Blake resisted the temptation to cover Arabella's eyes and rush her
    away. He cleared his throat and said, "I imagine a man censured as
    he is already feels he has very little to lose." 

     

    "Still, he's so intelligent. Was such a prodigiously talented
    scholar. How can he allow himself to be reduced to being a mere,
    well, stallion." Alistair blushed and shook his handsome if unusual
    head of spun silver hair,  and said farewell. 

     

    But Arabella was not so sure Philip did not know precisely what he
    was doing, and had amply proven his intelligence by outwitting the
    spiteful cats. The way every woman he bestowed his attention upon
    began to simper and cast longing looks at the tall, handsome and
    reputedly vastly wealthy man soon put an end to their pursuit of
    Blake.  

     

    Then Philip came back, took her to one side, and said in a low tone
    to Arabella, "You can see what they are now, can't you? Sometimes
    men are rakes because it's so easy for them to be. These women have
    no dignity, decorum, morals or scruples. Every one of them here is
    an adulterer many times over. Blake was deceived in them because he
    is a trusting and innocent soul." 

     

    "I see what you mean now, but really, while I know you are only
    trying to help, I'm afraid you've gone too far. Your own
    reputation--" 

     

    "I'm sorry you've been astonished and disturbed by some of the
    things which have been said and done here tonight. But surely you
    can see that Blake is no worse than any other man if he did avail
    himself once of what is so evidently offered so freely." 

     

    "I don't understand. Why are they doing this?" she said, near tears. 

     

    He put one hand comfortingly on her shoulder. "Because you're such a
    threat to them, my dear. You prove true, pure love really can exist.
    They envy and fear that. Why would any man settle for a hard,
    grasping, carping woman like Rosalie, or even Leonore for that
    matter, when they could try to win someone as warm and loving as
    you?" 

     

    She stared at him for a moment, wide-eyed. Then she laughed. She
    bowed to him. "I own it. You are good. You say exactly what each
    woman wants to hear, and thus win them over." 

     

    Philip frowned. "I'm being sincere." 

     

    "So say all rakes." 

     

    He took her hand and kissed it. "I am telling the truth. I always
    shall with you. I didn't intend this to be a seduction, or even a
    warning on how to avoid the pitfalls of a man's smooth-tongued
    flattery. It was a warning against Rosalie and Leonore. Don't let
    them spoil what you and Blake have, a rare trust and confidence. A
    special closeness and intimacy which is worth having." 

     

    He swept the drawing room with his hand. "It's all here for you,
    Arabella. All of his dirty linen aired in public. Don't hold it
    against him. We all make mistakes. He is after all a mere man, and a
    lonely one. Or he was until you came into his life." 

     

    Arabella stiffened. "He is a most excellent guardian. I have no
    right to judge him for his past liaisons. They are none of my
    concern. In fact, looking at these women, I really have to feel
    rather sorry for him. Not one of them is worth a candle." 

     

    Philip nodded and patted her on the shoulder.  "That's the
    spirit. Just remember you said that the next time you have any
    doubts about his character, and you will know whom to trust. Trust
    is everything in a marriage. Especially for a man like Blake. He had
    been very badly hurt in the past. His family-" 

     

    "No more skeletons tonight, I beg," Arabella said quietly. "I would
    like him to be able to tell me about himself without having his
    entire private life paraded through Lady Cavendish's drawing room
    for all to see." 

     

    "No, of course not," he said with a tight smile. "Nor would I. It
    would be quite a parade. So my mission is at an end.  You need
    no warning from me, I can see. I hope you'll both be very happy. If
    you can overcome his scruples about being your guardian, you will
    be." 

     

    Philip bowed over her hand, and went to speak with the three ladies
    who had engineered the entire evening. Whatever he said had all of
    them puce with ire except Lady Cavendish, who blanched and stepped
    away from the group as though she had been struck. 

     

    Philip smiled suavely, adjusted his cuffs, and with a final curt
    bow, he left. 

     

    Their hostess could not get them out of her drawing room quickly
    enough after that. Arabella was dying to know what on earth Philip
    could possibly have said to her, but she was too relieved to care
    that much. 

     

    Blake took her arm and began to lead her to the cloakroom, saying
    through a clenched smile,  "That was sheer hell." 

     

    "Lucky Philip was here. And Alistair, of course." 

     

    Blake ground his teeth together to prevent himself from making a
    jealous remark. Really, she and
      Philip had been so intimate-looking together… 

     

    But she had seen Philip flatter, cajole, flirt and practically
    suckle his way through the entire room. Surely he could not have
    also counted her amongst his conquests too? 

     

    Arabella saw his wide-eyed look. "You can't possibly think he has
    designs upon me!" she said in amazement. 

     

    "Why not? He's not deaf, dumb and blind." 

     

    She shook her head as he helped her on with her evening cloak. "I
    know you tell me he's a rake, and his performance tonight was
    astonishing, but he didn't act sparkish with me in any way. He did
    it to prove a point, that these women and I are nothing alike. That
    they have no virtue. That I have no reason to mistrust or think ill
    of you." 

     

    "And did he prove his point?" he asked softly. 

     

    She nodded. "Let's leave here as if we hadn't a care in the world.
    Go on, kiss my hand for all to see, and I shall take your arm as I
    swan out of here, and never come again. I for one shall forget this
    evening ever happened. I will never mention it again if you don't,
    except to remind you never to accept an invitation from any
    of these people again. 

     

    "And do stop trying to take me out and keep me entertained as if I
    were some spoilt Society miss. I don't mind doing the charity fund
    raising, but apart from the Elthams and their close friends, and
    occasionally Lady Pemberton, I don't want to meet any more so-called
    fashionable people. They bore me." 

     

    He kissed her hand and gave her his arm. They swept out past the sea
    of seething faces. 

     

    "Very well. I can see we're going to have to work you even harder
    than before. It seems the only thing that can keep you happy." 

     

    "Letting me be myself, my own woman, yet still your, your friend
    that you watch out for, that makes me happy." 

     

    "A pleasant answer like that deserves a kiss, right in front of
    these nasty old tabbies, don't you think?" he said with a wink. 

     

    "Oh, u-u-um-" she began to stammer. 

     

    He simply kissed her brow and put his arm around her as they stepped
    out into the night. There was nothing lover-like about it, but it
    sent a clear message to the remaining audience: their little scheme
    hadn't worked.  

     

    Her cousins seethed. Blake had not been discredited, Alistair Grant
    had closed ranks with his two old friends and the lovely little
    Arabella, and Philip Marshall, whom they perceived as their main
    rival, had come out looking even more glamorous than usual. 

     

    So it was true. Most women just loved a rake. The little hayseed was
    no different, for all her air of respectability. 

     

    The Nevilles would move forward to a more romantic phase of their
    plan, and see what success they had. 

     

    Both smacked their lips together with relish. Arabella was a tasty
    little dish fit for a king, and they were looking forward to tucking
    in with gusto. 

    

 

    [bookmark: 21]CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

     

    January turned to February, and Arabella had never felt so
    fulfilled. She had her work at the clinic and the house, the almost
    constant companionship of Blake, and the good society of his
    Rakehell friends and her cousins. 

     

    Every waking moment seemed to be filled with chores during the day,
    and entertainments, discussion groups, musicales, amateur
    theatricals, routs, and of course her charity drive for the clinic
    in the evenings. 

     

    She seemed so happy and settled that Blake was reluctant to uproot
    her entirely from London. Not when he was going to be going to
    Somerset on business in the main. Of course there was her estate to
    see to, but he could easily find a decent steward, pick up any
    personal items that she requested, and come home as soon as Sarah
    Davenport's baby was born and he had seen Mr. Jerome and paid his
    respects as befitting the gentleman's named heir. 

     

    Arabella loved her life with Blake, but she missed Somerset. She
    longed to see her old friends, her loyal servants, who had been part
    of the family. Her bright sunny bedroom overlooking the orchard. Her
    little sitting room full of all her special projects, her work with
    the villagers. 

     

    But Blake seemed to be thriving at the clinic. The uncomfortable
    evening at Lady Cavendish's had caused him to be even more sought
    after socially, by much more respectable people. He had undergone a
    trial by fire and survived. Now everyone wanted to know him, and
    meet his ward, whom half of London could not praise highly enough,
    and whom the other half of society, the female half mostly, reviled. 

     

    Rosalie fumed over the failure of her little plot for some days. At
    length she decided if she couldn't damage Blake personally, she
    could damage him professionally. 

     

    Inventing an imaginary illness, she presented herself at his
    examination rooms one day. 

     

    She immediately proceeded to remove her gown for a thorough scrutiny
    of all parts of her anatomy. She had also forgotten to put on many
    of the undergarments considered de rigeur for a Society dame. Though
    it was rather cold, she felt sure Blake would warm her up in no
    time. 

     

    Rosalie presented herself at the side entrance to the house used for
    patients, which led to Blake's suite of examination rooms and
    dispensary. 

     

    Arabella, sitting in the library working on her accounts, heard a
    tinny laugh go past. Despite Blake's injunctions never to go to that
    part of the house unless he specifically sent for her, she got up
    and stepped into the small cupboard which adjoined the examination
    room, which he used as his dispensary. 

     

    "Really, taking off all your clothes is most definitely not
    necessary," he tried to insist as Rosalie's breasts popped out of
    her chemise, which she had opened with a deftness which would have
    impressed any prostitute. 

     

    "Oh, Blake, why deny it? You still want me, for all your show of
    virtue in front of that little infant you've been saddled with." 

     

    "Even if it were true, this is neither the time nor the place-" 

     

    He was trying to avoid her hands now, and stepped back against the
    examination room wall, declaring impatiently, "This is a pointless
    game, Rosalie. Think about it. If I wanted you, I would know where
    to find you, now wouldn't I? Three-quarters of the men in London
    queue up outside your door every night. Be satisfied with them. It's
    over between us. It never even began. You ended it. You have no one
    to blame except yourself." 

     

    Her green eyes sparkled with fury. "You will be mine, or I'll tell
    everyone that you accosted me in the middle of my examination. It
    will ruin your practice." 

     

    "Maybe amongst the fashionable set, but not the poor," he said
    angrily. 

     

    "Oh, that's easily taken care of. I can just tell everyone about the
    abortions you perform at the clinic, the number of your own bastards
    you've had to get rid of thanks to the generosity of the women you
    supposedly treat-" 

     

    "That's enough!" Blake roared. "Your mind is so unspeakably filthy I
    can scarcely even name it. You want me to copulate with you to keep
    you silent about these lies? I don't bow to blackmail. If I don't
    wish to be with you willingly, what makes you think I'll go by
    force?" 

     

    "You will if you know what's good for you," she said, spreading her
    legs wide. "And I'm told I'm very, very good." 

     

    He looked directly at her, not even trying to avert his eyes from
    the fact that she was not wearing any drawers. "Yes, but there has
    to be some modicum of lust for a man to be capable of an erection.
    I'm afraid even if intellectually I was willing to give in,
    physically I would be incapable. You disgust me utterly. Get your
    clothes on and get out." 

     

    She gasped in fury. "You're going to wish you had never-" 

     

    Arabella stepped out of the dispensary now. 

     

    Both looked at her in surprise. Rosalie tried to shock her by
    spreading her legs even more widely. 

     

    "I believe the good doctor has already made his feelings perfectly
    clear upon the subject of you resuming your acquaintance," Arabella
    said calmly, though inside she was sure she was about to faint. 

     

    "And since he always has a woman present when he examines one, for
    the sake of propriety and reassurance, no one is going to believe
    your lies. You think you're so clever. But you have only made him
    actively dislike you, instead of be merely indifferent to you. Just
    recall this day you spread yourself like a wanton and tried to
    defame him if you ever need to ask yourself why Blake can never be
    yours." 

     

    She turned to Blake. "Dinner is ready. Would you care to wash up and
    join me?" 

     

    "Yes, thank you." He took her hand and they left Rosalie naked and
    fuming. 

     

    "How did you-" he gasped when they were out of earshot. 

     

    "I heard her laugh. I knew she was up to no good." 

     

    "I'm really sorry about-" he began to apologise. 

     

    She shook her head. "It isn't your fault." 

     

    "But I'm sure that Peter didn't want you to be exposed to women like
    her." 

     

    "Yet I work at the clinic. Peter supported it, I'm certain." 

     

    "Rosalie is different. She can't seem to help herself. There is a
    huge difference between women who do it because it's a job, and
    women who are so immoderate they do it for only the power and the
    pleasure of wreaking havoc." 

     

    "Well, whyever she's doing it, we need to eat, get dressed and go to
    Lady Radcliffe's for her monthly soiree. Put Rosalie out of your
    mind. She can say what she likes, but most people with any sense
    will know why she's doing it and not pay any attention."  

     

    "I certainly hope so. What she said about- Well, it simply isn't
    true. I would never-" 

     

    She put her hand on his shoulder. "You don't need to justify
    yourself to me. I know you value life above all. That is not to say
    you might not have to give an abortion if it were a case of trying
    to save someone's life, now would it? 

     

    "But I understand that. I know there are reasons why having a baby
    can be dangerous. They told my mother that after I was born. I
    understand it all now, thanks to you." 

     

    "You understand a lot more than I intended, thanks to Rosalie." 

     

    Arabella blushed. "Do I-" She dropped her voice to a mere whisper.
    "Do I look like that?" 

     

    "No. Far more lovely. She's shop-worn and frowsy. You're beautiful.
    All over. Like a rose without thorns. Perfection." 

     

    He cleared his throat. "And now, we shall resume our normal guardian
    to ward relationship, and never speak of that again." 

     

    For indeed Blake could barely speak at all, his desire was surging
    so ardently at the thought of her naked at the inn, him touching
    her, kissing her… 

     

    Blake's high color told her something was amiss, but she thought it
    was anger combined with embarrassment over what Rosalie had tried to
    do right in front of her. 

     

    My goodness, she had become a voyeur, both fascinated and appalled
    at the manner in which Rosalie had tried to lure Blake into her bed. 

     

    It had been a lesson in how not to do it. Arabella had been right
    all along. Blake was not the kind of man who wanted an obvious
    woman. 

     

    She took heart in that fact, and also from his refusal of Rosalie.
    He had had no difficulty in showing his ample desire for her at the
    inn. She had to be patient a bit longer. He did have needs, and he
    had feelings for her which, if they were not love yet, were warm and
    friendly. 

     

    She dressed with care that night in a new sapphire and gold silk
    gown she had not been able to resist at the shops. 

     

    Blake's heart nearly lurched into his mouth when he saw her. Her
    tiara swept her hair up into the latest classical mode, and her
    swan-like neck and lovely bosom were displayed rather more than he
    was accustomed to despite the covering of sheer golden tulle which
    filled the square neckline. 

     

    His mouth went dry, and he stammered out words of admiration. "You
    look, well, lovely." 

     

    "Thank you. It isn't too much, is it?" 

     

    "Er, no. Perfect." He scarcely knew where to look with the tops of
    her creamy orbs peeping out at him so invitingly. Tonight was going
    to be torture. "Surely you will need a shawl?" he suggested, trying
    to swallow past the lump in his throat. 

     

    "I have it here," she said. "Can you help me?" 

     

    His hands trembled visibly as he wrapped the thin sapphire tulle
    around her. If anything it enhanced rather than concealed. 

     

    As soon as he got to Lady Pemberton's he went into the refreshment
    room and gulped down a cup of punch. 

     

    "It's like, that is it?" Thomas Eltham said with a laugh as he came
    up behind him. 

     

    "You wouldn't believe the day and evening I've had." 

     

    "Your ward leading you a merry dance?" 

     

    "No, Rosalie Crane Stanton, actually." 

     

    Thomas's face closed up. "She's gone beyond the bounds of common
    sense. I can only begin to guess what she's done." 

     

    "I doubt it." Blake told him succinctly. 

     

    The Duke's eyes grew wider and wider. At the end of the narrative,
    he said, "Egad, this is worse than anything I could have imagined.
    Rest assured that I will deny any gossip that comes my way." 

     

    "Thank you. I really do appreciate your friendship. And Philip's,"
    he added, seeing him trying to keep Arabella entertained without
    making it too obvious that he was holding the other swains at bay. 

     

    But he never touched her, and never seemed to flirt or say anything
    she objected to. He would be a good match for her, he had to admit. 

     

    His friend spoke, almost as if he could read his thoughts. "Philip
    is a good man on the whole, but he has a checkered past, even worse
    than your family scandal in many senses. He's had a hard life. I
    can't blame him for any of his choices in the past. I do blame him a
    bit for being a rake now, though. 

     

    "Philip is not for Arabella. Not for any woman at present. He is a
    very angry young man. It's going to take a very special woman to
    love and redeem him. No, I'm afraid there's no help for it. You love
    Arabella, and she loves you. Marry her, for pity's sake, and have
    done with it." 

     

    Blake began to protest, but Thomas shook his head. "I know you only
    too well. You can hide it from her, even yourself, but not from me.
    Or people who are astute enough to see the way you look at each
    other." 

     

    "But Peter would never-" 

     

    "What, forgive you for making his sister happy? Oh, I think he
    would. Do you not imagine he might have hoped for this turn of
    events to come about as a result? Peter is no fool." 

     

    Blake's eyes widened in surprise. "No, surely he would not have-" 

     

    "He will be away for some time. He would have wanted to be sure
    Arabella would be protected and happy. I can't think of any woman of
    our acquaintance who would suit you better." 

     

    Blake nodded and sighed. "But there may be plenty of other men who
    would suit her better." 

     

    "But she loves you. Loves you now. Charlotte and I took almost too
    long to admit how we felt, and I nearly lost her. Don't make the
    same mistake. It's been a month, and I can see you love her more
    with every passing day. Don't worry about convention in this
    instance. If you love her, marry her." 

     

    He sighed. "I need to settle all of my affairs in Somerset first,
    with the Jeromes." 

     

    "You will of course come to stay with us when you do, and the
    townhouse in Bath is always at your disposal. Just send a note round
    to the servants the day before and they will try to make you
    comfortable." 

     

    "I'm sure they'll do more than try. Thank you for the offer and the
    words of advice. But I need to be left to my own discretion in so
    weighty a matter." 

     

    Thomas bowed. "Yes, of course, I quite understand. Just remember,
    you must be careful. There will be enough people angry about your
    love for her to try to pull the two of you asunder. One of them is
    coming this way now." 

     

    Blake prayed it was not Rosalie. He had already seen enough of her.
    More than enough, he thought with a shudder. 

     

    But no, it was Leonore. 

     

    "I see Philip and Adam have supplanted you already in Arabella's
    affections. Well, she is young, and wants someone with a bit more
    verve, joie de vivre. What girl that age wants to be tied down to a
    man so much older?" 

     

    He tried to ignore the pointed barb, though it was not something he
    had not already said to himself a hundred times. 

     

    She sidled closer to him. "And what do you think she would say if I
    told her-" 

     

    "She knows," Blake lied, and instantly regretted the fib. 

     

    Leonore's sharp eye detected the dissimulation at once. "Ah. So you
    haven't told her yet." 

     

    "Even if she knew, it would make no difference. She is my ward
    only," he said with what he hoped was sufficient conviction. 

     

    She smirked. "Still maintaining that pleasant fiction, are we?" 

     

    He smiled back tightly. "In the same way you seem to maintain the
    pleasant fiction that I ever cared about you and would come back to
    you if only Arabella were out of the way. 

     

    "But she isn't in your way. You are. You're your own worst enemy,
    and not a person I choose to know. Now, if you will excuse me-" 

     

    "Can you at least be kind enough to get me some punch, if it's not
    too much trouble?" she asked suddenly. 

     

    "What? Oh, yes, of course, " Blake said, his inate sense of
    gallantry winning above his anger and disgust. 

     

    It took him some time to make his way through the crush in the
    refreshment room, by which time Arabella had been whisked away from
    Philip, and Leonore was able to put on a convincing performance of
    worry. 

     

    "There you are. There was a messenger looking for you. Something
    about an emergency at the clinic." 

     

    "What? Where is he? What's happened?" he asked quickly, looking
    around. 

     

    "I told him to look for you in the refreshment room." 

     

    "Very good then. Thank you. Here you are." He handed her the cup. "I
    need to find my ward. Good night." 

     

    Arabella had been observing Blake and Leonore together for some time
    with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. They looked more
    than intimate together. She had been trying to fend off the
    assiduous attentions of Adam for some time, but when she saw Blake
    with his lover, a fit of jealousy overtook her. 

     

    She allowed herself to be led away from Philip's side as Oliver had
    begin to monopolize him in a conversation about gambling. 

     

    She found herself in a small alcove with Adam, who stroked his hand
    down her cheek as though he were caressing a treasure, and looked at
    her as though he were a starving man presented with a sumptuous
    meal. 

     

    "My dear Miss Neville, Arabella, please allow me to hope that my
    attentions have not gone unnoticed, and that you might consider us
    furthering our acquaintance as more than simply cousins. My heart is
    all aflutter-" 

     

    She blushed and did not know where to look. As she cast her eyes
    about away from her interlocutor, she espied Blake searching for her
    on the other side of the room. 

     

    He saw her, and stiffened. Then he signalled to her with a curt
    movement of his head across the crowded dance floor to join him near
    the entrance to the ballroom. He must be pretty annoyed with her if
    he was making her leave… 

     

    "I believe we have been missed. I must go." 

     

    "I shall take it as a yes then, that you like-" he continued. 

     

    "Yes, yes," she said, so distracted that she did not pay attention
    to what she was promising as she hurriedly moved to Blake's side. 

     

    "Thank you," Adam said, with a smile and nod to Oliver. It was all
    falling into place for them at last… 

     

    A tall dark-suited man handed Blake a note from the clinic as he was
    waiting for her. He growled his thanks, seething with jealousy over
    the little tete a tete he had interrupted between Arabella and Adam.
    He read the one line missive, 

     

    "Come at once. Urgent. Dr. Herriot," and put it in his pocket. 

     

    He motioned Thomas to come over to him, and explained his
    predicament. 

     

    Arabella came up a short time later, expecting a good telling off
    for having been caught out with Adam. 

     

    Instead he said, "I'm sorry, I have to go. Thomas and Charlotte will
    take you home. Will you be all right?" 

     

    "Fine," she said, masking her surprise and relief. "Are you sure you
    don't want me to come with you?" 

     

    "I don't know what sort of emergency I'm dealing with, but it must
    be something serious. I wouldn't want to expose you to--." 

     

    "But you do it yourself every day." 

     

    "No, dear. We are not going to have this disagreement again now," he
    said in a firm tone. "I have to go." 

     

    He took her hand and squeezed it warmly, then led her over to where
    Charlotte Eltham was standing with Alistair Grant. 

     

    "Good luck!" the Duke called. 

     

    But Blake was already striding out the door. 

     

    Waiting at the door was Leonore. They all watched as Blake spoke to
    her quickly, and then the two of them left together. 

     

    Arabella thought she was going to be ill. He had lied! They had made
    an assignation right under everyone's nose, and gone off together.
    How could he? 

     

    She told herself she had no right to be jealous, that they did not
    have that kind of relationship, and never could have. That Leonore
    had the prior claim, and he evidently enjoyed her company, could not
    be in dispute. 

     

    But how he could prefer the older woman to her was confusing and
    terrifying. What sort of hold did she have over him? What was the
    secret of her charms? 

     

    Adam and his brother both came up to her now. Adam gave her a
    charming smile. "You simply cannot refuse to dance with us. We shall
    be heart-broken." 

     

    She looked at the two tall, dark-haired young men, and managed a
    brave smile back. She wondered how it was possible that three men
    who were so similar at first glance, with their dark hair and eyes,
    could be so completely different. Blake was head and shoulders above
    her cousins. And not just because he was the tallest of the three
    men. He was intelligent, kind, perceptive… 

     

    But Adam and Oliver were young. There was plenty of time for them to
    transform themselves into respectable and sober men of sense, tame
    the wild streak that she glimpsed in them every so often, and some
    of the more racy things they said. 

     

    After all, Blake had been twenty once, and look what trouble he had
    nearly got himself into with the odious Stanton woman. He had been
    engaged to her, for pity's sake. He had known what she was like, and
    yet still stood by her, been willing to marry her. 

     

    Well, she was not going to let Blake's peccadilloes spoil her good
    time. He had told her that he was her guardian, plain and simple.
    That there was all there was to their relationship, and all there
    ever could be. Arabella just had to move on. Find happiness with
    someone who could truly love her, not someone who would be torn
    between the two women he had always wanted and needed. 

     

    She gave a small sigh, took her leave of the Elthams and Alistair,
    and offered her hand to Oliver. "It's your turn." 

     

    Philip Marshall watched like a hawk, but said nothing. There would
    be time enough later…. 

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 22]CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

     

    Blake glowered in the corner of the coach as Leonore thanked him for
    the tenth time for taking her home. 

     

    "I've told you, it's on my way." 

     

    "We both know it isn't, Blake," she said in a sultry purr. 

     

    "Pardon? I'm heading to the clinic, not my home." 

     

    "You can say that, but I know the truth." 

     

    He shook his head. The carriage pulled up in front of the small
    white house a short time later. 

     

    "This is your door, I believe, your address. Forgive me if I don't
    help you down and see you to the door myself, but I have an
    emergency at the clinic." 

     

    "Oh, that was just my little way of getting you out of Lady
    Pemberton's without you having to make excuses to that adorable
    little child." 

     

    "Pardon me? You mean I've been half out of my mind with worry for no
    reason? That this note was a fake?" he gasped, turning red with
    anger. 

     

    "Note? What note?" she asked, at a loss for once. 

     

    He sighed in exasperation. Holding onto his temper by a thread,
    Blake said, "Please, understand this once and for all, so that there
    can be no mistake. I don't love you, Leonore. I don't want to have
    anything more to do with you. 

     

    "And don't say it is Arabella's fault, for I stopped visiting you
    long before she came into my life. I know you have other men, and
    can have even more if that's what you want. Just not me." 

     

    "But darling--" 

     

    He ignored the interruption. "Six years may seem like a long time to
    you, but it's been nothing more than a flicker for me, a handful of
    nights of desperation on my part when I was living here in London,
    or was home from the war. You're a clever woman, attractive in your
    own way. 

     

    "But to say the plain truth, I do not even like you very much.
    You're ultimately cold and vindictive. You use your body as a
    carpenter would his tools. There's no warmth, passion, generosity of
    spirit, tenderness in what you and I shared." 

     

    "But Blake, I can--" 

     

    "I was a piece of flesh for you. You were an outlet for me. I thank
    you for relieving me of my virginity, but I wish I could have had a
    warmer woman to share my bed. Someone who was not interested only in
    her own pleasure and interests. If we do happen to run into each
    other again, just cut me, would you? Pretend we've never met." 

     

    Leonore raised her hand to slap him. 

     

    Blake grasped her arm before she could strike and helped her down
    from the carriage. 

     

    He got back into the coach and told the driver to head to the
    clinic. 

     

    Leonore cursed and shouted, but the vehicle was already moving and
    he soon left the harpy behind. She might have been trying to entrap
    him, but that note must have come from somewhere. 

     

    His colleague Dr. Herriot was in a frenzy when he arrived. 

     

    "Thank God you're here. I'm really sorry I had to send for you. I
    didn't know what to do. We found her several hours ago in an alley,
    dumped like a piece of rubbish. She's in a bad way, Blake. Truth to
    tell, I've never seen anything like it. I've tried everything, but
    she's in agony." 

     

    Blake did a quick examination of the writhing woman and tried to
    tamp down his mounting horror. The bruises all over her face and
    breasts and stomach were fearsome enough, but they would heal in
    time. No, it was the ragged flash between her thighs which was so
    awful. 

     

    "You need to restrain her so I can see what we're dealing with." 

     

    Even a doctor as inured to life in the brutal East End as Blake had
    never seen anything like this. 

     

    The examination only made her writhe more, though the sounds the
    hapless woman was making now were more like… 

     

    He found a trace of greenish black powder on her genitals. He shook
    his head. "Cantharides. Also referred to as Spanish fly. A powerful
    aphrodisiac. It can be eaten or absorbed through the skin. Whoever
    did this exposed her to it in some way, either with his hand or
    genitals. I am hoping he poisoned himself too, but I can't be sure." 

     

    "So she's been half swived to death?" his young colleague gasped. 

     

    "Nearly all the way by the look of it. It causes kidney failure. The
    Marquis de Sade once poisoned an entire orgy full of prostitutes
    with some laced sweets. We need to get some fluid into her, now." 

     

    It felt like the longest night of Blake's life as he and Dr. Herriot
    tried to save the girl's life. She did not have the acute stomach
    pains associated with the ingestion of the poison, but her kidneys
    had already started to fail, and thus her heart and lungs. 

     

    Poor Molly had eventually shouted and begged and sworn herself
    hoarse. It was only as she began to weaken from all the poisons in
    her system that she calmed down. 

     

    "Who did this to you! Who did this?" Blake asked her for the
    hundredth time. 

     

    At last her wild-eyed look calmed for a moment and she began to
    register some sense. "A man, tall, dark, like you. Only thinner.
    Meaner. Younger," she croaked. 

     

    "Where did he pick you up? Bethnal Green?" 

     

    She nodded weakly. 

     

    "Eyes, what color? His clothes, a name, anything." 

     

    At her look of alarm, Blake said quietly, "I know you don't want to
    speak for fear of the police. But the time for you to worry about
    that is long past. You're dying, child. You need to help me get
    whoever did this, and stop him from doing it to anyone again." 

     

    "I never saw his eyes. Dark, I think. Clothes were evening ones.
    Black. One thing, though. He couldn't manage. You know. Like he was
    an old bloke or something." 

     

    "Then what did he-" 

     

    She gestured a couple of times. 

     

    Dr. Herriot began to gag and fled the room. 

     

    Blake gulped and shook his head. "My God." He looked at her again.
    "Did anyone else see him, any of your friends?" 

     

    "It was a cold evening, funny time of day," she rasped. "About four,
    it was. Not too many of us working yet. I don't think anyone else
    saw him. You'll go see my sisters, won't you?" 

     

    She gave him her address. "Tell them I loved them. Make sure they
    don't end up Haymarket ware like me, eh? The youngest is only five.
    One bloke tried to buy her off me for his new virgin house the other
    week. It's terrible, sir." 

     

    He shuddered in horror. "I promise. I'll find them. They won't be
    bought or sold. I swear it," he vowed. 

     

    She lapsed back on the pillows in exhaustion. 

     

    Blake went for pen, ink and paper, and wrote down all she had told
    him while it was still fresh in his mind. Then he sent for the Bow
    Street Runners. 

     

    Molly was terrified as soon as she saw them. 

     

    Blake eventually persuaded her to talk to them, while he sent out
    one of the nurses to go find the children and bring them to see
    their sister one last time. 

     

    A heavy coating of face powder covered up her bruises somewhat,
    though it was marred by the tears which streaked down the girl's
    cheeks. 

     

    "This is a bad business, a bloody bad business," Blake said to the
    constables. 

     

    "It is. And it doesn't look like the first time either. Found a
    couple of similar looking women in alleys in the last couple of
    weeks. All dead, though. Do you know where she was found exactly?" 

     

    "You would need to ask my colleague Dr. Herriot. I've been at home
    all day and then at a soiree. I got here long after she had been
    brought in. I only wish I'd got here sooner." 

     

    "And what of the children? Will you be able to look after them?" 

     

    "The Duke of Ellesmere's wife will see to it they're looked after
    properly. Would you like to take them over to the townhouse now,
    with a note from me?" 

     

    "It would appear to be best, sir." 

     

    He scribbled a quick note for Charlotte and handed it to the
    constable. "Take my nurse with you so they won't be frightened. And
    catch the bastard who did this." 

     

    Little Molly died at one o'clock that afternoon. 

     

    Blake, in a fit of remorse for having not been there when he was
    really needed, stayed at the clinic all day and a second night,
    taking on more than his fair share of the work and patients. 

     

    He also asked the constables for a list of the dates and times the
    other women had been found, the locations. Maybe one of the other
    girls working the area would remember something? 

     

    There was a rush of patients on at about three, and again at about
    six. Each time Blake was all set to write a note to Arabella, he had
    to put it to one side. 

     

    Finally, it was so late in the evening that there seemed little
    point in sending her a message that he was still at the clinic, for
    it would only disturb her if she was having an early night. 

     

    He sighed. He had not seen her since he'd left the ball, only
    twenty-four hours ago, but already it seemed like a lifetime. Little
    Molly had been her age… 

     

    What sort of monster would do such a thing? He couldn't wait to get
    home and Arabella her again. Reassure himself that she was all
    right, take comfort from her soothing gentle presence. 

     

    When he looked at her, all of his troubles seem to fade away into
    nothing. Little did he know, they had only just begun. 
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    Arabella had not slept all night. As the hours had ticked past, with
    still no sign of Blake since the night before when he had left her
    at the ball with the Elthams, she had retired to her room, prostrate
    herself on the bed, and shed a few bitter tears, wondering where she
    had gone wrong. Two whole nights with that horrible woman… 

     

    Well, he had been quite restrained thus far, what with him having
    been away and then having had to chaperone her all over the place.
    He had taken his obligations as guardian seriously, that was for
    certain. He had been more than kind considering he had never asked
    to be saddled with a ward. 

     

    But a man was a man, with certain needs, as Blake had said. How
    could she blame him for doing what he needed to do? It was as
    natural as breathing, was it not? 

     

    But Leonore… And not her... When she loved him so? 

     

    Arabella gave up trying to sleep at four, and went down to her
    sitting room, where she had left her book and her embroidery hoop.
    She was just about to go upstairs when she heard the key scrape in
    the lock. 

     

    Blake stepped into the foyer. She had never seen him looking so
    tired. And was he drunk? For after looking at her, he went straight
    into his own sitting room and tossed back a glass of brandy. 

     

    "Are you all right?" 

     

    "Fine," he said shortly. "Go back to bed." 

     

    Shock caused her to use his first name. "Blake, what is it?" 

     

    "I can't even begin to talk about it. Go back to bed." 

     

    She saw his hand was shaking. Despite her anger with him and her
    fear over the strange way he was acting, she stepped up to him and
    encircled his waist with her slender arms. 

     

    He groaned as if in agony and clung to her. "Sometimes I think
    you're the only decent thing that's ever happened in my life," he
    whispered against her hair. 

     

    She would have raised her lips to his for a kiss, but he was so
    tired he could barely stand. She helped him onto the sofa, and threw
    over him one of the crocheted afghans she had made for the house. 

     

    "God, I'm so tired," he groaned. "Sick at heart. We need to get out
    of here. Get out of London. Somewhere where the air is fresh and
    clean and the sun shines." 

     

    Arabella knelt to take off his shoes and tucked the afghan up to his
    neck. She sat down on the edge of the sofa, in the corner, and
    lifted his head onto her lap. She stroked back his hair from his
    brow and felt it. It was warm to the touch, not feverish, but he did
    not look at all well. "Rest now. Things will look much better when
    you've had some sleep." 

     

    "I know how Michael feels, you know," he confided. 

     

    "Michael?" 

     

    "Avenel. My friend from the Army. Whenever I close my eyes, I see
    the most dreadful things too. From the war, from my job…" 

     

    He sighed heavily. "You're a good woman, Arabella. The best I've
    ever known. I want to believe you can stay that way, despite what
    I've done. I'm afraid your being here with me is only going to
    pollute you, damage you in some way. 

     

    "That's why we have to go to Somerset. I'm not sending you away, for
    the Lord knows how much I would miss your peaceful presence. Peter
    had a notion you would be good for me as my ward, and he was right.
    But I need to think about what's best for you. Being in my clinic
    and in this den of debauchery is not it." 

     

    "I would rather know of the world and avoid its pitfalls than not
    know of them and be ensnared," she said honestly. 

     

    "I know." He took her hand and kissed it. "But we need to go in any
    event. Sarah Deveril's baby will be coming soon, and the Jeromes are
    expecting me to visit. You won't mind staying with the Elthams at
    the Castle, will you?" 

     

    "No, not at all. I would be delighted." 

     

    "And a couple of days with the Stones?" he asked. 

     

    "It would be fine. I'm content here, though." 

     

    "No, I've told you. I'm sick of London. Sick even of the clinic, for
    once in my life." 

     

    "Has something happened?" she dared to ask. 

     

    "Not exactly, no. Can you be ready at the end of the week?" 

     

    She nodded. "Tomorrow if you like." 

     

    "No, I have a few things to take care of. I'll make a list in a
    minute." He sighed and closed his eyes again. 

     

    "No you won't," she said in a firm tone. "You'll go upstairs and get
    a decent rest. Things will look much better when you're able to
    think clearly again. You're exhausted." 

     

    "All right. Just another minute here." His even breathing a moment
    later told her he was sound asleep. 

     

    Arabella knew the servants would come in eventually, but for now she
    would just sit and admire his handsome face. 

     

    A face that belonged to someone
      else, she reminded herself bitterly. For he had been with
    Leonore. Though she knew they had fought on New Year's Eve, she was
    sure he had looked more than amiable toward her the other night, and
    they had left the soiree together. She had seen it with her own
    eyes. As would have anyone else who had been watching him depart. 

     

    Blake had made no secret of the liaison with Leonore Ross. She
    should not be upset, just accept that it was a fact of his life. He
    had a mistress like many another man, and that was all there was to
    it. 

     

    There was no sense in hoping for him to change his mind. To break
    his word suddenly and try to form an attachment with her. The danger
    they had been in, the intimacy of having shared a bed for a night,
    had skewed his judgment when they had first met. Thus he had made a
    mistake. 

     

    He had said he was sorry, and there was an end to it. If he had not
    been appointed her guardian, he would never have seen her again. 

     

    She had to get over it. But it was so hard… And with him in her arms
    and her lap like this now, it could only get more difficult. Every
    day Arabella knew she loved Blake more. 

     

    No, if he had another person in his life, then she had to find
    someone as well. 

     

    It was not as if she didn't have plenty of choices: her two cousins,
    Lady Pemberton's dashing nephew Matthew, even staid Alistair Grant
    if she offered him some encouragement. 

     

    Not to mention the handsome if unusual Philip Marshall, who she was
    sure she still had not even scratched the surface of yet. Everyone
    said he was a rake, like Matthew Dane and Randall Avenel, but the
    difference between the three men was like night and day. 

     

    She sighed. There would be other beaux, of course. Once she went
    down to Somerset, there would be more interesting people for her to
    meet now that she was in such a lively and friendly set as the
    Rakehells. But for the moment, Adam and Oliver were worth
    cultivating, and Philip, if she could ever get him to open up to her
    about himself. He was still so much of an unknown quantity. 

     

    As for Lady Pemberton's nephew Matthew, he might have been useful to
    make Blake jealous, had her guardian been the jealous type. But he
    had quite happily handed her over to man after man to dance and talk
    with, so that wasn't going to work. 

     

    Randall? Far too flighty, with something hidden and dark under the
    surface that she couldn't quite make out. And she would never dream
    of risking her reputation to discover what lurked beneath his
    Devil-may-care facade. 

     

    Alistair? Far too staid and serious, prematurely grey though his
    face was as boyish as a youth's. With the respectable barrister, it
    would be marriage or nothing, of that she was sure. No chance of him
    ever doing anything improper.  

     

    No, it was evident from the parade of swains trooping past in an
    attempt to win her hand that Blake didn't care for her one bit. She
    just had to accept it and find a man she could like, even if she
    could never give him her love. 

     

     

    Blake was dreaming again. It was the same dream he had had ever
    since he had met Arabella. Of a bright and shining radiance when he
    was with her, inside her, loving her. 

     

    He kissed her rosy lips, stroked her petal soft cheek and melted
    into her, until he at last knew the meaning of one flesh… 

     

    Only this time the dream did not have a happy ending. He saw white
    and gold and then black and red. A dark shadow fell across them as
    they rolled in the newly mown hay field and laughed and loved. 

     

    He could feel a freezing chill, and her being ripped out of his
    arms. He could hear her screaming and crying in terror. Yet he was
    paralyzed. Powerless to help her. 

     

    "Arabella! Belle!" he shouted, sitting bolt upright. 

     

    "It's all right, I'm here, I'm right here," she reassured him, one
    arm around his neck. 

     

    Blake was so relieved he didn't even kiss her. He grasped her around
    the waist and buried his head in her lap, smelling her wonderful
    fragrance, which was both incredibly alluring and a balm to his
    soul. 

     

    She was startled, but immediately put her arm on his shoulder and
    stroked his hair with both hands. "It's all right, I'm here. What
    did you need?" 

     

    "You're right, Arabella," he said, sitting up quickly before he did
    anything else to disgrace himself. "Pack up your bags. We're leaving
    today. Timothy and Betsey will come with us." 

     

    He bent to pull on his shoes to hide his moist eyes, and began to
    head for the front door. 

     

    "But Blake, it's so late. Or early! Where are you going?" 

     

    He spoke with his back to her, cuffing the tears away. "To the
    clinic for a few minutes to leave instructions, and to perform a
    couple of other errands around town." 

     

    "What about breakfast?" 

     

    "I'll eat before we leave. I can sleep in the carriage," he said,
    anticipating her next objection. "Send a note round to Mrs. Evans,
    and one to Thomas telling them we're leaving. We'll stay with
    Michael Avenel and call at your house, look in on the Deverils to
    see how Sarah is, and then see what happens after that." 

     

    "Of course, whatever you like." 

     

    He was about to step out the door when he paused, too struck by her
    beauty not to touch her once. He took a deep breath and stepped
    back. He chucked her under the chin and toyed with one glossy jet
    ringlet. "Try not to look so worried. All will be well. And don't
    forget to check your stocks and shares. The clinic is counting on
    both of us." 

     

    "And yet we're leaving?" she asked in a surprised tone. 

     

    He heaved a huge sigh. "I'm not God, Arabella. I'm tired. Dashed
    tired. I came back from the being away at war for nearly six years,
    nearly eighteen hours a day, more when a battle was on, with hardly
    any leaves of absence. I've been working like a madman ever since I
    came home. I need to get my own life in order. Then perhaps the rest
    of it will fall into place. Marriage, family…" 

     

    He stopped before he said anything more that might betray his
    feelings for her. He did not dare linger to speak with her in the
    mood he was in. "I'll be back about eleven." 

     

    "I'll be ready," she promised, though her heart was sinking into her
    boots. He was going to marry Leonore?  

     

    Blake headed straight for Bethnal Green, where some bedraggled and
    freezing women were hoping for a bit of last-minute trade. He
    explained to them what had happened to Molly, and told them to be on
    the alert for a man matching the description he had been given, or
    anyone with some strange blackish powder. 

     

    "Get anyone you suspect might be exposed to it to my clinic straight
    away. You know where it is." 

     

    He handed them all the money he had in his pockets, though it was
    little enough. 

     

    "Make sure you come in to be checked, and get something decent to
    eat. We're going to be starting a little school soon, too, if you
    want to learn reading and sums." 

     

    "Bless you sir, thank you." 

     

    "Don't thank me, thank my wa- Wife," he amended suddenly, though he
    could not have said why. 

     

    "She's a lucky woman, sir." 

     

    "I'm a lucky man. Or will be soon, I hope." 

     

    He went to the clinic and consulted with Dr. Herriot, who was just
    getting in, and surprised to see him back for another shift. 

     

    "No, I'm not here to work. I'm sorry to be leaving you like this,
    Antony, but that girl Molly was the last straw for me. I'm going to
    come back to London one day. At the moment I'm all in turmoil. I
    can't see my way clear of the darkness I feel all around me. I need
    to sort our some personal matters. Then I can come back in a better
    frame of mind." 

     

    "I understand." 

     

    "By all means write and tell me what is happening. My accountant can
    do the books and find someone to manage the office, do the
    purchasing and so on. As for extra hands, let those two young chaps
    who volunteered last week have a go. And if the medical students
    want some real experience, we'll give it to them. I'll be back soon,
    me and Arabella." 

     

    "Very good. Listen, I'm sorry again that I didn't contact you
    earlier. I doubt we could have saved her. But the sooner we find
    that monster the better, before he blights more innocent women's
    lives," the earnest young man said. 

     

    "I couldn't agree with you more." 

     

    "When are you leaving?" 

     

    "Today. I'll write and let you know what my plans are. And thanks
    for all your help." He offered his hand to shake. 

     

    "I'm only too glad to do it," Antony said fervently, returning the
    warm pressure. 

     

    Blake got into his carriage and headed for the house in Islington. 

     

    As always, the trip never failed to depress him. It had been a
    futile errand for over ten years now, ever since he had been told
    the truth by his father… 

     

    He would need to tell Arabella one day. 

     

    The poor girl. He had told her they would have absolute confidence
    between them, yet he had lied about his feelings for her right from
    the start. Had kept things from her. He felt as though he had done
    nothing but pollute and corrupt her ever since they had met. 

     

    He knew leaving London was only running away from the inevitable.
    Sooner or later she would find out the truth about him. He couldn't
    risk it now. Not when he still had hopes of winning her love… 

     

    Selfish though he knew he was being, he wasn't quite ready to
    surrender her to another man without a fight, no matter how much
    common sense and decency told him that as her guardian he should
    never even consider asking her to marry him. 

     

    Blake sighed again. He hardly knew what he wanted any more. Was it
    so unreasonable to wish to be happy? He thought once more of
    Arabella's lovely smiling face, her warm kisses. Despite the
    grimness of his errand, his heart lifted.  

     

    Arabella heard the front door open at about quarter to eleven, and
    hurried downstairs with her small valise, leaving the servants to
    carry down the other two portmanteaux. 

     

    "Nearly ready," she called, and then halted. 

     

    Adam and Oliver stood there smiling up at her. "How are you, Miss
    Neville? We thought we might tempt you to take a stroll with us in
    Hyde Park, that is, if you and your duenna were amenable." 

     

    "Very kind of you, I'm sure. But my guardian has some urgent
    business out of Town and we're leaving shortly. Some other time,
    perhaps, when we've returned?" 

     

    The two brothers shot each other a look which, if Arabella didn't
    know better, might have almost denoted alarm. 

     

    "And where are you off to? Somewhere pleasant, I trust," Oliver said
    smoothly. 

     

    "Bath first, then Somerset. My home, and some friends' houses." 

     

    "A bit chill perhaps in winter, but there is always much to amuse in
    Bath." 

     

    "Indeed. But we are going on business." 

     

    "We must go down to Southwood to tend to our own affairs. Perhaps we
    shall see you some time in the near future?" Adam said calmly. 

     

    She bowed. "I look forward to it." 

     

    He made a great show of kissing her hand. "I shall miss you
    enormously, my dear. Your inestimable beauty has lit up this
    otherwise dull city. My brother and I shall be bereft. But if we may
    call on you in Bath?" 

     

    "I'm not sure where we're staying. I can write to you," she offered,
    taken with his most lover-like manner, and that fact that though he
    was not nearly as handsome as Blake, he was physically similar to
    him in many respects. 

     

    "We shall look forward to hearing from you, then." He bowed. 

     

    Oliver kissed her hand once more and also took his leave. 

     

    She looked at Oliver's receding back. All of them tall, dark,
    handsome. All of them good dancers, good company. So why did her
    heart turn over only when she was with Blake? Was it because the
    other two had not kissed her? Yet, she amended. She could
    always…. 

     

    Was it because she had been thwarted in her own desires that she was
    willfully longing for the one man in the world she couldn't have? 

     

    As troubling as that was to admit, she had to face the truth. Unless
    she tried to further her male acquaintance, she was going to have to
    spend three years as Blake's ward pining for him day after day,
    night after night. 

     

    And she might, though she doubted it, actually miss out on a good,
    or perhaps even a better man, if she did so. Not that she could
    imagine anyone better for her than Blake. 

     

    But he belonged to Leonore. There was no room in his life for
    Arabella. She sighed and went down to her sitting room. Where was
    he? Was he even now saying a tender farewell to his paramour? 

     

    She took up her embroidery hoop with a sigh. One tear rolled down
    her cheek unheeded.  

     

    "Damn and blast. If we hadn't happened to come along when we did,
    the pigeon would have flown the coop with us none the wiser," Adam
    said furiously to his brother as they rode away in their borrowed
    carriage. 

     

    "What can we do now?" 

     

    "Follow them, of course. We can't stay here in London. Every day we
    do so bites into our money even further." 

     

    "One or the other of us could duck out of the running. It would mean
    more money for the one who continued in pursuit of our quarry,"
    Oliver suggested. 

     

    Adam shook his head. "With all the suitors she has, it will take
    both of us to fend them off. No, we go to Bath with all possible
    haste." 

     

    "We promised George we would get the carriage back to him by the end
    of this week." 

     

    "Tell him it's a family emergency, and we shall be back soon. We can
    also remind him that we know all about the little canary he is
    keeping in his cage in Islington. I am sure the Honorable Miss
    Jennings, she of the twenty-thousand pounds per annum, would also be
    interested to hear all about her. 

     

    "In fact," Adam added with a grin, "I think we might as well go give
    our regards to the little canary right now. Tell her George sent us.
    Why pay when we can have it for free? The price for our silence,
    don't you know." 

     

    For once Oliver looked doubtful. "I'm not so sure. That last girl
    you found for us, there was something wrong with her for certain.
    She was, well, crazed." 

     

    "But it was fun, wasn't it?" 

     

    "Fun? I was exhausted. You must have better staying power than me. I
    heard you get her up and out this morning. I'm surprised you can
    still walk." 

     

    "Ah, my boy, I'll give you riding lessons some other time," Adam
    said with a tight smile. "Come, old fellow, Islington awaits." 

     

     

    Dr. Herriot gasped as he had the nurse remove the dying woman's
    clothes so he could examine her. "And you found her where?" 

     

    "An alley near the brewery." 

     

    The breath rattled in the woman's throat, and she tried to speak.
    But she had been half strangled, the purple thumb prints on her neck
    standing out starkly against her pale flesh. 

     

    "Who did this to you? Can you tell me what he looked like?" 

     

    She opened her mouth, but the only thing which emanated from it was
    blood. He stared into the empty cavern where her teeth had once
    been, and her- 

     

    His eyes rounded like saucers, and he began to tremble in horror.
    "Nurse, send for the police, now. Tell them we have another one." 
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    Blake arrived back at the stroke of eleven. Making his apologies to
    Arabella for the delay, he went up the stairs to check his room one
    last time before they set off. 

     

    His valet Timothy seemed to have taken everything of importance, his
    favourite cufflinks and cravats, his best pins, and his gold fob
    watch which had been a present from his father. 

     

    He wanted Mr. Jerome to think well of him, see that though he had
    not been raised in the countryl he was a gentleman who could fit in
    and knew the value of the past, of heritage, heirlooms. 

     

    Blake sighed. He wondered how much Mr. Jerome knew of his family
    history. Everything, no doubt. 

     

    But it was nothing he needed to worry about. None of his obligations
    would interfere with the future of Jerome Manor. He would most
    certainly not be harsh with the poor surviving daughters, who
    through a lack of sense on the part of one of their ancestors had
    been disinherited simply by dint of being female. An unfortunate
    accident, foolish people would conclude, but as Blake knew, a
    fifty-percent likelihood. 

     

    He shook his head. All of these fixations on gender and virginity
    and legitimacy were like bizarre rituals from some ancient religion,
    not things a sensible modern man needed to worry about. 

     

    He sighed. But a woman flouted convention at her own peril, as would
    he if he ever dared to admit his true feelings for Arabella. 

     

    However, Blake could not do that until he was more certain of his
    own affairs, and more certain of her. She was very young-she had
    scarcely spread her wings yet. Her triumph had been considerable,
    but her head had not been turned by it. She needed to be given a
    fair chance to make a match of her own, without him as her guardian
    trying to manoeuvre her for his own selfish purposes. 

     

    For selfish he most certainly was. He wanted Arabella all to
    himself. If he could not manage that entirely because of the
    pressures and suspicions of the rest of the world, he would put a
    brave face on it by taking her visiting. 

     

    Philip's word of warning had not been lost upon him. He had to play
    it safely, be seen to be open and forthcoming and never dog in the
    manger, no matter how jealous he might become. 

     

    If she fell in love with another, well, he would have only himself
    to blame for having treated her so shabbily at the inn. 

     

    He would give it three months. If at the end of that time nothing
    had occurred which gave him any reason to suspect Arabella had given
    her heart to another, he would ask for permission to pay court to
    her, and the Devil take the consequences. 

     

    In the meantime, he would settle his circumstances more fully for
    his intended future wife and the children they would eventually be
    blessed with. And he prayed to the Lord that they would all look
    like Arabella. 

     

    "Ready to go?" he asked when he came downstairs into her small
    sitting room. 

     

    "I think so," she said quietly, still filled with misgivings over
    where he had been. 

     

    He noticed her hesitation and patted her shoulder in what he hoped
    would seem a reassuring rather than suggestive manner. "Anything
    you've forgot, we can buy, my dear. Bath is full of lovely shops." 

     

    She gave a wan smile. "You've already been more than indulgent." 

     

    "I know you gave all your pin money to the clinic, so I don't think
    I can be accused of being too doting if I buy you one or two things
    to make up for it. But let's just see your account book as long as
    we're on the subject." He winked at her, and she handed it over. 

     

    "Very good. You're doing well," he praised. 

     

    "Any more hints and tips?" 

     

    "Nothing urgent. We can look it over in the carriage. Come, let's
    get started, while we still have some light left." He took her hand,
    and gave her a dazzling smile. 

     

    As Arabella looked up at his handsome face and her heart turned
    over, she was prepared to forgive Blake anything, even Leonore. 

     

    Three days of relatively uneventful travel, which was both torture
    and Heaven for them both, brought them to Michael Avenel's house
    just outside the elegant city of Bath. 

     

    Blake had had the servants ride inside with them for the sake of
    propriety as well as warmth, so he and Arabella had seldom been
    alone together in the coach or at the inn. He had shared his room
    with Timothy the valet, and she with Betsey, her abigail, in order
    to avoid temptation. 

     

    Their conversation and manner with each other had never really gone
    beyond the polite and their common interests, but Blake had been
    relieved in a way. His feelings were in such turmoil he would
    probably have blurted out his longings to her if he had not had to
    maintain his dignified exterior in front of the hired help. 

     

    Arabella had soaked up every ounce of his company, basking in the
    warm glow of his hazel eyes. He might be Leonore's for a few hours
    at night, but she had him almost all to herself during the days,
    where it really counted, in his home, sharing everything with him
    except his bed. Was it so far-fetched to imagine she could share
    that too? 

     

    She knew enough of feminine wiles to be sure she could try to
    manipulate Blake-a turned ankle, a pretend illness, dining alone
    with him in her room because fatigued with travel. Any of those
    might have lured him back behind closed doors and enticingly near a
    bed, but she was terrified he would think ill of her, send her away,
    leave her in Somerset. For the sake of the powerful longing she felt
    burning inside her every time she was with Blake, she might risk
    losing him forever as a friend. As the guardian of her heart, body
    and soul. It just wasn't worth the risk. 

     

    When they pulled up to the front door of the modest stone-built
    eighteenth century house, she was glad to have reached her
    destination at last. Perhaps there would be a chance for some
    privacy here in the quaint little house. 

     

    She stood up to get out, but lurched as the horse took two steps
    forward. Blake grabbed her and swung her into his arms. 

     

    "Are you all right? 

     

    "Yes, fine. I just feel a bit dizzy, that's all. As though I haven't
    stopped moving for days." 

     

    A servant opened the front door to them, and Blake asked the butler
    to show him the way to the chamber which had been set aside for her. 

     

    He took her up to her room and laid her gently down on the bed. It
    was a pleasant room decorated in blue and burgundy, with a
    pomegranate-patterned spread on the enormous four-poster bed, and
    matching curtains in the bay windows. The view was a lovely panorama
    of Bath Abbey and the town. 

     

    "There now. You are to rest, do you hear me? Let Betsey unpack for
    you. And you are to have a tray here in your room, and a bath. I
    shall make your apologies to Michael at dinner, and see you in the
    morning." 

     

    He stroked her cheek and before he realised what he was doing, he
    began to untie the strings of her bonnet. 

     

    "Blake-" 

     

    He placed one finger on her lips. "Don't say anything. You don't
    have to thank me for taking care of you. It's always my pleasure." 

     

    "Are you feeling better, is what I was going to ask," she said,
    sitting up slightly. 

     

    "I am. Now that I've shaken the dirt of London off my feet, I'm
    feeling much more calm. We must cheer up Michael. I'm sure you'll
    like him when you meet him. I've told you all about him, so no more
    mention of what happened in London, eh? He's had a hard time, and we
    wouldn't want my gloom to add to his." 

     

    "I understand. You're a good friend. To him and to me." 

     

    "I do try." 

     

    She smiled up at him, wondering why he could not see the love in her
    eyes. "You don't even have to try. I can see why Peter values your
    friendship so." 

     

    "So long as you do, that's the main thing. I'm glad we've been able
    to put our little difficulties behind us. There isn't one in a
    hundred women who would have stood up to Rosalie as you've done, or
    ignored Leonore's attempts to shame me in your eyes." 

     

    "I stood up to Rosalie because it was the right thing to do. She
    needs to know that she cannot behave in any manner she chooses
    without there being consequences. I would still consider warning
    your solicitor in regard to what she did. Libel, slander, there must
    be any number of things he can threaten to sue her for. We should
    get Alistair Grant's professional opinion on the matter at the very
    least." 

     

    He shrugged. "On the other hand, that might provoke her further.
    Rest now, pet. Don't start worrying about me when you are so
    fatigued. It will all be fine. We're here now, and safe from the
    slings and arrows and calumnies of outrageous people." 

     

    She grinned. "I think you need to look up your Hamlet." 

     

    "No, I was trying to be creative. I'll see you tomorrow." He kissed
    her hand tenderly. "Good night, love." The last word slipped out
    despite his Herculean effort to be restrained and cautious in her
    room, in her bed. 

     

    She did not seem to take it amiss. She smiled at him softly and
    closed her eyes. "Good night, Blake." 

     

     

    Michael Avenel's home was a typical bachelor establishment, with a
    manservant, a butler and cook, along with two coachmen and a couple
    of footmen and gardeners. 

     

    Betsey the maid was a bit put out that there was no one else female
    there, but on the other hand she had much chance for diversion with
    the handsome young men she was now forced to share the servants'
    quarters with. 

     

    Arabella too found the virtually all male household a bit odd, but
    Michael turned out to be good company, an excellent
    conversationalist and a most kind host. 

     

    Once they had arrived safely, her lovely room was filled with fresh
    flowers, chocolates and books. A horse was made available to her and
    a small carriage, and she was given breakfast on a silver tray every
    morning, even though she would rather have liked to see Blake in the
    mornings as well for that meal. 

     

    Michael Avenel was a handsome man in his late twenties with jet
    black hair and the most unusual pair of eyes she had ever seen. They
    were so pale blue as to be almost silver in colour, and piercing, as
    if he could look right though people. He was scarred from the war in
    a number of places, with a sabre cut on his left brow which bisected
    it in two, giving him a look of perpetual inquiry, while the one on
    his jaw gave him a permanent scowl of disapproval. 

     

    Or was it pain? For he was confined to a Bath chair, and she
    understood from his conversation with Blake that he was in agony,
    but refused to take any medicine which would dull the ache. 

     

    "His own purgatory on earth, you understand. To atone for all of
    terrible things he believes he has done," Blake told her one evening
    shortly after they had arrived. 

     

    She nodded, and wondered what Blake himself had endured during the
    war. She felt she knew him so well. Yet there were parts of his
    life, like Leonore, that she could never touch, and it worried her
    not a little. How could she love a man who seemed so familiar, yet
    who she hardly even knew in so many respects? 

     

    But it was good to be out of London. Arabella began to relax
    gradually into the slower routine of country life. After a couple of
    days of rest after their journey, and exploring the house and the
    surrounding countryside, as well as getting Arabella's wardrobe in
    order, they talked about establishing a routine whilst they were
    there. 

     

    "But I would like to go down to my house first at Kennington. For
    one thing, I have so little with me. I need to sort out my wardrobe
    and the house." 

     

    "Just so. I got recommendations from Thomas and Clifford, and have
    several letters of application for the role of steward at your home.
    You shall of course interview them with me. We shall go down on
    Friday." 

     

    "Very good. Thank you." 

     

    "What would you like to do today?" 

     

    She shrugged. "Go to Salisbury and see the great Stonehenge?" She
    wasn't sure why she had said it. She had been there once before as a
    child and not really understood why everyone seemed so fascinated
    with the large stones. But it was only a few miles away…. 

     

    "A bit too cold today, don't you think, my dear? We'll go when it's
    warmer." 

     

    "What would you like to do, then?" 

     

    Blake dared not answer that question truthfully, for it would have
    shocked her to the core. He tamped down his rampant desires and said
    instead, "Take Michael out in the carriage to call on the Elthams
    and the Davenports?" 

     

    "Is Michael is feeling up to it?" 

     

    "He says he is." 

     

    "And are the Davenports back from Ireland now?" 

     

    "Yes, they just got back a few days ago, apparently. I need to see
    how Sarah is faring." 

     

    "If Michael wishes to go, then of course we must go." 

     

    "Are you all right? You seem a bit, well, strained." 

     

    "Fine, fine." But she did not smile. 

     

    "Have you been sleeping well?" 

     

    "Yes, fine," she lied. 

     

    In fact she had been doing nothing but dreaming about what they had
    shared at the inn since she had arrived in the district. Her dreams
    were so detailed and erotic she was having a hard time looking Blake
    in the face. 

     

    Blake sighed. There was something wrong, for certain, but if she
    would not tell him the truth, there was very little he could do
    about it. 

     

    He wondered if she were pining for London, in particular one of the
    men she had left behind. 

     

    He was surprised and not a little perturbed to find Philip Marshall
    staying with Thomas and Charlotte when they arrived at Eltham
    Castle. 

     

    "I'm here looking over Alexander and Sarah's house. They've begun
    building their own, and want to sell Ashton Manor now that
    Jonathan's wife Pamela is sure they will also not be needing it," he
    told them. "Very well met indeed." 

     

    Blake burned with jealousy, but said nothing as Philip and Arabella
    went off into a corner together to catch up on each other's news and
    chat with Michael. 

     

    "I'll go over and visit Sarah, and be back shortly," he said with a
    last long look at the strikingly attractive dark-haired pair. 

     

    One look at Sarah Deveril Davenport told him she was blooming. Blake
    examined her carefully and said he thought the babe was getting into
    position for her due date. 

     

    "Will you be here for the event, do you think?" she asked him
    hopefully. 

     

    "I will. We have various affairs down here that need tending, and I
    would like to see you through this." He washed up thoroughly after
    his examination and then said, "How is Alexander faring these days?" 

     

    "His back is so much better. His memory is just about all returned
    so far as he tells me. It was hard for him travelling to Ireland,
    but he says it was for the best. The weather was most fresh and
    invigorating, and the sea air." 

     

    "Good, glad to hear it." 

     

    "And me? When will I be able to travel again after the baby is
    born?" she asked. 

     

    "What, back to Ireland?" he asked in surprise. 

     

    "Yes," she said quietly. "Or maybe just London," she added a short
    time later. 

     

    "I would give it about two months at least. You'll be tired, run
    down. The routine for baby will be exceedingly disrupted if you
    leave home. Have you got a wet nurse arranged yet?" 

     

    "I plan to feed him or her myself." 

     

    "I see. Then definitely three months." 

     

    She sighed. 

     

    "I'm sorry, my dear, but there's nothing more important than your
    health. So just resign yourself to sitting with your feet up for the
    next few months, and by May you will be ready to travel." 

     

    "Very good then. I shall tell Alexander." 

     

    "Surely he would not want to be working so busily when he's just
    become a new father?" 

     

    "Ah, well, sometimes people don't get very much of a choice. Events
    overtake one on occasion." 

     

    Blake couldn't fathom why his old friend's sister was acting so
    oddly, but he simply shrugged. Pregnant women often got strange
    fancies. He put it down to the nervousness of a first-time mother. 

     

    "Just rest as much as possible. We can discuss this again after he
    is born. I can't tell you anything for certain until I see how you
    get through the delivery." 

     

    "Thank you very much." 

     

    "Now I must get back to my ward Arabella." 

     

    "Yes, I had heard all about that, and how marvelous she is at the
    clinic. Please do bring her around some day." 

     

    "If you're sure you're not too tired for guests?" 

     

    "Not at all. If as you say I have to sit with my feet up and am
    confined, I'll welcome the diversion." 

     

    He shook hands. Promising that they would come to visit again soon,
    he returned to Eltham Castle. 

     

    By the time he returned, it was obvious that Philip was making every
    attempt to deepen his friendship with Arabella. 

     

    To be fair to Michael, he was also trying to be charming and suave
    for the sake of Blake, whom he knew was still deeply attached to
    her, even though he had denied it vehemently and was still
    persisting in his role of guardian rather than lover. 

     

    Arabella liked Philip; there was something so stark and despairing
    about him at times that she couldn't help but be pleasant to him.
    But in love with him, no. He was a man with too much to hide. Even
    had he not been, she felt no spark with him they way she did every
    time Blake was in the same room. 

     

    "Philip will be coming with us to the townhouse for a few days,"
    Thomas informed Blake when he came in to take tea. "Why don't you
    all join us? It will save Michael driving back and forth to the
    Baths." 

     

    "I will defer to Michael's wishes in this, as he has been a most
    excellent host, and it's his own convenience we must think of." 

     

    "Have you a chamber on the ground floor which would be suited to my
    use?" Michael asked without a trace of embarrassment. 

     

    Arabella's heart went out to him. It had to be hard for him to admit
    that he was so badly disabled. 

     

    "Yes, a couple of different rooms in either house can easily be
    converted to use as a bedchamber. It will be no trouble at all. You
    may take your pick." 

     

    "Very well, then. What about next Monday? Blake and Arabella will be
    back from their excursion to her home by then." 

     

    "When are you leaving?" 

     

    "Thursday. We expect to be back on Monday, so we can meet at the
    townhouse in Bath." 

     

    Arabella looked at him in surprise. This was the first she had heard
    of such plans. He had said they were going to interview the stewards
    Friday. Staying four days? What on earth- 

     

    Blake could see her staring at him. Really, he was letting his
    jealousy get the better of him. But Arabella would need time to
    pack, interview the steward, issues instructions, close up the
    house, and so on. 

     

    He took the opportunity to explain this to her when they were at
    last alone together in the parlor back at Michael's house that
    evening after supper. Their weary friend had retired for the night,
    leaving them alone for almost the first time since they had left
    London. 

     

    "That's very thoughtful of you. I understand it all now. Though I
    don't really have that much to pack up. Mainly clothes and things." 

     

    "I imagine there are a lot of mementoes of your family you would
    like to have with you, though. Things you have been doing without." 

     

    "True, but we're not settled here. I mean, we're moving from house
    to house staying with friends, and I'm not even sure how long I will
    remain with you. I mean, if I were to get married or-" 

     

    "I doubt you will be getting married in the next few months, at any
    rate, so I don't see the harm," he said stiffly. "As for Philip
    Marshall, I like him well enough as a man, and he is a very dear
    friend of Thomas's, though I am not sure exactly what sort of past
    history there is between them. I suspect Thomas got him out of some
    very bad scrape once upon a time. 

     

    "But I have to tell you that even Thomas warned me off him. So I
    have to say candidly that he would not be an appropriate choice
    should he decide to pay court to you more assiduously than he
    already has done." 

     

    Arabella stared at him, stunned. "Philip? You mistake his
    intentions. He's only being friendly." 

     

    "I know only too well where the friendship of a rake can lead," he
    drawled sarcastically. 

     

    "I give you my word, he has not said or done anything which would
    lead me to suspect he nurses a tendre for me. Can you say the same
    of Rosalie and Leonore?" she challenged. 

     

    "There's no need to get so defensive." 

     

    "I'm not getting defensive. I simply asked…" 

     

    Blake lost his temper then. "I am your guardian. You are not mine. I
    don't have to explain…" 

     

    Arabella rose. "You're correct. Forgive me. It just seems that one
    of us has broken our pact and been dishonest, and it is most
    certainly not me." 

     

    Gripping her knitting as though she would tear it to pieces, she
    sped out of the room. 

     

    Blake was left alone to kick himself mentally for having been so
    much of an utter fool as to drive her away. And did he know nothing
    about women? The more he made a fuss about the unsuitability of the
    man, the more likely it was that she would cling to him. Such was
    the contrary nature of human relations, and the female gender in
    particular. Forbidden fruit always seemed to taste sweetest… 

     

    Damn and blast, if he wasn't guilty of precisely the same thing! But
    then he had tasted her, and she had been most sweet. Divine, in
    fact. Once again he found him wondering how different his life would
    have been if he had just allowed himself to move a bit further along
    and- 

     

    Hot colour suffused his cheeks and he stood up and poured himself a
    brandy. Anything to numb the dull ache that filled him every time he
    thought of Arabella. He sighed and went up to his bedchamber. It was
    small consolation, but at least he had his lovely torrid dreams of
    her to keep him company for the long, lonely night. 
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    Blake and Arabella departed on Thursday for the journey to her
    former home at Kennington, a cozy mid-eighteenth century manor house
    with a central staircase and eight rooms on each floor. Blake was
    impressed with the house-it was commodious and beautifully
    decorated. The fields were well-tended, cultivated with winter
    crops. 

     

    Her business affairs ended up keeping them occupied for a full four
    days, or so Blake thought. He didn't not even suspect that Arabella
    was in such turmoil over their quarrel and her feelings for him that
    she was deliberately avoiding him, pretending to be more busy than
    she was with papers and instructions so she would not have to be
    alone with him. 

     

    Maggie the housekeeper sensed it at once, however. "You're in love
    with him," she accused, her eyes wide. 

     

    "Sush, not so loud, he'll hear you!" She shut the study door
    quickly. 

     

    "Oh, girl, that man is your guardian. It isn't proper." 

     

    "I know. But I met him before I knew who he was. He helped me during
    the whole ordeal after the coach accident. I owe him my life." 

     

    "You mustn't confuse gratitude with love." 

     

    "I'm not," she denied hotly. "I love everything about him. But he
    has a mistress, and a former fiancee." 

     

    Maggie shook her head. "I'm sorry. That's impossible then. You could
    never be happy with a man who would be unfaithful." 

     

    "But if we were happily married-" 

     

    "A leopard never ever changes its spots. If he has been
    indiscriminate in his dealing with women it will come back to haunt
    you both whether you want it to or not. You could never trust a man
    like that." 

     

    "He's weak. All of us are sinners." 

     

    "Some of us more than others, it would seem," Maggie said with a
    sniff. 

     

    "Really, it's not as bad as it sounds." 

     

    "Hmm. If he's supposed to be looking after your welfare, it makes
    all the difference. Take my advice and find someone more staid, and
    without a past history such as his." 

     

    "All men over the age of twenty most likely have some sort of
    history," she said with a sigh. 

     

    "Yes, but he was in the Army too. If ever there was a sign of
    trouble, it's that!" Maggie said emphatically. 

     

    "Yet he warned me off another nice man about his own age for being
    too much of a rake, though to be fair I have never seen him manifest
    anything like unsavoury behaviour in my company. Never once." 

     

    "And Dr. Sanderson?" her companion asked sharply. 

     

    "No, not really. Certainly not since we have been together as
    guardian and ward." 

     

    "Ah, so he did before, then! I hope you know what you're doing, my
    girl." 

     

    Arabella blushed. "I don't know what I'm doing. That's the trouble.
    All I know is I've never met anyone like him." 

     

    "And he has another woman. Along with someone else who likes him. Go
    for someone younger, more uncomplicated," she advised. "You've
    barely spread your wings. Don't tie yourself down to someone you'll
    always have doubts about." 

     

    Maggie raised her considerable bulk from the chair and departed, her
    nose in the air. 

     

    Arabella sighed. If only it were that simple to get Blake out of her
    head. 

     

     

    A short time later Arabella was still sitting in her study with her
    head in her hands when she heard a tap at the door. 

     

    Blake poked his head around and said, "Everything all right?" 

     

    "Yes, of course. Why shouldn't it be?" 

     

    He stared at her, stung by her abrupt reply. "I don't know, you seem
    upset." 

     

    "I'm not ill, if that's what you're worried about," she said with a
    touch of asperity. 

     

    He was tempted to wipe the look of cool hauteur off her face with
    one blistering kiss, but instead he asked, "Would you like to go for
    a ride?" 

     

    "No, no thank you." 

     

    "Surely you can't be that busy. I've hardly seen you for these past
    few days. Get the new steward in here to-" 

     

    She glared at him. "I'm being completely uprooted from my family
    home. Do you not think I have a right to be upset? I know you're
    only my guardian, but I do have some feelings, you know. I would
    appreciate you respecting them." 

     

    "I would like to think I always do, Arabella," he said, clearly hurt
    by the accusation. 

     

    "Then please go away and leave me to my family business," she said,
    waving him away. 

     

    Blake nodded and withdrew. He felt his chest constricting with
    despair. She had been acting so oddly ever since their conversation
    about Philip Marshall....  

     

    Blake was even more confused, however, when they returned to Bath
    and he found Adam and Oliver Neville there. Yet more contenders for
    her hand… 

     

    He had hoped staying at the Eltham townhouse would have allowed them
    to spend more time together under the pretext of socialising with
    everyone in the house. Now it was as if they were never ever alone,
    and she made no effort to seek him out to re-establish the former
    intimate friendship they had once shared. 

     

    Blake turned his attention to his old friend. Michael had moved so
    close to Bath after he had been demobilised to take the waters
    there, and they seemed to have done some good, for he was gaining
    some sensation in his back and hips again. 

     

    Blake examined him and said, "The bath waters seem to be the best
    thing for you at the minute. The heat is efficacious, and the
    buoyancy will help hold you up if you wish to try to walk." 

     

    "Some days I think it's hopeless," Michael admitted. 

     

    Blake shook his head. "Alexander Davenport was injured far more
    severely, yet now after two years he is up and about, and even
    married and expecting a child soon. You must never give up." 

     

    Michael sighed. "I don't wish to. But surely I ought to see some
    improvement by now. As for a wife and chldren, why on earth would
    any woman ever wish to tie herself down to me?" 

     

    "Sarah fell in love with Alexander when he was blind and his back-" 

     

    He shrugged. "Then she's the exception. Or she simply took pity on
    him-" 

     

    Blake shook his head. "Sarah is a compassionate young woman, but no
    virgin gives herself away out of pity. They have an enduring and
    extremely devoted marriage, I'm sure of it." 

     

    "Well, only time will tell." 

     

    "Time will prove me right about you too. So come now, we need to
    draw up a plan. Baths twice each day, and mud rubs, massages, and
    some of that seaweed I have heard so much about. And walking, no
    matter how difficult it is." 

     

    "You're a hard man," Michael said with a shake of his head. 

     

    "Aye, but it's just what you need to get you out of your slough of
    despond." 

     

    Blake and Michael went to the Baths first thing each morning, and
    Michael would soak and try to move his legs. They would go a second
    time in the afternnon before dinner, and Arabella often went with
    them to help. 

     

    She would sit on a small bench and read them the paper or some
    poetry. Occasionally she even soaked herself, and they would take
    the waters in the Pump Room. 

     

    Adam and Oliver were frequently present at the Pump Room, and would
    take her off to Sally Lunn's for the giant teacakes they served
    there. Since they were her cousins, she did not strictly require a
    chaperone, though Vanessa Stone did try to keep a look out for her
    when she came up to visit at the end of the first week with her
    whole family. 

     

    She was bloomingly pregnant again with their third child, and
    Arabella could not help feel a twinge of envy for the exceedingly
    happy auburn-haired woman. 

     

    Still, since Blake was so busy with Michael, and Vanessa and
    Charlotte with their small children, Arabella had a great deal more
    freedom than she ever had before. If she was not permitted to think
    of Blake or Philip as her husband, then one of her cousins seemed a
    safe option. The more frequent caresses and light kisses Arabella
    shared with both brothers went unchecked because Blake was afraid he
    would be perceived as being jealous. 

     

    Philip could see the impasse the stubborn couple had created for
    themselves, and was ever vigilant. 

     

    So vigilant that Blake began to fear he would offer for Arabella
    himself after all. Then what would he do? He did not dare
    investigate his background lest it made his fears reality. That she
    had fallen in love with another man. 

     

    Yet he could not help notice her warm fondness for her two handsome
    cousins. 

     

    Arabella knew she was playing with fire allowing Adam and Oliver a
    couple of kisses, but in some senses that was exactly what she
    wanted. She wanted to know where the fire came from. If it was Blake
    only who could make her feel that heady soaring of the senses, or
    whether it was inside her. 

     

    She needed to find out if she responded to all men the way she had
    to Blake, or if he was indeed, as she was coming to suspect more and
    more with every passing day that she tried to avoid him, that he was
    truly special.  

     

    One evening when the Elthams had invited a large group of guests for
    cards and a small dance, Philip looked at her directly at her and
    asked, "Would you like me to contribute to your education as well?" 

     

    "Pardon?" 

     

    She had just come from a short private conversation with Adam, which
    had included a kiss on her cheek. 

     

    He shook his head. "I can see what you're doing. Experimenting.
    Satisfying your curiosity. There's no harm in it if you're careful.
    But not all men are as decent and gentle with women as Blake. Or as
    I would be with you." 

     

    She snapped her fan open and began to flutter it. "Please, sir, I
    don't know what you're-" 

     

    "You're trying to find out why no man seems to match up to Blake.
    It's because you love him." He ignored her look of outraged
    indignation and continued, "I know it's hard for women, unfair too.
    Men are allowed to sow their wild oats, so to speak, but women are
    expected to be chaste. There's no reason not to try to find out more
    about your body, your desires, in a safe context. I'm said to be a
    good kisser. Would you like to try?" 

     

    She glared at him. "I cannot believe you're being so impertinent!
    Blake warned me-" 

     

    "Yet you have kissed Adam and Oliver, have you not?" 

     

    "How dare you!" 

     

    "I shall take that as yes, then." 

     

    "You are impossible, sir," she hissed, trying to move away from him. 

     

    He took her arm in a firm grip and led her toward the French windows
    at the back of the house, which opened onto a small terrace. 

     

    "What's impossible is loving someone as much as you do Blake, and
    being too frightened to just admit it. He loves you too, Arabella." 

     

    Her lashed flew upwards. "Why, did he tell you this?" she asked in
    astonishment. She did not even care that her broad smile had given
    away her true feelings of delight should it prove to be true. 

     

    "No. He's still being stubborn. But perhaps we can bring hom forward
    a bit more, whilst still expanding your education." 

     

    "You mean kiss me to make him jealous? It won't work. Blake is
    impervious-" 

     

    "If you really think that, you have a lot to learn about Blake. So,
    shall I kiss you now? Then we can see what happens." 

     

    She was not completely averse to the idea, so she said, "All right,
    do it," and puckered her lips as though she had tasted something
    sour. 

     

    Philip laughed. "I can see you really do need some help. But I think
    it might be better if it happened unexpectedly. After all, most men
    aren't going to give you fair warning that they're about to try to
    seduce you." 

     

    "And are you? Trying to seduce me?" she dared to ask. 

     

    He shook his head. "No, my dear. Never. Merely trying to prove to
    you that you're wasting your time if you think you'll be able to
    settle for anything less than the man you love." 

     

    "What makes a rake like you such an expert on love?" she challenged
    impertinently. 

     

    He shrugged, and for a moment looked so bleak that she was sorry she
    had ever been so rude. "I wasn't always a rake, you know. I'm
    certain love exists. My parents- But no more of that. Love is not
    for me, so I live as a rake." 

     

    "Why is it not for you?" 

     

    "I'm a dreadful sinner. I don't deserve-" 

     

    Impulsively she leaned forward and gave him a warm kiss. It was very
    nice, but nothing like the torrid kisses she had shared with Blake.
    She stepped back and grinned. "I think this is just another gambit
    to get women into bed. The brooding and misunderstood hero." 

     

    He flashed her a warm smile which did not light his eyes. "Good.
    You're getting the hang of this game. But as I was saying." 

     

    He had by now led her out onto the small terrazzo. As soon as the
    other couple who had been canoodling cleared out, he took her into
    his arms for a warm and very skilled kiss. It was interesting, and
    she complimented him on his skill and asked for a second kiss for
    practice. 

     

    "Like this," he instructed, gliding his tongue into her mouth, and
    encouraging her to do the same. 

     

    "And men like that?" 

     

    "If it's the right woman, surely. Now just remember, we men are a
    bit bristly." He lifted her hand and put it to his cheek. "So don't
    grind your chins or flesh together too much or you'll leave marks." 

     

    "I see," she said, feeling a light prickling through the fabric of
    her glove. "Thank you. You've been a big help," she said honestly. 

     

    "Here, try this," he suggested, giving her one more deep and
    prolonged kiss. 

     

    She kissed him as a purely academic exercise. He did not make her at
    all nervous, nor aroused either. Eventually he lifted his lips. 

     

    "So, now that we've got that out of the way, will you own that I was
    right about Blake?" 

     

    "What about me?" Blake asked, looking daggers at Philip, for he had
    seen the last long kiss between them and felt livid. 

     

    "That you're a perfect guardian," she said promptly. 

     

    Blake stared at her in confusion. He had seen them kissing with his
    own eyes, yet they did not even look guilty or concerned. Or flushed
    with passion. Not like when he and she had- 

     

    Philip bowed. "I'm going to see if I can find my partner for the
    next dance. Enjoy the fresh air, you two." 

     

    "Was he troubling you in any way?" Blake asked with a frown. 

     

    "Not at all," she said sincerely. "Why?" 

     

    "I wouldn't like to think I had been less than vigilant where you
    are concerned. He was kissing you, and he is said to be-" 

     

    "I know. We have discussed it. You've tried to warn me off him. But
    he's fine. He doesn't trouble me in the least." 

     

    As she spoke she dared to step closer to Blake, and she could feel
    the warmth of his body. She sobered, thinking of all the time they
    had spent together in each other's arms under the travelling rugs. 

     

    "Cold?" he asked. His eyes too glowed with the warmth of the shared
    recollection. 

     

    He dared to put one arm around her, and led her back into the
    ballroom. "Come, my dear, another dance will warm you up, I'm sure." 

     

    "If you like." 

     

    She could not really complain about being in his arms. She just
    wished it was some place other than upon the crowded dance floor. At
    least he got to press himself more tightly to her as they waltzed. 

     

    But at the end of the dance he said curtly, in a far more harsh a
    tone than he intended, "I would appreciate it if in future you were
    not seen skulking in corners with Philip Marshall. You will only get
    yourself talked about." 

     

    She glared at him. "I shall take it under advisement." 

     

    Adam came along at that moment, and she seized upon his offer to
    dance like a dog upon a bone. 

     

    Blake could have kicked himself. He had now propelled her into the
    arms of yet another man… And Arabella was angry, he could tell. 

     

    Even worse was the fact that he was set to go to the Jeromes at
    Millcote by himself tomorrow for a few days to see the lay of the
    land, leaving her in the care of the Elthams and Stones. Three days
    without her seemed unbearable enough. It was made all the more
    trying by the thought of them having quarrelled and not patched it
    up. 

     

    Blake tried to speak with Arabella, but she managed to avoid being
    alone with him, and went up to bed early and came down late to be
    sure she would not run into Blake. 

     

    Really, he was so blind… She couldn't spend more than five minutes
    in his company without wanting to fling herself into his arms. It
    was getting harder and harder to pretend she was indifferent to him.
    Why, oh why was he so determined to keep them apart?  
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    By the time Blake returned to Bath three days later after an
    exceptionally successful trip to the Jeromes' house at Millcote, he
    could see with alarm that things had moved on quite a bit between
    Arabella and Adam Neville. 

     

    Michael informed him angrily, "He's been here for hours at a time,
    day and night. You should never have left her." 

     

    "I had no choice!" he argued. "I wasn't even sure of my reception at
    Jerome Manor when I left here. But they were the souls of kindness.
    They're struggling hard to cope with their grief. They have to for
    the sake of the two youngest girls, and would like us to join them,
    put together a house party to lift their spirits." 

     

    Michael shook his head. "I'm going to cry off. I really want to get
    back to my own home. Everyone has been very kind, but I feel I've
    been in company too much. I need to get used to being alone again,
    for it is to be my lot in life." 

     

    "Only if you choose it to be." 

     

    "No, really. I don't want to be a burden. You as heir will have much
    to do. I'll come other time when things are more settled." 

     

    Blake offered him his hand. "We'll see you again soon, never fear. I
    intend to remain in the district for some time longer, and Millcote
    is only a few miles away." 

     

    "What about London?" 

     

    "Arabella is happy here." 

     

    "Yes, but what of you? And your work?" 

     

    "I've been thinking about what Peter said before he left. There are
    plenty of ill and poor in the area around here, too. Clifford Stone
    helps keep Millcote running as a model village, as does Thomas for
    his own cottages at Eltham, and tries to do for Brimley. I shall
    speak to them both about the possibility of setting up a practice in
    the area," he decided upon the spur of the moment. 

     

    "I would be delighted," Michael said sincerely. 

     

    "Thank you for your support. Now, if you will excuse me, I need to
    start packing, and find my ward." 

     

    "Listen, I know it's none of my business, but if you don't intervene
    soon, everyone is going to take it for granted that Adam and
    Arabella are engaged." 

     

    "I have no grounds for forbidding the match!" Blake said in agony. 

     

    "None except the truth about how you feel." 

     

    "She's so angry with me now, I doubt it will make much difference." 

     

    "Why is she angry?" 

     

    "Because I forbade her to have anything to do with Philip Marshall." 

     

    "Idiot!" he exclaimed impatiently. "He's been trying to fend off
    those two cousins of hers. You took away her second guardian as well
    as yourself!" 

     

    "If you had seen them kissing-" 

     

    "He was trying to get you jealous, you twit. Please, Philip is your
    friend. Adam and Oliver aren't. Take Arabella to the Jeromes and try
    to mend fences with her, before it's too late." 

     

    Blake nodded, and went in search of Arabella. 

     

    He found her in the drawing room with Adam and Vanessa Stone, who
    was knitting and keeping a close eye on the couple. Really, what had
    Blake been thinking allowing her to be left like this? 

     

    "Arabella, may I speak with you for a moment?" 

     

    "Yes, of course. Pray excuse me." 

     

    Adam gave what passed for a charming smile from him, and praised
    Vanessa's work in so fulsome a manner that she wanted to go take a
    bath. 

     

    The eldest Neville was so oily. How could they not see what he
    really was? He sat far too close to her, and she was sure he was
    staring at her modest expanse of cleavage. 

     

    Blake told her briefly of his trip to the Jeromes. "They're lovely
    people, and would like for us to come stay with them." 

     

    She gave him a cool nod. "If you think it best." 

     

    "It may perhaps be dull for you after all the diversions of Bath,"
    he said crisply, "but it's important to me. I would thank you to
    support me, and be on your best behaviour at all times." 

     

    She stiffened perceptibly. "I thought I was." 

     

    "No sneaking about with your cousins or Philip." 

     

    "I never sneak!" 

     

    "No, you openly kissed Philip on the terrace for anyone out there to
    see. You go about with-" 

     

    Arabella turned to leave. 

     

    He snatched her elbow. "I'm not finished!" 

     

    She yanked her arm away, tearing the sleeve of her charcoal grey
    gown in the process. "But I am." 

     

    She stormed out of the room and fled to her own chamber. Was he
    speaking as her guardian, or as a man? In any case, he had no right,
    not when he had spurned her. Had kept Leonore as a lover…. Perhaps
    even Rosalie. 

     

    For word had reached her that both women were in fact in the
    district. Rosalie had taken rooms near Pulteney Bridge, and Leonore
    was with her sister, a semi-invalid, in Cheap Street. She had run
    into them at the Pump Rooms not long after the news had reached her. 

     

    She had immediately wondered if Blake had really been at Millcote
    all the time, or if he had used the three-day visit as a pretext for
    being away overnight, the better to… 

     

    She sighed and rested her head against the poster of the bed. Drat
    this. She would go to the Jeromes and find out the truth. She would
    soon know if he had been there all night, every night. 

     

    She hated to spy, but she had so many doubts. Her little chat with
    her housekeeper Maggie had worried her more than she had cared to
    admit at the time. Once a rake, always a rake? 

     

    She needed time. Time to think. To be with Blake and discover the
    truth. She would be charming and cheerful to all, and never let
    anyone suspect for a minute that her heart was breaking. 

     

    She congratulated herself on getting quite good at the art of
    looking as if she were having a wonderful time even when she felt
    like she was dying inside.  

     

     

    Two days later their coach pulled up into the drive of what would
    eventually be Blake's new home. Jerome Manor was quite a modern
    house in the Gothic style, with several small crennellated 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. 

     

    Arabella thought it was something straight out of Mr. Walpole's or
    Mrs. Radcliffe's novels, but the room furnishings were lighter
    brocades and silks, so the feel was one of comfort and fashion
    rather than oppression. 

     

    Arabella 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 sumtuous peacock blue and gold. She considered it
    one of the most splendid rooms she had ever seen. 

     

    The 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 Blake's set, they minded their own
    business, nor did they gossip about anyone in the district. 

     

    There were two younger Jerome siblings remaining in the house, Ellen
    and Georgina, sixteen and fifteen respectively, and angelic with
    blonde hair and blue eyes. Then there was their eldest sister
    Josephine Stone, Henry's wife, who was a modest and quiet woman a
    few years older than herself, and very devoted to the Jerome family. 

     

    There were also two cousins visiting from the next County, including
    one tall dashing army officer introduced to her as Samuel Jerome,
    and his gaunt and grim older brother Martin, who kept to himself
    most of the time and was obviously ill. He looked as though he were
    perpetually haunted by some unseen horror. 

     

    It was a novelty for Arabella to be in such a large family set, and
    she was a bit overwhelmed at first. She had enjoyed the peace and
    quiet and congenial company at Michael Avenel's and the Elthams'.
    The mood at the Jeromes was one of almost forced hilarity at times.
    She knew grief took different people in different ways. The family
    had experienced a great deal of tragedy in a short time, and she did
    her best to be kind to them all. 

     

    Arabella had not expected to feel so at home immediately, but they
    were good-hearted people. The girls were so close to her own age
    that it was hard not to be swept up in their fun. They enjoyed
    walking, riding, hunting and fishing. Though Arabella did not
    believe in the latter two simply for sport, she was more than happy
    to contribute to the dinner table. 

     

    Blake saw a whole new side to Arabella as she reveled in the
    outdoors. The more he got to know Arabella, the more in love with he
    became. He could see how much in her element she was in Somerset. 

     

    He had always been a town dweller, but he had had some chances to
    hunt, shoot and fish when he had stayed with school friends, and
    also in the Peninsula, so he acquitted himself well. He also agreed
    with her that hunting should not be a wholesale slaughter for the
    so-called entertainment of house guests. 

     

    Though Blake began to see just how much he and Arabella had in
    common, there were so many rivals for her hand, with her friends
    from London and now the new local men she was introduced to, that it
    was nearly impossible for him to be alone with her. He had to
    restrain himself at times from simply throwing her over his shoulder
    and carrying her off to his bedroom. 

     

    "Are you happy here, my dear?" he asked her quietly one day when he
    came over to admire some embroidery she was working on what he
    suspected had to be one of his own shirts. 

     

    She was in her gold dress with the black print. He had seldom seen
    her looking so lovely, and allowed himself the liberty of sitting
    closely to her. 

     

    "It's wonderful. A lovely place to live, some day, of course. Not
    that I would ever wish anything bad to befall Mr. Jerome, of course.
    But it's a fine home and they're a good family, wonderful
    companions." 

     

    "They like you a great deal too. As do most of the men in the
    neighborhood, and beyond," he added. 

     

    She stiffened, recalling the scene at Bath before they had arrived
    here. "I know I've been the center of attention here, but the
    novelty will soon wear off. It can be no bad thing for the girls
    either to widen their circle of acquaintance, though they are still
    young yet. But then, many women marry at sixteen, even younger
    sometimes." 

     

    "And yet you never came close? I mean, before you came to me?" 

     

    She shook her head. "I never even considered men until I met you. I
    mean, you became my guardian." She blushed. "My life was very quiet
    at home with Father. I had no wish for beaux. Even now-" She halted
    before she said anything she would regret. 

     

    "Yes, even now?" he prompted. 

     

    But as always, someone approached to join in the conversation, and
    their privacy was lost. 

     

    Adam Neville, who had soon followed on from Bath and insinuated
    himself into the family circle, had come over to admire her
    handiwork as well. 

     

    "The man who wins you for a wife will be a most fortune one," he
    said with his suavest smile. 

     

    She sparkled at the compliment, and hoped it was one which Blake
    would take note of. Surely no one would say the same of Leonore. But
    then, he wasn't interested in her skill with a needle, now was he. 

     

    Blake stood up and allowed Adam to sit. He was in agony. He was no
    fool-he could see the way things were tending. He had made all of
    the appropriate inquiries into Adam's affairs and his brother's and
    found nothing objectionable. He had been a bit premature perhaps,
    but he had thought it best to discover all he needed to know about
    Adam now rather than run the risk of Arabella getting in too deeply
    and then finding out he was not suitable for some reason. 

     

    He had watched Adam's assiduous attentions towards Arabella the past
    couple of weeks with a mixture of furious jealousy and relief. He
    would lose her, it was true. But there were some compensations. He
    would never need to know what sort of husband he would turn out to
    be. Whether he could keep her happy or he would end up miserable and
    heart-broken as his own father had done…. 

     

    Blake sighed. He was being a coward, he knew full well. But he had
    had such a narrow escape with Rosalie that he hardly dared risk
    taking a chance on love, even though he longed for Arabella so badly
    that he could practically taste her. 

     

    His dreams had been growing more and more haunted by the memory of
    the one time she had been under him- He quailed at the recollection.
    What would their lives have been like if he had dared…. 

     

    Life was made up of hundred of such moments-if he had left an hour
    sooner or later, he might not have rescued her and the hapless Mr.
    Greengage, and James the coach driver… He might have found her
    frozen or crushed to death. 

     

    The thought of Arabella not being in his life was so painful he had
    to sit down. 

     

    "What is it? Are you ill?" she asked in alarm, for he had groaned
    aloud without even realising it. 

     

    "Fine, fine. I just recalled an unpleasant task I had to perform.
    Pray excuse me." He ignored her worried look and fled. 

     

    Blake needed to be alone. He had also told her he had business to
    attend to. So he dutifully went in the library and sat with his head
    in his hands for a time, trying to tell himself it was all for the
    best. 

     

    He loved Arabella, but he could never keep her. He hadn't kept
    Rosalie, after all. Not that she had been worth keeping, but still.
    It did not bode well for future fidelity. 

     

    When he began to feel a bit better, Blake sighed and picked up the
    pile of letters he had been neglecting. He sorted through all the
    correspondence, which included several letters from London, some
    just keeping him abreast of the ordinary day to day events which
    concerned him at his three main addresses in London.  

     

    But the earliest one from the clinic piqued his interest. After a
    couple of more cases, there had been no more women dying of the
    cantharides poisoning. But one poor woman in Islington had been
    subjected to it, then suffocated. Murdered. 

     

    Islington… He wondered what the address could have been, for his
    other house- 

     

    He started as he opened the second letter from Dr. Herriot. Another
    woman had been found in Reading and another in Winchester. And one
    in Bristol and one in Bath. All prostitutes, all found abandoned,
    and all dying in the most painful agony. And all describing a tall,
    dark-haired man before they died…. 

     

    The authorities, at the suggestion of the Bow Street magistrates,
    had contacted his clinic in London to see if they could shed any
    light on what had killed the girls, or who…. 

     

    So close, right in this neighbourhood. And the dates. He checked,
    and checked again. 

     

    No. Surely it wasn't possible… 

     

    It was a coincidence. It had to be. He wrote back and asked Dr.
    Herriot to find out from any of the other large free clinics around
    London if they had had any cases, and to warn doctors in the
    meantime of the deadly poisoning. He could only hope whoever was
    doing this either ran out of the drug, or poisoned himself first. 
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    A messenger at the library door a few moments later interrupted
    Blake's alarmed cogitations. "If you please, sir, Mrs. Davenport
    says it's time." 

     

    "Time?" he repeated blankly. A moment later his eyes widened. He had
    only just seen her yesterday…. "Time! Oh Lord, it's time!" 

     

    He ran to find Arabella. "Sarah's sent for me, my dear. I have to
    go," he told her hurriedly as he flung on his coat to protect him
    from the bitter February winds. 

     

    She ran after him. "I'm coming with you." 

     

    "Oh, no-" 

     

    "I want to. You might need me, and I admit to being, well, curious.
    I want to help. Please." 

     

    Blake threw one arm around her and hugged her, relieved she wanted
    to be with him, and had not had her head turned completely by the
    endless round of pleasure she had been engaged in ever since they
    had left London. "Thank you." 

     

    She loved the feel of his arms around her, his hard body pressing
    into hers. Unable to resist, she turned her head. 

     

    Before he knew it, they were kissing so passionately he grasped her
    around the waist and began to slide his hips against hers… 

     

    He yanked his lips away from her, his eyes wide, appalled at what he
    had done, yet longing to see an answering response in her gaze. 

     

    "Arabella," he groaned. 

     

    Before she could say a word, the coachman shouted through the
    portico that he was ready. 

     

    Blake grabbed her cloak, thrust it at her, and hoisted her into the
    vehicle, all business once more. They hardly dared look at each
    other on their trip to Brimley, shaken to the core by the ardour of
    each other's response. 

     

    Sarah was in full labour by the time they got there, and they had a
    busy ten hours with little leisure to reflect upon the kiss and what
    it presaged for their relationship. 

     

    Sarah was very stoic, and her husband Alexander never left her side.
    Her brother Jonathan and his wife Pamela were in the next room, ever
    at the ready should they need help.  

     

    Arabella could hear the vicar praying incessantly. She was glad of
    the words of comfort, for she was frightened for her new-found
    friend. She knew how high the mortality rate was for women in
    child-birth. Even if all went well with the labour and delivery,
    there was still the aftermath of the birth to cope with. 

     

    Once again Arabella found herself wondering about her own future as
    a wife and mother. The thought had frightened her when she had first
    contemplated it, when she had observed Blake being so solicitous of
    the Elthams' infant. 

     

    But if Blake loved her, he would never let anything happen to her.
    He was a doctor, for heaven's sake. He had saved her life ten times
    over the night of the coach accident. If she wasn't safe with a man
    who knew all about women's health, who could she be safe with? 

     

    Rosalie's accusations still stung though, even after all this time,
    even knowing that she was so vindictive she would say anything to
    damage Blake. 

     

    Love was all about trust. He had kissed her this afternoon. The raw
    desire that he had shown her demonstrated that he'd been lying to
    her all the time. Wanting only to be her guardian indeed. The
    feelings which had sprung to the fore at the inn were still there.
    Why then had he allowed her to spend so much time with other men?
    Why had he never spoken up? 

     

    She sighed. It was all too confusing. And not likely to be resolved
    at the moment. 

     

    Arabella turned her attention to the more practical matters of daily
    life. The Jeromes had decided to have a ball in their honour; it was
    rather too soon after their grievous loss, but Mr. Jerome had
    insisted that he wanted to introduce his new heir to all their
    friends, and so it had been set for tomorrow, the first of March.  

     

    It had been a little over two months since she had met Blake. Yet
    her feelings for him had only grown, not diminished. Perhaps
    tomorrow night might be the best chance she would ever have to tell
    him how she really felt. 

     

    She went over her wardrobe in her mind as she sat holding Sarah's
    other hand. She felt as if she were being selfish, but in truth she
    wanted to take her mind off her friend's suffering. 

     

    Sarah's face was pasty and covered in perspiration. She lifted her
    cool compress and bathed her brow with it, and then turned back to
    her niggling little concerns. 

     

    It was a pity she didn't have the black and silver gown with her,
    but she did possess one special gown here, a white jaconet shot
    through with gold threads and a matching shot silk shawl. Blake had
    never seen the gown before, and she looked forward to surprising
    him. She had brought her pearls with her, and so had all she needed.
    She would look elegant, seductive. If she couldn't convince Blake
    tomorrow that she was the woman he wanted to marry, she never would. 

     

    But if not, then what? Remain as his ward? Unthinkable. Marry Adam
    or Philip? He had said Philip was not a suitable match. While he had
    proven to be a good friend, he was not interested in her hand in
    marriage. He had told her that himself. 

     

    But Adam? Well, he was a cousin. It was commonly done. It would not
    be a love match, but it would be an equal one…. 

     

    Sarah shrieked suddenly, "Don't do it!" 

     

    Arabella jumped. "Do what?" she stammered, for no one had so much as
    moved in the room. 

     

    Who had Sarah been speaking to? 

     

    She turned to her husband. "I love you so much. Nothing can ever
    mean as much to me as the miracle of your love, except the children
    we're blessed with." 

     

    Alexander kissed her tenderly on the brow. "I know it, dearest. I
    feel the same." 

     

    "All the Rakehells thus far have been so blessed with love matches.
    I hope the rest of our friends will be as well." 

     

    Arabella and Blake both started as she looked from one to the other. 

     

    "Oh, God, it's close now," Sarah groaned suddenly. 

     

    Arabella could see the veins in her neck bulge as she bore down. 

     

    "She's crowning," Blake gasped. "Arabella, the towels, quickly!" 

     

    She leapt up to do his bidding. 

     

    The baby slid out into his hands a moment later. Blake tied off the
    umblical cord, cut it, and then thwacked the infant on the rump. 

     

    The boy let out a small outraged howl. 

     

    Blake smile, and handed the baby to Arabella to clean it off. 

     

    She was sure she had just witnessed a miracle. 

     

    Blake kissed her tenderly on the brow. "Thank you for your help. You
    were wonderful." 

     

    "It was wonderful." 

     

    "Arabella, we need to talk-" he began impetuously. 

     

    "Can we see him yet?" Alexander asked worriedly. 

     

    Arabella finished cleaning him off, whilst Blake went to check his
    patient. Soon he told the proud Papa that he could hand the baby to
    his equally proud Mama. 

     

    "Is it all over?" Jonathan asked eagerly from the doorway. 

     

    "It is," Sarah said with a smile. "Come in and see him. Baby
    Jonathan, Little John for short." 

     

    Jonathan and Pamela practically ran into the room hand in hand.
    "Little John, eh? Gadzookers." He gave his sister a huge kiss, and
    there wasn't a dry eye in the room as he went around and hugged
    everyone. 

     

    Alexander, not to be outdone by his extroverted brother-in-law,
    followed suit, starting with his wife and finishing with Blake. 

     

    "I'm so grateful. Thank you." 

     

    "Don't mention it. Glad to help. And now, this young lady and young
    man need some rest." 

     

    "So do you and Arabella." 

     

    Blake nodded. "Arabella can go lie down. I'm going to sit up with
    Sarah a little while longer, just to make sure." 

     

    "I can stay," she offered. 

     

    "No, my dear. You've not had any sleep for hours, and there is the
    Jeromes' ball tonight in our honour. Normally I wouldn't care, but
    they've gone to so much trouble. So you go with Pamela now, and I'll
    call you when it's time to leave." 

     

    She hesitated, but he gave her a warm smile. "Go on, love. We'll
    talk later. I promise." 

     

    Noting his earnest expression, she nodded. Stretching up on tiptoe,
    she kissed his now-bristled cheek, and stroked his shoulder. "Make
    sure you rest too." 

     

    Blake leaned into the kiss gratefully. "I will. I'll see you soon." 

     

    Blake stayed with his patient, watching over her diligently, though
    he had to admit his mind was only half on the job. He had come as
    close as he ever dared to showing Arabella how he really felt about
    her. 

     

    Now he was at a turning point. He couldn't go on pretending any
    longer. But nor could he be sure if he was doing the right thing by
    wanting her to marry him. 

     

    He rehearsed every single one of his old arguments over and over
    again for not marrying her. They no longer seemed so important. Not
    when he was so sure he loved her. 

     

    At noon he had a maid rouse Arabella to tell her it was time to head
    back to Millcote. She had hardly slept for thinking about Blake and
    her love for him. No sooner had the coach begun moving than she
    could feel a complete exhaustion settle over her. 

     

    "Tired?" 

     

    "Mmm, the emotions of it all. And the lack of sleep." 

     

    "I understand. We have the ball tonight as well. Why don't you
    rest?" 

     

    "We need to talk, you said," she pointed out in a barely audible
    whisper. 

     

    Blake was of the opinion that they had done far too much talking,
    but he could see dark circles under her eyes. "Nothing that can't
    wait another few hours, my dear." 

     

    She nodded, and closed her eyes. She felt him sit next to her and
    take her hand carefully. "Blake-" 

     

    "Rest now. We have our whole lives to talk, Arabella," he whispered. 

     

    She grasped his hand like a drowning woman, and slept. 

     

    They arrived back at Millcote a little after three. Blake was just
    escorting Arabella into the drawing room where the Jerome family had
    assembled, when he heard a commotion behind him, and saw Philip
    Marshall running in, mud-spattered and half-frozen. 

     

    "I say, have you heard the news?" he burst out. 

     

    "Yes, of course, we've just come from Brimley. Sarah Davenport is
    doing well. It's a fine healthy boy. She and Alexander couldn't be
    more pleased." 

     

    There were general exclamations of delight over the information. 

     

    Philip shook his head vehemently, and had to shout above the others
    to be heard. 

     

    "No, no, you don't understand! The news just came through. I rode
    all the way here from Bath to warn everyone." 

     

    "Warn us? Warn us about what?" Blake asked.  

     

    "It's the worst news possible, I'm afraid. It just came from London,
    via Paris, from Elba. Napoleon's escaped. He's marching up from the
    south, gathering a new army. It's war." 
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    The room was so silent, one could have heard a pin drop. 

     

    War. 

     

    "Again? So soon?" Arabella asked in disbelief, looking in horror at
    Blake and then Philip Marshall, who had brought the dreadful news. 

     

    The outcry in the Jerome drawing room became general, as every man
    in the room who had served in the Army wondered if it meant they
    would have to leave immediately, or even if they were still
    obligated to serve, since the terms of their discharges had all been
    different. 

     

    But for most of them, their patriotism still burned brightly. Martin
    Jerome and his brother Samuel instantly declared their intention of
    going to their regimental headquarters in the north. Their aunt
    prevailed upon them to keep a cool head. 

     

    "The ball is tonight. Blake and Arabella have so been looking
    forward to it, and who knows when we will all be together again.
    Please, do stay." 

     

    "Your aunt is right," said Mr. Jerome. "No sense in going off
    half-cocked. Not to mention the fact, Martin, that you're really in
    no condition to sign up again…" 

     

    Blake and Arabella stared at each other as if across a chasm. He had
    been regular army, a doctor…. Hell and damnation. This changed
    everything. Another war. How could he ask her to wait for him? How
    could he leave her without- 

     

    "I'm so sorry, you two," Philip said under his breath. "None of us
    ever imagined-" 

     

    Thomas Eltham stepped forward. "I did. They should have put Napoleon
    on trial for crimes against humanity and done away with him once and
    for all. My poor sister Elizabeth and her friends…. They were only
    just demobilized last summer, and now- Please excuse me if I dash
    off a note to her, and to Horse Guards." 

     

    Charlotte was white with fear. "Thomas, surely you're not thinking
    of-" 

     

    "My dear, I know what's at stake. I love you more than anything in
    my life. But surely you can see that we need to finish Napoleon once
    and for all. We scotched the snake, but didn't kill it. That was our
    mistake. The wolf is loose amongst the lambs. We have to fight for
    freedom. All of Europe will be counting upon us once more to do the
    right thing." 

     

    "But you and the Rakehells weren't even regular Army. You and
    Clifford were invalided out, and Jonathan sold his commission!" 

     

    "If they're going to go, then I need to as well," Clifford said
    quietly. 

     

    Adam and Oliver saw their chance to look heroic. "And we will
    enlist, of course. We were too young, and at Oxford for the last
    Coalition, but-" 

     

    Mr. Jerome shook his head. "Now, now, let's all keep our wits about
    us. The news might not even be true. It could just be a rumour. I
    say we try to put this talk of the war behind us for one more night
    until we're sure, and try to have a good time at the ball." 

     

    Blake nodded. "I agree. The Jeromes have been kind enough to go to
    all this trouble. We need to settle ourselves down and wait until
    Horse Guards contacts us to give us our orders." 

     

    Everyone subsided back into their seats to talk in groups except for
    Thomas and his wife, who went upstairs to the room they had been
    given for the night. 

     

    Arabella's gaze followed the white-faced couple as they left the
    room. 

     

    She caught Philip's eye. "And you, Mr. Marshall. Will you enlist?"
    Arabella asked quietly. 

     

    He shook his head. "I have a different destiny. Many men will die in
    the fields of Belgium, but my fate lies here." 

     

    "Belgium?" she asked in confusion. 

     

    He shook his head as if to clear it. "Sorry, I need to ask Blake if
    I can borrow some evening togs for the ball." 

     

    He went up to speak to her ward, and the two men went off together. 

     

    Arabella joined Ellen and Georgina Jerome, who were talking
    excitedly in a corner. 

     

    "Isn't it too thrilling! All the men back in uniform. More
    adventures and larks," Georgina giggled. 

     

    Arabella shook her head. "You've met Michael Avenel and Alexander
    Davenport. You've heard the Duke's tale of how he was nearly killed
    in battle. Do you really think it's all adventure and larks?" she
    asked angrily. 

     

    "I'm sorry, I didn't mean-" Georgina said. 

     

    "And what of your own cousin Martin? Was he not injured in battle?" 

     

    They looked at each other, and Ellen shook her head soberly. "No. It
    wasn't the war that did that to him." 

     

    "Oh, I'm sorry." Arabella wondered why on earth everyone was acting
    so strangely. She decided that the news of Napoleon's escape from
    Elba had put everyone off balance. 

     

    "I'm going up to my room to lie down for a while, and then dress for
    the ball. Please have one of the servants call me if you need any
    help with the preparations." 

     

    "No, you're the guest of honour," Ellen said, shaking her
    honey-blonde ringlets. "And you've been up all night with Sarah,
    haven't you. Go and rest. We'll see you later." 

     

    But the last thing Arabella could do was rest. She kept trembling at
    the thought that Blake was going to be taken from her. She knew he
    was not going to be involved directly in any fighting if he could
    help it. Yet she had heard tales of the lines being overrun, the
    injured taken prisoner and killed, their doctors with them also
    slaughtered, or at the very least taken prisoner. Then there was
    disease, and accidents, attacks on British troop ships.... 

     

    "Stop this! Stop this!" she told herself firmly. 

     

    Blake might not even have to go. But knowing him, there would have
    to be a dashed good reason for him to stay. One that the authorities
    would accept. Having a new ward might not be one of them. 

     

    Would he not resent her for making him stay behind, when even the
    Rakehells, all married men, were willing to go back even though they
    had been honourably discharged? She could not be selfish. But she
    loved him so. It was hard for her to even think straight, let alone
    get dressed. 

     

    Dress Arabella did, for she was determined to put a brave face on
    things. She knew couples got married in haste all the time when
    there was a war on. She did not want Blake to ever think that she
    was confessing her feelings to him because she was afraid of losing
    him. The fact was she had loved him from the moment they had met. 

     

    The white and gold gown suited her lithe and curvaceous figure,
    draping elegantly over her bosom and cascading down in a sheer fall
    past her hips to the floor. The undergown was cut only to just above
    the ankle, with the sheer overgown falling to the floor to offer
    tantalising peeps of her lower legs and feet. The small split
    sleeves were fashioned together with gold braid, and bared her
    shoulders alluringly. She gathered her glossy black curls on top of
    her head with a simple gold ribband, allowing the rest of it to
    sweep down her back almost to her waist. 

     

    She pinched her cheeks and bit her lips to pink them up. In a fit of
    daring, she took out a kohl eye pencil Betsey had suggested she buy
    in Bath, and lightly outlined her eyes, making them look enormous.
    She checked the v-neckline of the gown to make sure she was
    appropriately covered. With a small smile she tightened the
    fastenings to enhance her bosom even further. 

     

    When she descended the stairs at seven for supper, she was aware of
    every eye in the room upon her. 

     

    "Arabella, my dear, you look lovely," Mr. Jerome said fondly. 

     

    "Magnificent," Philip Marshall praised, taking her hand as he was
    closest to her. But with a hasty kiss upon it, he gave her to Blake
    and stepped back. 

     

    "I have never seen any woman more lovely in my life," Blake said sotto



      voce, naked admiration in his eyes. 

     

    "Thank you. You look rather splendid yourself." She stared at him. A
    gold waistcoat and cravat…. Once again their colours complimented
    each other, though this time it had to be purely by accident, for
    she had never told him what she intended to wear. 

     

    They began the ball with the first waltz. Though he knew it was bad
    form, Blake kept hold of her for the quadrille, only relinquishing
    her when Thomas came to claim his dance. 

     

    He said without preamble, "Charlotte is upset with me for even
    thinking of going to war. I can understand how she feels. I expect
    you too are upset. But Blake is a doctor. You have nothing serious
    to worry about. He is good at his job, and they keep the field
    hospitals out of trouble." 

     

    "Where there's war, there's always trouble," she sighed. 

     

    Thomas stumbled in his figure. 

     

    She looked up at him in alarm. "What is it?" 

     

    "Pray excuse me," he said, taking her hand and leading her from the
    set. "I have to speak with this gentleman." 

     

    There was a tall blond young man about Arabella's age standing on
    the stairs looking into the ballroom and he waved at Thomas
    excitedly, though he never smiled. 

     

    Arabella blinked and stared. Surely it wasn't- 

     

    The two men embraced warmly. 

     

    "Miss Arabella Neville, may I present Major Geoffrey Parks." 

     

    "Parky?" she said in surprise. 

     

    "Belle! You and Thomas know each other?" he said, giving her a big
    hug. 

     

    "You did Peter's miniature for me for Christmas, didn't you?" 

     

    "Oh, it was nothing," the handsome young man replied modestly. "How
    are you?" 

     

    "Very well." 

     

    "How is my sister, and everyone else?" Thomas asked sharply, his
    impatience for news of Elizabeth in Ireland getting the better of
    him. 

     

    "Just fine, I promise." 

     

    "Tell me first-hand all that has happened in their home since the
    invasion in December." 

     

    Arabella stared. "I can see you have much to discuss, so I shall not
    intrude any longer." 

     

    "No intrusion, Belle. But Thomas and I have business I fear you
    would find it dull." He bowed and kissed her hand. "I will speak
    with you tomorrow." 

     

    "You've heard the news?" Parks asked as he led Thomas away down the
    hall. 

     

    Warm hands gripped her shoulders intimately. She started when she
    realised that it was Adam. 

     

    Blake was across the room looking at her grimly, obviously wondering
    who on earth the tall, handsome soldier had been who had hugged and
    kissed her. 

     

    Adam and Oliver had decided the news of Napoleon's escape from Elba
    could be turned to their advantage. A declared intention to enlist
    from both of them and some importuning might be sufficient to get a
    firm undertaking from her to marry one or the other one of them
    before they supposedly shipped out. 

     

    "Would you do me the honour of standing up with me for the next
    dance?" 

     

    "Certainly." 

     

    She got through the waltz with perfect composure, but when he led
    her out into the hall instead of back to her friends waving at her,
    she knew something significant was about to happen in her life. That
    she had reached a turning point she could no longer avoid. 

     

    Adam's words surprised her, for they were in French. His accent was
    actually much better than she might have expected for someone she
    had assumed to have had only an indifferent academic career.
    "L'absence est a l'amour ce qu'et au feu le vent. Il etient le
    petit, il allume le grand." 

     

    She stared, translating the words to herself with growing surprise.
    "Absence is to love what wind is to fire. It extinguishes the small,
    it enkindles the great." 

     

    "I will be leaving to enlist tomorrow, my darling Arabella, unless
    you give me some sign that you would like me to stay longer. That I
    can win your love for my own." 

     

    "You mustn't be hasty-" 

     

    "I can remain silent no longer," Adam declared. "My love for you is
    too vast. I long to marry you with every fibre of my being. But
    enough words. Let me show you how ardently I love you." 

     

    Before Arabella could utter another word of denial, his lips were
    upon hers, urging her for both a silent answer and an audible one to
    his proposal. 

     

    Blake came out of the ballroom in hot pursuit, and stood in the hall
    in an agony of indecision. He knew what had happened. The young cub
    had proposed. The news of the war had made everyone nervous,
    uncertain of the morrow. And he had beat him to it. He had been set
    to propose to Arabella himself, and the Devil with the consequences.
    Now…. 

     

    The kiss seemed to go on forever, the image searing itself into his
    brain. Blake sighed and shook his head. He ought to break up the
    kiss, if only because he was her guardian. But part of him declared
    that it might be the last time they got to see each other… Also, he
    knew he had no right. He told himself he was a fraud, secretly
    wanting her all to himself. 

     

    He thought with sick dread of the prospect of Adam coming to him to
    ask permission to wed Arabella, and him having to look into their
    bright smiling faces. It would be more than he could bear, he was
    sure of it. 

     

    Clutching his now-heaving stomach, Blake fled before they saw him,
    taking refuge in the dark solitude of the empty library. There he
    took some deep cleansing breaths, telling himself it would be all
    right. He would have to endure a life without her. He had to let her
    go for the sake of her own happiness. He would probably be going off
    to the war himself soon… But he had never felt so cold or alone in
    his life. 

     

    Arabella stood waiting for something, anything other than a mild
    distaste to flood through her. She had tried and tried. As had Adam. 

     

    But he left her completely cold, untouched. Why, oh why was it that
    the only time she had ever felt alive in a man's arms had been with
     Blake of all people? The one man she was not supposed even
    to consider marrying. The man who was determined to do his duty and
    marry her off well, if only so he could go back to his bachelor
    lifestyle without her underfoot? 

     

    The man who was so cold he didn't need love, didn't want it, would
    rather confine himself to cold water baths and the tame fulfilling
    of needs upon his past-her-prime widow Leonore Ross, who was as icy
    and calculating as a lizard. 

     

    She tried once more, slanting her head and opening her mouth,
    putting her hands on his shoulders. But it was like a mathematical
    exercise, an intellectual quest, just as when she had kissed Philip
    Marshall. The surge of passion was absent. 

     

    One fact was all too apparent to her, however, even as she tried
    once more: she didn't love Adam. There was no wildfire sweetness, no
    singing of her blood. Adam might as well have been a marble statue
    for all the life and spark she felt within either of them at the
    contact. 

     

    Finally Arabella could tolerate it no longer. "Please, no, that is
    more than enough. I must go before someone sees us." 

     

    Adam nodded and did not try to detain her. He would have to play
    things respectably for a little while longer, until she was his. He
    would have all her money, and be home free. A least she was young
    and pretty enough. Innocent, of course, but it would be fun breaking
    her in. 

     

    Even better, once they were wed, she would be his property, just as
    much as her fortune. He could satisfy some of his more debauched
    proclivities upon her without there ever being any danger of her
    having recourse to the authorities regarding what he would do to her
    every night. 

     

    Then when he was tired of her, one little riding accident, and he
    would be home free. 

     

    At this happy thought, he swaggered off back to the ballroom,
    licking his lips and then starting to whistle a little tune. 

    

 

     

    [bookmark: 29]CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

     

    Arabella fled to the privacy of the library, running straight in
    without even shutting the door. No matter how far or how fast she
    ran, however, she could not flee her own nature, she knew. With her
    hands over her eyes she began to weep, and so did not see Blake in
    the shadows by the bookshelves. 

     

    He was completely taken aback. She had just been kissing her cousin
    a moment ago, and they had looked so happy together. Had Adam tried… 

     

    But no, she did not seem scared, and her dress was undamaged. Yet
    she was weeping as though her heart would break. 

     

    He debated on whether or not he should just leave her, give her some
    privacy. But he cared too much. No matter what had happened, they
    were supposed to be friends. He had a duty to look after her. He had
    to try to help, even if what he heard was utterly painful to him. 

     

    Finally, unable to help himself, he spoke tenderly to his distraught
    love. "Darling, why are you so distressed?" Blake whispered. 

     

    He moved closer and rested his hands gently upon her partly bared
    shoulders, feeling the warmth of her soft flesh radiate right
    through his gloves. 

     

    She stepped away and sighed, drying her tears with the back of her
    wrists. "I'm sorry, Adam. You must think me a dreadful flirt, but I
    cannot allow you to press your attentions any further, as if we were
    to be wed." 

     

    "No, not a flirt," he denied hotly, his voice hoarse with barely
    suppressed passion. "But I don't understand--" 

     

    She sighed. "I'm sorry. I've tried. But it's just no use, Adam. I
    must tell you the truth. Much as I regard you, I cannot place my
    whole life in your hands, my, my person in your bed." 

     

    Blake's loins tightened painfully. Lord in Heaven, she was refusing
    her cousin after all? What had happened here? He had just seen them
    kissing! 

     

    He had to find out what had happened between them, even though he
    knew it was the worst sort of perfidy to allow her to maintain her
    belief that she was speaking to the man who had evidently just
    offered for her hand. 

     

    He clung to the shadows away from the fire lest she turn around and
    discover her error, and said, "Please, tell me what you honest
    feelings are. I thought you liked me, that you returned my esteem.
    May I ask why you do not wish to marry me, if it's not too painful
    for you to discuss?" he whispered, consciously imitating the younger
    man's speech. 

     

    She sighed again. "I have no wish to cause you or myself any pain or
    further embarrassment. I fear a candid answer would provoke both." 

     

    "Let me be the judge of that. I would like the truth, however
    dreadful you think it may be," he said softly. 

     

    "Very well, then. I'm sorry if what I'm about to say wounds your
    dignity. Please keep in mind that you did ask. The plain truth is
    your heart and um, your body don't speak to mine." 

     

    Blake felt a huge weight lifting from his shoulders. "I'm not sure I
    follow. Have I done something wrong?" 

     

    She shrugged. "Nothing wrong, no. But I feared from the first that
    we were far too different in our opinions, upon drinking, gambling,
    hunting, and so on. These issues may seem unimportant, but I would
    like to respect the man I marry. I fear in this instance we are too
    diametrically opposed on every opinion to ever be happy. 

     

    "Even were this not the case, I could not marry you. My feelings
    simply do not tend that way, no matter how much so many people have
    tried to persuade us that uniting our two halves of the family would
    be a sensible, practical thing to do. 

     

    "You cannot help it. It's me. I know you will think this is all
    fustian nonsense, the idle dreams of a foolish young girl. But I
    feel none of the delight, the soaring of the senses I would hope to
    feel in the presence of the man I am to share my whole life with." 

     

    "I see. I'm sorry." 

     

    "No need to be sorry. It's just a fact, no more. I know I'm
    completely unfamiliar with the way of the world, but I know what
    I've read and heard. Love does exist, romantic love. Not merely warm
    friendship. Therefore I cannot marry you." 

     

    A devil seized him and he simply could not resist the temptation.
    "You've just admitted you have no experience. Do you not think
    perhaps if you were to try-" 

     

    "I have tried. Your few kisses have left me unmoved, sir. I don't
    love you. I can't think further pursuit of that side of our
    relationship is going to improve this situation in any way." 

     

    "So you wish to move on to another man who can make you happy in
    that respect?" 

     

    She stiffened. "You make it sound so cold and calculating. I assure
    you, this is hard for me to admit-" 

     

    "No, not at all. I would never dare to fault you for your true
    feelings. I'm just trying to understand your wishes. I am not
    reproaching you. If you cannot feel for a man such as myself, you
    should by all means try to find happiness with another," he
    whispered in her ear. 

     

    "If you're referring to your brother Oliver, you need have no fear.
    His heart resides elsewhere, solely upon himself so far as I can
    see. He is even less likely a soulmate than you have proven to be." 

     

    Blake was elated. Both of his main rivals were being rejected by
    Arabella without him having said one word against them. It was just
    too wonderful, and surely had to be a sign. 

     

    "What of Philip Marshall, who has been ever at your side? Or Matthew
    Dane? You cannot tell me he did not try for you in London. Or
    Randall Avenel." 

     

    She shook her head. "Philip and I are friends, no more. He has never
    offered for me. And I would never consider marrying a rake. The
    appellation is supposed to suit all three men, though Philip has
    never shown any romantic intentions toward me at all. Do not fear
    you have been supplanted. This is my own decision." 

     

    "I have no right to be jealous or angry with you. You are your own
    woman. With your own thoughts, feelings and desires, which a man who
    was in love with you would wish you to fulfil." 

     

    She half turned, but did not face him. 

     

    He stepped back from the fire further to keep out of sight. 

     

    She sighed after a time. "I must say, you're being awfully generous
    about all this. I mean, this must be a significant dashing of your
    hopes if all you said to me in the past about your feelings was
    true." 

     

    Blake thought quickly. "Ah, but anyone who truly loved and cared for
    you would want you to be happy, even if that meant letting you go,
    giving you to another. It would be a huge sacrifice, one I am not so
    sure I will be able to make easily. But if you say I must, then I
    shall. My fate is in your hands." 

     

    She rubbed her eyes with her thumb and forefinger before pinching
    the bridge of her nose. 

     

    Really, this was so confusing. Adam was suddenly being so kind,
    lover-like, reasonable. Kind, tender, she thought as his hands came
    up to rest upon her shoulders once more. 

     

    This time she did not pull away. And this time he had taken off his
    gloves. His flesh burnt into hers, causing her to shudder, and most
    shamefully, causing her nipples to jut out through the jaconet of
    her evening gown. The bodice was taut with the effort of trying to
    breathe. She hugged her arms to her to try to disguise her reaction. 

     

    Blake said softly in her ear, "I can understand your concern. Our
    acquaintance has been very sudden, and almost forced along at a
    rapid pace by the instigation and promotion of others who think it
    would be a very fine thing for us both. You are confused, naturally.
    I don't blame you for being so. 

     

    "But I would beg you to grant me one favour, and that is to try to
    win your love for my own, gently, slowly, patiently, of your own
    free will. With no one trying to promote what they perceive as a
    so-called good match." 

     

    His hands upon her rendered her almost incapable of rational
    thought. Where had all her calm and poise fled? She could barely
    think as his hands travelled over her body. 

     

    As his hands stroked along her back, she began to melt. "Yes, I give
    you leave," she whispered. 

     

    The floodgates opened then, and his lips were upon the back of her
    neck, sending sensual licking kisses down her shivering spine. 

     

    She gasped but stepped backwards into the close circle of his
    embrace. 

     

    Blake moved his lips up to the delicate hollow between her jaw and
    neck in a long, lingering kiss as he stroked both hands down her
    belly, noting as he did so the blush of desire suffusing her
    breasts, and her nipples peeping through the gown. 

     

    "Oh my," she murmured. "I don't understand." 

     

    "But do you like it? That's the question." 

     

    "It's lovely, lovely," she said in wonder, nuzzlling against him.
    "But you and I have never-" 

     

    He now moved to kiss the other side of her throat, nibbling
    delicately at first. As she began to move more tightly against his
    chest and loins, he kissed harder, determined to leave marks of his
    possession upon her. 

     

    "Mmm, this is lovely," she said again, reaching behind her with one
    hand to stroke his hair. The movement lifted her breast upwards so
    enticingly that he ran his hand right up her body and cupped it
    fully in his lean hard hand. 

     

    She gasped and the room spun. Her breath began to come in short,
    desperate pants. 

     

    Now his other hand roved up to caress her other breast and she
    groaned. He lightened the pressure so that that she could step away
    if she wished, but when she made no move to leave he murmured, "Did
    I hurt you?" 

     

    "No, no, it feels wonderful. Just what I've longed for. I knew this
    paradise existed. I was sure of it." 

     

    "How did you know?" he whispered. 

     

    "I felt it once before, this soaring sensation, but then I lost it.
    Yet now here it is again, and it's so marvellous." 

     

    He almost laughed in triumph at her awed tone. "Tell me, love, tell
    me what it feels like." 

     

    "Hot, wet, trembling," she moaned. 

     

    "It's how men and women fit together, darling. The wetness eases the
    loving. Makes it more pleasurable." 

     

    "Marvellous," she said again. "It's lovely." 

     

    They stood frozen in time in the flickering firelight until she
    moved her left hand around her back to touch one rock hard thigh. 

     

    "Is it the same for you too?" she asked innocently, nearly unmanning
    him. 

     

    "Oh, my love, you have no idea." 

     

    "But I want to know. I need to know," she whispered, closing her
    eyes and turning her head now to move her mouth up to his. 

     

    He kissed her full on, his lips and tongue questing, probing. Her
    every nerve ending went on fire as he continued to fondle her
    breasts. She turned into his arms then, pressing full length against
    him at last, and Blake knew he was lost. 

     

    His mouth slanted across hers, and his tongue thrust deeply into her
    mouth in an act of possession that left her clinging to his
    shoulders weakly, with little doubt of what was going to happen
    next. 

     

    One hand grasped her bottom as he ground his hips against her, his
    rigid manhood pressing into the tender flesh of her belly. 

     

    How we fit together, she thought, fascinated by the thrilling
    contact. 

     

    "That's what it's like for me, my lovely Arabella," he murmured
    against her ear. "What you do to me. I burn for you too. Only your
    delicate moistness can quench that fire." 

     

    "I had no idea it could be so, so magnificent, thrilling." 

     

    "It can be with the right person. Please don't hate me for this. You
    feel it too. The fire, the yearning." 

     

    "Yes, now I do, with you like this. It's like I've found Heaven at
    last." 

     

    "And this is just the beginning." Blake kissed her again, tightening
    his hold on her and vowing to himself that though he would be damned
    for this by many, he could never let anything separate them again. 

     

    Arabella rubbed her hand down his chest. 

     

    He had to snatch at her wrist before he lost control. "Darling,
    there's so much more." 

     

    "Will you, will you show me more?" she asked softly. 

     

    Her delicate fingers began to creep into the fastenings of his shirt
    and she fitted herself to him even more tightly. She felt as if she
    were dreaming, with the sensations washing over her until she was
    nearly prostrate with desire. 

     

    He backed her onto the low sofa in front of the fire, all thoughts
    of anything other than Arabella in his arms fleeing in the face of
    his overwhelming passion and need. 

     

    "May I touch you more?" he whispered urgently. 

     

    "Yes, oh, yes, please." 

     

    "You're not afraid, Arabella? Tell me the truth." 

     

    She nuzzled his cheek, never once opening her eyes. "This is all so
    wondrous and new. But when we're like this together, it feels as
    though we're made for each other. Like I never want anything to
    separate us. But this can't be real. It's so different from the way
    we were before. I can't believe-" 

     

    "Can I try to make it even better?" 

     

    "Yes. I'm not afraid." 

     

    "Perhaps I am," he admitted. 

     

    "You? Why?" she asked, continuing to plant light kisses all over his
    throat. "You've done this before, I'm sure." 

     

    "But never like this. This is all so wonderful, too good to be true.
    I want to preserve and cherish this moment forever, yet I know there
    is so much more awaiting us." 

     

    "Just let it wash over you then, enjoy it the way I am," she advised
    with a throaty chuckle, unfastening more of his shirt front. 

     

    "Oh, Arabella." His hand continued to tease her pert nipples, but
    now he lifted the hem of her gown and slipped his other hand upwards
    along her silk-clad leg. 

     

    With the warmth of his hand came an increase in the pressure in the
    pit of her belly. She allowed her knees to fall open, granting his
    hand unimpeded access to her cotton and lace drawers. He found the
    gap between her stockings and the edge of the lace and stroked it
    lightly. 

     

    She shivered and kissed him ardently, spreading her legs and arching
    her hips toward him. Once again, it was almost too tempting to
    resist. 

     

    Almost. For he knew he had
    tricked and deceived her, pretended to be Adam when he should not
    have. But he never would have found out the truth about what had
    happened between them otherwise. He did not think he could have
    easily lived with the jealousy which had wracked him ever since Adam
    and the other men she had been friendly with had come into their
    lives. 

     

    He loved Arabella, needed her. He loved her, and could not let her
    go no matter how much common sense and the dictates of society told
    him he had to. 

     

    At the same time, though, Blake knew full well the storm he was
    inviting down upon his own head by persisting in this folly. This
    madness. For the sensations coursing through him, the nameless
    desires giving rise to all sorts of fevered imaginings, could not be
    normal. 

     

    He wanted to bury his turgid flesh so deeply within her as to make
    her powerless to do anything other than beg him to take her again
    and again. He wanted her to say his name. Kiss him tenderly, tell
    her she wanted to please him in every way. She would laugh and
    smile, cradle him against her bosom and tell him how much she loved
    him. How much his love meant to her. 

     

    But for the moment there were quite a few barriers between them, not
    least of which was her underclothing. He knew he should not even be
    thinking about her in this way, not in the library, in the middle of
    the ball, when they were once more on the brink of war, but her
    fingers had already begun to undress him and Blake couldn't resist
    touching her more. 

     

    He worked his way up past the lace and felt Arabella's delicate
    softness, felt her damp heat almost begging him to quench his own
    fires inside her. 

     

    She groaned as he caressed her gently, inserting one large finger
    until she squirmed and panted in the throes of the most exquisite
    passion. He gently withdrew his hand, but she was growing desperate
    and grasped his shirt and began to tug it out of his trousers. 

     

    He knew he was going to have to face the consequences now. He
    couldn't simply walk away. He couldn't press on without some sort of
    explanation, confession on his part. But could he dare ask her to
    become his in every way? Tonight of all nights? Was it too soon? Not soon enough… 

     

    "Please, more. It's wonderful. Your hands-" 

     

    "Darling Arabella, before I touch you, I must confess something. I
    need to tell you how much I have always ardently admired and loved
    you. I've tried to restrain myself. Told myself you're a delicate
    little flower, a rose without thorns. I want nothing more than to
    take you into my bed and give you joy," he said, showering her face
    and throat with kisses. 

     

    "But it's your first time. We shouldn't spoil things with a rushed
    and ill-advised coupling on a floor or sofa in a place where anyone
    can walk in at any moment to find us. I'm being completely candid
    with you now, in the hopes that you can forgive me for what I've
    done in the past, and have done now. I want you more than anything
    I've ever wanted in this lifetime. But I need to give you one last
    chance to change your mind." 

     

    "I don't want to change my mind," Arabella insisted, smothering his
    face with kisses. "In your arms like this, we belong together. You
    heart does speak to mine, your soul. I feel at one with you. I can't
    explain it. But whenever you touch me, all of my questions and
    doubts are answered in an instant." 

     

    He held her tightly for a moment, his heart hammering in his chest.
    "Darling Arabella, I need you to be sure. I need you to open your
    eyes and look at me, and tell me who I am. What I mean to you. What
    you want us to do next. Anything you want, you have only to say. I
    love you too much to deny you anything." 

     

    With one final torrid kiss, Blake put her away from him, his bare
    hands on her forearms steadying them both as he rose to sit on the
    sofa beside her. Arabella clung onto him importunately, but he
    locked his elbows to keep her at arm's length. 

     

    "My love," he commanded in what was at last his regular tone of
    voice, "open you eyes and look at me. Tell me who I am. What you
    want. All I am, all I ever have or will be, is yours." 

     

    Her eyes, heavy-lidded with passion, opened at last. She blinked,
    sure she had to be seeing things. And blinked again in stunned
    disbelief. 

     

    For there in front of her was Blake. 
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    Arabella's fingers dug into the sleeves of Blake's evening coat
    convulsively for a moment, before she began to struggle and pull
    away from his lover-like caresses. 

     

    "Oh, no, it can't be- You tricked me! Is this some sort of quiz! To
    protect my virtue!" She sprang to her feet. "To test me to see if I
    had subdued my wanton nature?" 

     

    He leapt up as well, trying to draw her into the loving circle of
    his embrace once more. "No test, love. And you have no wanton
    nature. I saw you kissing Adam. You told him, well, me, that you
    felt nothing." 

     

    "It's true, I did feel nothing," she said tearfully, wondering what
    he was accusing her of. 

     

    "Then if you felt nothing for him, or his brother, or Philip, what
    did you feel for me? Just now, here on the sofa." 

     

    She stared at him in confusion. "The same as when you and I were at
    the inn," she confessed in a tiny voice. 

     

    "Don't you see? It isn't you. Or me. It's us. You and I together.
    Only you, my love. God forgive me, I've tried to put it out of my
    mind, to let you meet and be with various beaux. If you had really
    loved Adam, I would never have said a word about my feelings. 

     

    "But surely you can see now that what we have between us is
    something so rare, so special, we can't just throw it away. I can't
    be brave and noble any more, darling. I can't sacrifice you and the
    only chance of happiness I've ever had in my life." 

     

    Arabella stared at him, her eyes hard and glittering, hardly daring
    to believe what he was telling her. 

     

    "This is a test. It has to be. It's what all seducers say when
    they're trying to get a woman into their power. That she's special,
    the only one for him. Really, Blake, it's too bad of you to toy with
    me thus." 

     

    He pressed forward then, grasping her pliant waist and pulling her
    to him once more. "Look at me! Look at you! Do you think this is a
    test?" He took her hand and place it upon his groin. 

     

    She gasped, but he held it there firmly despite her struggles. 

     

    "Do you think I can fake that for the sake of trying to catch you
    out in some immoral behaviour? I burn to possess you myself, can't
    you see? I love you. I want to be with you tonight, marry you as
    soon as I can get the special licence." 

     

    She shook her head. "This is madness. You told me at the inn- All
    these weeks-" 

     

    Arabella's token struggle was no match for her yearning, however,
    and passionate curiosity, as her fingers began to explore his
    magnificent body of their own accord.  

     

    As Blake's mouth moved downwards over hers inexorably, she parted
    her lips with a sigh. His tongue ravished hers, and she could feel
    his burning need pressing into her hand, proclaiming his urgent
    desire in a way that no mere words ever could, a yearning that could
    no longer be denied. 

     

    No, it was no test, except of her strength of character. Arabella
    knew she ought not to even consider what she was about to commit to
    in view of all Blake had said and done. She ought to be angry. 

     

    But the truth was she wanted him every bit as much as he said he
    wanted her. She could sense too his own struggle, understood it all
    now. His curtness, seeming anger. His distance. He was afraid. Had
    always been afraid. 

     

    Well, she was not. 

     

    She pulled away from his arms, and slapped him hard across the face.
    "That's for lying to me, tricking me into believing you were Adam
    Neville." 

     

    Blake put one hand up to his cheek, shocked. His expression went
    back to its usual granite one, and he looked as though he had never
    been so crushed. 

     

    She lifted her left hand, and slapped his other cheek hard before he
    could catch her wrist. "And that is for lying to me, denying us both
    all the love and pleasure we could have had while you've been acting
    like a stubborn mule ever since we met on the road in December." 

     

    He stared at her open-mouthed. 

     

    She gave a small nod. "So now, I'm going to go into the ballroom to
    make one last appearance so people won't ask any questions. Fix your
    clothes and get your gloves on, and go back into the ballroom in
    about five minutes. Be your usual self, drink punch, and dance. I'll
    see you in my room in half an hour. And you'd better not be late." 

     

    "B-b-but, Arabella-" 

     

    "And if you aren't there, I'll make your life as my guardian a merry
    hell." 

     

    He laughed shakily. "As if you haven't already." 

     

    "No, my love. You did that to yourself," she said sharply, turning
    to head for the door. "For all of the right reasons of course,
    because you're a noble man, but it's still been hell. Well, I've
    tasted Heaven twice, Blake, and I'll not be denied a third time.
    Half an hour. And don't even bother to try to dance with me in the
    ballroom. If you touch me once more I shall burst into flames." 

     

    Then she was gone, leaving Blake sitting on the sofa stunned. As he
    adjusted his toilette he wondered how he dared. How she dared. His
    cheeks still stung. Had she left any marks? 

     

    He went up to the hearth and peered in the mirror. No, he looked all
    right, A bit flushed, but fine. 

     

    He smoothed his hair, shirt, waistcoat and then checked his cuffs
    and put on his gloves. 

     

    Inside his mind raced. Half an hour… How could he? 

     

    How could he not… 
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    Blake was aquiver with the most acute anticipation as he went back
    into the ballroom. He could not tear his eyes from Arabella as she
    made her way around the room, laughing and smiling as though she
    hadn't a care in the world. 

     

    Arabella was trembling so badly she was shocked that her legs could
    still hold her upright. But she needed to put on a good show for the
    Jeromes, thank them graciously for all the trouble they had taken
    over the ball for Blake and she, and to cry fatigue after the long
    night they had put in at Sarah Davenport's for the birth of her son. 

     

    Everyone was kind and understanding, and gave her a warm kiss good
    night. She was surprised her guilt was not written all over her face
    at the enormity of what she was about to do. 

     

    But as she turned to leave the room and head up the stairs, she
    decided that they were all her friends. They would want her to be
    happy. Well, with Blake she would be, she was sure of it. 

     

    She entered her room. Leaving only one candle lit by the bedside,
    she disrobed and put on a filmy white wrapper of fine lawn which was
    so delicate it was virtually see-through. She stripped off all of
    her undergarments, and turned down the sheets of the bed invitingly.
    And waited… 

     

    Blake crept down the hallway silently, his heart hammering, on the
    alert for any sound. But there was nothing, no one. Everyone was
    downstairs at the ball. He had made his excuses over being exhausted
    after the night at the Davenports, and had got out of the ballroom
    without shouting out his love for Arabella for all to hear. 

     

    He had gone to his room for a brief moment, and now crept towards
    his future joy with equal parts of elation and trepidation. He
    tapped on the door lightly with his finger, and it was opened
    quickly and shut again equally fast. 

     

    He turned to look at Arabella. His breath stopped in his throat.
    Clad in nothing more than a diaphanous wrapper, her dark hair
    unbound and flowing down to her waist, she was like a goddess. He
    hardly dared touch her, until she took his hand gently. 

     

    "I'm so glad you're here. Welcome home, my love." 

     

    He lifted her into his arms for a torrid kiss, and carried her over
    to the bed. He tried to be gentle, patient, but her fingers were
    tearing at his clothes so eagerly his shirt fastenings popped in
    every direction. 

     

    She knelt in front of him on the bed and helped him shrug out of his
    jacket and waistcoat. Then his chest was gloriously bare, and she
    stopped at last. 

     

    "I seem to recall this was where we left off at the inn. The rest I
    have to plead complete ignorance to. Though I do seem to recall I
    had unhooked your trousers as well, and touched our interesting
    friend there." 

     

    "Stop, don't remind me," he groaned. "I've been so cruel to you, so
    foolish." 

     

    She shook her head. "No, it was the best thing for us, really,
    difficult though it's been. If we had, well, you know, we would
    always have wondered, maybe regretted it. Had our doubts or done
    something foolish like marry because we felt we had to. 

     

    "Now I have no doubts and fears. I'm here with you because I want to
    be. Will marry you because I love you. I can't think of anyone in
    the world I would rather be with than you." She stroked his face
    tenderly and planted a delicate kiss on his lips. 

     

    He stared at her in disbelief. "It can't possibly be true. I'm so
    much older than you, and so terrified of not making you happy, of
    you seeking solace with another-" 

     

    She shook her head, gazing up at him with naked adoration. "You and
    I are perfect for each other, so compatible in so many respects. Who
    do you think I would rather spend my life with than you? With this
    sultry heat between us, I'm doubly blessed. Please, I know you have
    doubts about yourself, but don't doubt me. I'm sure." 

     

    "You must fear though. This is a big step." 

     

    She shook her head and stroked his cheek tenderly. "No. I know I'm
    safe with you. You would never hurt me willingly. You've tried to do
    what you feel is best for me. But you are what's best for me, Blake.
    I love you, and you alone. It's been agony thinking you didn't care. 

     

    "One day perhaps you will be convinced of my love fully. I don't
    blame you now for being frightened. But it will all be well. You
    need to trust me, as I trust you." 

     

    He left out a ragged sigh. "I will try. To say sooth, love, I can
    barely trust myself." 

     

    "Tell me what you need and want. I'll try my best to make you
    happy." 

     

    "Oh, darling you do. You have no idea." 

     

    He held her to him for a tender moment, cradling her lush softness
    against him. 

     

    Soon his hands began sliding up the linen wrapper, however, and he
    recalled where he had left off in the library downstairs. 

     

    "I seem to remember I had got up to one thigh," he murmured against
    her lips as he lifted her wrapper higher, exposing one long bare
    leg. 

     

    "And my breasts at the inn, don't forget." She untied the ribbons
    holding her garment closed, slid it off her shoulders and cast it
    onto the floor. "They've been aching for your touch all night,
    trapped as they were in that dashed gown." 

     

    "We need to make sure they don't feel neglected any longer," he said
    with a grin. "Lie down and make yourself comfortable, darling. We
    have all night." 

     

    She lay back upon the pillows, reclining with one arm stretched up
    over her head as she watched him remove his evening pumps, stockings
    and drawers. Her eyes widened appreciatively at his huge maleness,
    the delicate pouch underneath, his lean thighs and hips. 

     

    "You look like an ancient fertility god." 

     

    "Thank you for reminding me." Blake fished in his pocket. "Much as I
    adore the thought of us having children, we need to be careful for
    now." He held up a contraceptive. 

     

    She looked at it with renewed interest. "I saw them before at the
    clinic. I've handed out enough of them in the little brown paper
    wrappers. Now you need to teach me." 

     

    "I will, darling. But you need to teach me too. I have only limited
    experience of what women want. And no one as young as you, no
    virgins either. I'll try to make this easier for you, but I'm afraid
    it's going to hurt, make you bleed." 

     

    Arabella held out her hand to him. "I trust you. I'm better off in
    the hands of someone who knows about the body than some impetuous
    youth who will take what he wants with no care for me." 

     

    He stroked up her leg for a moment and then went into the bathroom.
    He came back with three towels, a basin and some cool water. 

     

    He took one of the towels, folded it into a large but thick
    rectangle, and placed it under her. "The last thing we need is the
    maids seeing the sheets tomorrow morning. Comfortable?" 

     

    "Fine." 

     

    "You can still change your mind-" 

     

    "It sounds like you're the one changing yours," she accused softly. 

     

    "No, it's just, this is so enormous." 

     

    "Mmm, I've noticed." 

     

    He laughed sheepishly, and at last got in the bed beside her. "I
    meant what we're about to do. But thank you for the warm words of
    appreciation." 

     

    With his head down on the pillow next to hers, he wrapped his arm
    around her, and felt at peace. "Anyone would think I was the virgin
    the way I'm dithering and carrying on." 

     

    "I'm not afraid." She took his hand and placed it on her breast. Her
    nipple immediately jutted into his hard-skinned palm. "You see?
    Perfect fit. She missed you." 

     

    "Perfect indeed. And I most certainly missed her. So much that I
    think I shall have to give her a kiss." 

     

    "Please." 

     

    He bent his head and laved the nipple gently. 

     

    Arabella parted her lips and sighed. "Lovely." 

     

    "You are, so incredibly lovely." 

     

    His erection brushed against her leg, and she reached down for it
    once again as she had done at the inn. This time he did not pull
    away. It surged into her hand, and he admitted shakily, "It's been
    so long that I have little control. I would be most pleased if you
    would help me along here." 

     

    "Tell me what I have to do." Despite herself, she said, "So long?
    Why, you've been seeing your, um, friend, haven't you? I mean, I've
    seen you making assignations with Leonore at the balls and soirees." 

     

    Blake lifted his head to meet her gaze. "Is that what you thought?
    No. Never. Not once. I swear it. Not since before I met you, and
    even then that had been months before. And after, well, it was
    unthinkable." 

     

    She frowned in confusion. "But you didn't come home that night-" 

     

    "What night?" he asked quietly. 

     

    "Two nights, actually. The second one was the morning I hugged you.
    When we left London." 

     

    He glanced down at her in dismay. "That was the night I had a
    horrendous emergency case at the clinic. You mean to say all his
    time you thought I was-" 

     

    "I had no right to be jealous, but it did hurt, I have to admit,"
    she said with a sigh. "Thinking you were with her, when you'd turned
    away from me and the love I could give you." 

     

    Blake stroked down both her breasts worshipfully. "No secrets
    between us, love. I never did. We merely speak for form's sake. It's
    over between us, has been for a long time. I should have had the
    sense to break it off long ago, even before we met. 

     

    "As you said before when describing love, she doesn't speak to my
    heart or my body. I should have had the courage to finish with her
    as you tried to do with Adam. I was weak and stupid. I'm sorry if
    you were hurt. 

     

    "The sad truth is, I forgot that she was ever anything to me other
    than someone to speak to. A passing acquaintance. She could be very
    witty when she chose. Made me feel interesting, important, by
    listening to me. But the rest meant nothing. All I can think about
    day and night is you. 

     

    "I also have to warn you that Rosalie proposed to me that we pick up
    where we left off so many years ago." 

     

    Arabella shot him a look of outrage. 

     

    He shook his head vehemently. "Have no fear, darling. The offer
    wasn't the least bit tempting, even couched as it was in the most
    licentious, not to mention profitable terms. She left me cold. 

     

    "That's why she performed that little drama in my examination room.
    But I swear, there's never been and never will be any woman I love
    or want as much as I love and want you." 

     

    "Then show me," she urged in a throaty purr. "Touch me. Love me." 

     

    "Gladly. But first things first. I need you to love me for a moment.
    Move your hand and I'll show you what almost happens to me every
    time you walk into a room." 

     

    She did as he suggested innocently enough. 

     

    He nearly climaxed then and there. Her stroke was perfect, just firm
    enough to be really arousing, and light enough to send shivers
    coursing through his entire body. 

     

    He clung onto her tightly and gave her a heated kiss as she
    propelled him to his release. He shuddered in desperation against
    her and groaned weakly, at last pouring himself into her palm. 

     

    When Blake could speak again, he kissed heatedly and said, "Thank
    you, my love. I know you know the basics from what you've learned in
    the clinic, but there has to be absolute candour between us." 

     

    "I know. I feel no shame, no fear." 

     

    "Good then, because you know you can tell me anything. I want us to
    share an absolute confidence." 

     

    "We shall. Now that I know you love me too, I have nothing to hide." 

     

    "But something to deal with." He reached over and grabbed one of the
    towels. "That is my essence. How babies are made. The prophylactics
    will prevent them from going into your womb. And they prevent
    disease as well. I tell you all this so you will know how to be safe
    and never need fear an unwanted pregnancy. 

     

    "When we're married, I'll never force you. It's a big step, and it's
    your body, that you give to me of your own free will. We need to
    share the responsibility equally. 

     

    "I'm afraid it's possible to lose control at times and not always
    think clearly. If you fear pregnancy, then you must tell me to stop,
    no matter what we are doing, and make me withdraw." 

     

    She shook her head. "That would be like holding back the tide, or my
    own delight in pleasing you. I don't think I can live my life, love
    you, with all of these rules and regulations you keep imposing upon
    us. You still sound like my guardian, not my lover. I want all of
    you, Blake, heart, soul, body, babies too." 

     

    Her words stung, but he admitted, "I know. Yet anyone who cared
    about you would tell you the same thing. I want to be your lover,
    your husband, but I don't want you to hate me." 

     

    "I could never-" 

     

    He sighed. "Perhaps not now, or in the first flush of love and
    youth, but later, when you were tied down with five or six children,
    or you fell out of love with me-" 

     

    "Stop it, stop it right now!" she almost shouted. "I know what
    you're doing. You're still trying to do the noble thing and give me
    up. Well, I won't let you, do you hear?" 

     

    Arabella ran her hand up his thigh to explore him more fully, and he
    nearly choked on his desire. Instantly his towering erection was
    pulsating against her leg anew. She kissed him and he began to
    fondle her breasts, suckling them as though delighting in something
    indescribably sweet. 

     

    At last he put his hand on her thigh once more and she could feel
    the hot-cold sensation anew. The moistness she had already
    experienced increased further. 

     

    She recalled what he had said about the way they fit together. She
    had her doubts, for he was truly enormous. But as his fingers began
    to tease her, she spread her legs wider and let him touch her,
    stretch her tight flesh, thrill her with the most marvelous
    sensations, even more strong and poignant than those she had
    experienced at the inn. 

     

    She kept his mouth busy all the while, not wanting to hear his
    medical explanations for something which was so wonderful, and have
    him spoil the romance. 

     

    She loved him. Nothing else mattered, not even a child. They would
    be married at once, and be happy. 

     

    Her hands and lips soon had them gasping for each other. She laid
    back flat against the mattress and gradually eased him over between
    her thighs. With a will of its own the tip of his penis sought out
    her secret core. 

     

    As she moved in an effort to position herself under his large body,
    he slipped in. Both of them gasped with surprised pleasure, and she
    clutched his buttocks and pulled. 

     

    He tried to withdraw to reach for a contraceptive to tie on, but her
    arching back and grasping hands led him on and on. It wasn't easy
    for her, given her tightness, but the wetness he had evoked eased
    the passage. 

     

    Before either of them knew what was happening, her pain gave way to
    pleasure and she could feel him deeply within her, thrilling her
    inside, filling her to the brim with joy. 

     

    "No, Arabella, we can't-" he rasped. 

     

    But one more movement of her hips and he was lost. He pounded into
    her with a hoarse cry, and was convinced the bed was on fire, so
    scorched did he feel. 

     

    Sex for him had been a release, no more, and always with protection,
    but now he lost himself in Arabella, all of his pent up yearnings
    and years of ascetic self-control flying out of the window in the
    face of this all-absorbing passion. 

     

    He tingled from head to toe, and wherever her flesh touched his,
    Blake throbbed, and couldn't get enough of her. It was so wonderful
    he could feel the tears spring to his eyes. 

     

    She was his at last. Only his. And woe betide the man who ever tried
    to take her from him. 

     

    Nor could Arabella get enough of him. Once her body adjusted to the
    huge hardness, the hot penetrating glide was more than she could
    resist. 

     

    She gasped her passion into his open mouth and was nearly lifted off
    the bed by his final huge thrust. He felt completely drained, but as
    he heard small whimpering cries coming from the back of her throat,
    he kept moving. 

     

    "Blake, please, more," she urged, her hands darting over his back
    and downwards, before sweeping to the front to touch him. He was
    about to explain to her the difference between men and women with
    regard to multiple- 

     

    "Arabella, what are you-" He hardened again in an instant, and had
    to control his reeling world by steadying her under him. "My love,
    if I didn't know better, I would say you were an expert courtesan.
    What on earth-" 

     

    "Let me, let me please you." 

     

    "You do my love, can't you feel it? Over and over?" he moaned, as
    once again he began to succumb to the incredible rush of all his
    senses. 

     

    He knew he ought to withdraw-the damage had already been done, true,
    but there was no sense in compounding it. The sheep's intestine
    condoms did also have the added advantage of deadening his sensation
    so that he could pleasure her more. 

     

    But she panicked when he tried to leave her. 

     

    "No, no! Please stay with me, inside me." 

     

    "It's all right, love. I just want to-" 

     

    "Stop being my doctor for once and just be my husband, will you?"
    she gritted out. 

     

    He stared at her face, made moist by dewy perspiration and the blush
    of love. He could almost hear the blood in his body roaring as he
    tried to pull away from her one last time. 

     

    "No, please." 

     

    "All right, I won't. Perdition take it, I don't care any more. Might
    as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb." 

     

    He took his face in both her hands and kissed her until her
    passionate sobbing ceased and she was calm once more. 

     

    "Easy, love. I promised you we had all night. Now that we've taken
    the edge off our passion, we can explore each other more." 

     

    "I need you now! Devil take the edge." 

     

    "I'm going to hurt you, make you sore. Stop, please. No, love,
    wait." Finally he had to resort to simple strength to stop her. He
    let his full weight rest upon her, pinning her hips to the bed. 

     

    "What are you-" 

     

    He kissed her again, slowly, thoroughly, until at last she calmed
    once more. Then he moved within her with tiny pressures, teasing
    movements that still thrilled her utterly. 

     

    "I see what you mean now. It's nice taking our time," she admitted
    with a gasp. 

     

    "I had better stop kissing you, though, or everyone is going to see
    your mouth in the morning and know what's happened. As it is I've
    left marks all over your neck and breasts." 

     

    "I'm glad. I can look in the mirror and know I'm yours, that you've
    possessed me completely and utterly. That we belong together, and
    nothing is ever going to separate us again." 

     

    Yet even as she said the words, Blake had his doubts. Even leaving
    aside the threat of an impending war, he had no idea what everyone
    was going to say when they announced their intention to wed. To try
    to postpone it now after all of this was unthinkable.  

     

    Not least because to wake up anywhere but by her side was something
    he did not even want to consider contemplating. The hours in the bed
    they had already spent with each other had already been so
    incredible. 

     

    Yet he knew there was also a great deal more to share. An entire
    lifetime of joy, for however long they were blessed enough to have
    each other. Or until she…. 

     

    Stop it, he told himself. Stop it. If you don't trust her or
      yourself you'll blight both your lives. 

     

    Arabella couldn't believe that the incredible pressure was building
    within her again. Everywhere she touched him, he touched her, filled
    her with utter rapture. She felt her soul take flight in his arms,
    and she could only gasp weakly and hold him to her as her body
    ceased to be her own. 

     

    "I love you, Blake," she whispered urgently her eyes dark and
    shining with passion. "Please, kiss me." 

     

    Blake gave up the struggle to try to control what was happening as
    she moved under him. Soon he could feeling the rippling caress deep
    within her. 

     

    He climaxed again so powerfully he collapsed onto her with a last
    groan of surrender. Why even try to fight it? He was truly lost in
    his love for her. He had struggled so hard, so long. 

     

    "I'm sorry. So tired, my love," Blake muttered, moving his head
    close to hers on the pillow. 

     

    "Then rest. I'll be here in the morning." 

     

    Arabella held Blake to her tenderly, stroking back the hair from his
    face and tugging up the sheet over him. 

     

    She wondered at the huge struggle he had been going though, why he
    had such a desperate need to analyse, to control. But he could
    blossom under her love, she was sure of it. 

     

    Arabella sighed, and closed her eyes. Wrapped in a cocoon of warmth
    and love, she too slept. 

    

 

    [bookmark: 32]CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 

     

    The first tiny peepings of the morn roused Arabella from her
    peaceful slumber. It was still dark, but one ray of light was just
    creeping up over the horizon. Her candle had guttered out, but she
    did not need any light to tell her that she was not alone. 

     

    Blake was still prone on top of her, buried deeply within her
    pulsing softness. 

     

    Already she could feel his heat rolling off him in waves. She pushed
    down in the bed and up with her hips, deepening the pressure. She
    began to stroke him tenderly all over, kneading, massaging, and he
    groaned sleepily. Turning his face to her, he opened one eye. 

     

    "I'm in heaven. This has easily got to be the best morning of my
    life, waking up like this." 

     

    "It's the first morning of the rest of your life. All of the other
    mornings to come can be just like this. Better," she promised him
    softly. 

     

    He kissed her sleepily. She thought for a time that the whirlwind
    passion she had shared with him last night had deserted them both. 

     

    But no, it was still there, churning and bubbling as he set up a
    rhythm increasingly powerful and rapid which had her eyes rolling up
    into her head. 

     

    "Blake! Blake!" she cried out, so powerfully that he had to cover
    her lips with his. 

     

    His groan echoed through the cavern of her mouth as they climaxed
    together, then floated down to earth as lightly as a feather. 

     

    "My goodness, that was different again," Arabella panted when she
    finally managed to find her voice. 

     

    "It's all love. It just takes you by surprise." 

     

    "Oh my, what other surprises do you have for me?" 

     

    He grinned wolfishly. "Not too tired, then?" 

     

    "No. I mean I am tired, but I don't want to waste a minute of this
    night." 

     

    "We can always indulge ourselves in the day, you know. There are
    some advantages to seeing each other in the light." 

     

    He at last managed to withdraw from her, lit a new candle, and
    surveyed the damaged he had wrought. He took the edge of one towel
    and cleaned himself thoroughly with the soap and now freezing water,
    and then took the opposite corner of the towel and did the same for
    her. 

     

    "Sore?" he asked shyly. 

     

    "No. I feel just wonderful. Sleepy, but wonderful." 

     

    He cleaned her tenderly, removing every trace of blood, then dipped
    another corner of the towel and used it as a cold compress on her
    swollen flesh. 

     

    She shivered, but a new kind of heat took over as he stroked the
    rough fabric over her sensitive flesh and tender thighs. 

     

    "That feels wonderful." 

     

    He took the fourth corner of the towel and draped it over his
    finger, then dipped it into the cool water. Then he was running it
    around her sensitive whorl, and she gasped as he inserted it within
    her and then stroked back out. The friction was wonderful. He
    watched in awed fascination as the light of day lit up the sky and
    the light of passion lit up her face. 

     

    But the towel was too rough to keep up indefinitely. He got up and
    dropped the two used towels in the fire, which he banked up until
    they went ablaze. Then he came back to the bed and laid down between
    her thighs. 

     

    "Blake, what are you-" 

     

    "I'm told this increases pleasure. I've never done it to anyone
    myself. But for you my love, anything." 

     

    He swiped tentatively at her engorged bud with his tongue and she
    writhed against him, spreading her leg so wide he was able to
    penetrate her. 

     

    "No, you can't-" 

     

    "If you enjoy it, then let me. Just let me. It's delectable. So
    fragrant and warm. So much a part of you, a secret part that no one
    but me shall ever share." 

     

    Arabella lapsed back upon the pillows and let him do all that and
    more. His hands, fingers, tongue, never stilled upon her, always
    taking her to higher and higher peaks of pleasure. 

     

    Passion flooded through her, and she wondered at all the ways he
    found to please her. Even something as simple as stroking the backs
    of her knees set her off. She wondered at his own ability to feel
    desire and be pleased as he did such things to her body.  

     

    "The thrill is in seeing you enjoy yourself. In knowing I've brought
    you to such heights of joy," he murmured against her thigh. Only
    then did she realise she had given voice to her thoughts. 

     

    "There must be something I can do to please you?" she asked. 

     

    "You do, so very much. Do you see?" He rose from the mattress onto
    his knees and she could see once more his massive manhood straining
    for release. 

     

    "Let me do something for you. With my hand again? With my mouth?" 

     

    He laughed shakily. "I can't now. I'm bursting with need for you
    once more. But I'll give you a taste of me." He moved up to kiss
    her, his tongue thrusting in. "See, delicious. And some of me too,
    so you will know all of me." 

     

    The kiss thrilled her almost unbearably, and she reached for him to
    pull him inside of her once more. He shook his head. "No, not yet." 

     

    "Why not?" she pouted. 

     

    "Because I want you in a different way, not me on top of you. I'm
    very heavy, for one thing, and I want you to have a turn to move, to
    have fun, tease me the way I have you." 

     

    She stared at him in wonder. "Are you sure I won't hurt you?" 

     

    "Never, love. You could never hurt me. Everything here is warm,
    soft, loving and safe." 

     

    He stretched out on his back in the center of the bed and told her
    to sit up and kneel beside him. She ran her hands over him
    carefully, down his chest down to his abdomen, back up to tease his
    nipples when she saw them harden. Over the sensitive silky soft head
    of his penis and its tip as she watched his eye spark with desire. 

     

    He shook his head. "Too good." 

     

    Emboldened by her own power, she took him in her hand and squeezed. 

     

    "No, love, please. Sit astride me. As you would a horse," he
    clarified in response to her confused look. "I'll help hold you
    steady." 

     

    She glided down him until they both gasped and clung to each other
    fiercely. He held her upright by her breasts as she nearly fell
    forward on his chest in a faint. 

     

    "Blake, it's so, so-" 

     

    He set a rhythm with his hips underneath and his hands around her
    thin waist. She threw her head back, so that her hair tickled his
    thighs and he confessed, "I can't hold on much longer, love. Tell me
    what you want me to do. This way, or under me? Or a different way?" 

     

    He continued to move his hips, and he could see her poised on the
    edge. Her body began to shudder powerfully as if in the grip of some
    terrible fever. 

     

    He moved one hand down to caress her rosebud of desire. She gasped
    and rammed her hips down so hard he felt her explosion within. That
    was so far as he could feel anything coherent. His own climax swept
    through him, leaving him washed up on the shore of his spent
    passion. 

     

    "My love," he gasped as soon as he could speak again. "I can't wait
    for us to be married. That's the only thing that can make me happier
    than I am now." 

     

    "Me too," she sighed. "I'm so in love with you." She began to cry
    then. 

     

    Blake stared at her in horror. "My darling, I'm sorry. Whatever I've
    done wrong I didn't mean it. Please don't," he begged, cradling her
    against him. 

     

    She chuckled softly and shook her head. "I'm crying because I'm
    happy, you silly man. You really don't know anything about women, do
    you? Despite all of your clinical expertise." 

     

    Blake rolled Arabella down into the bed beside him and held her
    close. He gentled the hair back from her face and admitted, "I cried
    with joy myself a bit last night. I can't believe- I'm so sorry for
    everything." 

     

    "I've already told you, it was for the best." 

     

    "Every waking moment with you has been torture. I've lied to you,
    lied to myself. Pretended to be something I'm not. That I didn't
    love you." 

     

    She stroked his cheek tenderly. "It doesn't matter now." 

     

    "I just hate to think what would have happened if I hadn't been with
    you in the library." 

     

    "I would never have married Adam, I promise. Or his brother. I knew
    I loved only you. I suppose I was working on being worthy of you.
    I'm young and foolish, I know, and I thought my desire was a serious
    character flaw. Now I know it's not. It's the way you love me, make
    me feel when you touch me. One finger upon me, and I melt." 

     

    He grinned from ear to ear, and it was the happiest he had ever felt
    is his life. "My heart is soaring. I'm so proud I want to just shout
    it from the rafters. But we need to decide what to do next." 

     

    He gasped as her hand moved again. "No, love, not that. I mean about
    the wedding. We need to tell people. We need to ask Mr. Jerome what
    he thinks too. I mean, it would be very bad form not to at least
    consult with him about what's happened. That we're in love. Always
    have been." 

     

    She frowned slightly. "Do you think we should say that? It makes it
    seem as though we've been deceiving everyone." 

     

    "The only ones we've really been deceiving are ourselves. We must
    tell the truth. I want there to be no taint on our marriage." 

     

    She stared at him open-mouthed. "The truth? Even about this?" 

     

    He shrugged. "Well, don't volunteer the information, but if he asks
    you outright, don't lie." 

     

    She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. 

     

    He held her close. "What is it, love?" 

     

    She gave him a soft kiss on the lips. "Now all of a sudden, with you
    talking about the real world, I'm afraid. The magic we just shared
    seems to be vanishing, evaporating in the cold harsh light of dawn." 

     

    He kissed her lingeringly. "Don't look so worried. It may be hard at
    first, but we need to stand firm. My love for you will never waver.
    Don't let them try to talk you into anything you don't want. And
    ignore what people say. They will talk, of course, try to create a
    scandal. But with any luck, any babies we have will be born at a
    decent interval after we're married, and so they can talk all they
    like. It won't harm us." 

     

    She chewed her bottom lip worriedly. 

     

    He kissed her one last time, and then stretched and rose from the
    bed. "I need to get up and dressed and out of here. No sense in
    shocking anyone more than we have to, now is there? I want you to
    stay in bed late. We can give the excuse of two late nights in a row
    in case anyone asks, but I have the feeling there will be few early
    risers in this household today after the ball last night." 

     

    "When should we see Mr. Jerome?" 

     

    "Whenever you think. This afternoon?" 

     

    She nodded. 

     

    "I've spoken to Jonathan Deveril, hypothetically of course, and he
    can arrange the special license and the ceremony. I think just a
    small one in the church with the light streaming in from the
    stained-glass windows. Unless of course you want a big ceremony." 

     

    "No, not at all. We have no real family apart from my cousins, so
    just a few close friends." 

     

    "We can start drawing up the list." 

     

    "The main thing will be the wedding breakfast, where to have it,
    what to have." 

     

    "Anything you want is the short answer, my love. If I say no more
    than that it's only because I know that you'll make the most
    splendid arrangements. I'm happy to do whatever you want to make the
    day special. Just let me or our servants know, and it shall be
    yours." 

     

    "Thank you." She kissed him tenderly. 

     

    "Jewels, gowns, a wedding trip?" 

     

    "You can decide on first and last, and advise me on the second. I
    want to look beautiful on our special day, but would not wish to
    cause you unease." 

     

    He chuckled. "You do every time you look at me with those gorgeous
    eyes of yours. But do stop making me sound like your guardian. I
    rather think you dressed a bit more voluptuously on certain
    occasions, last night for instance, would definitely be a good
    thing." 

     

    She pouted. "Not fair. Men can't really-" 

     

    "Er, no. I suppose not. Not without disturbing the peace, in any
    event." 

     

    "Though I have to say, you look simply breathtaking in evening
    clothes." 

     

    He gave her a warm smile. "As do you." 

     

    Having finished his ablutions, he began to gather all of his
    garments. 

     

    She sat up, pulled the sheet off herself and came over to where he
    was standing. "Please, may I, one more time?" 

     

    He stood straight and enfolded her against his bare body. She could
    feel all of his muscles ripple under his soft skin and began to kiss
    her way across his chest. 

     

    "Arabella, your maid will be-" 

     

    She nibbled his nipples and kissed her way down to his stomach,
    nipping and teasing until he groaned. He nearly swooned as she
    licked her lips and ran her mouth along him before taking him inside
    in a sucking caress. 

     

    "My God, Arabella, no." He pulled her to stand upright and kissed
    her hard. He moved between her thighs once more and took her then
    and there right against the wall. 

     

    "Sorry. My curiosity got the better of me," she said when he had
    finally calmed. 

     

    "It was wonderful. But we can't keep on like this. I must go. If you
    get any more curious thoughts, save them for later and I'll be more
    than happy to satisfy every single one of them." 

     

    She frowned. "Do we dare risk meeting later?" 

     

    "I never want to spend another night without you again." 

     

    Blake kissed her, then took her arm and led her back to the bed. He
    made her get in, pulled the covers up over her and tucked them
    around her. He stroked her hair tenderly. 

     

    "Rest now, darling. Get some sleep. I'll see you at dinner. We can
    speak to Mr. Jerome about our plans afterwards." 

     

    She closed her eyes obediently for a short time, but as Blake washed
    and began to dress once more, she could not help but admire his
    awesome physique. She worshipped him; but she knew he was also a
    false god. That there would be a price to pay for the happiness they
    had shared. 

     

    They had sinned by not waiting for the church ceremony to give them
    leave to love each other as they had done last night. But they were
    meant to be together, she was sure of that. From the moment they had
    met, he had been all she could think about or delight in. 

     

    "You'd better keep your eyes down when we meet, darling. Any more
    looks like that I'm not going to be able to restrain myself." He
    stepped over to the bed for one last kiss and caress. "I love you so
    much." 

     

    "I know. I'll never get tired of hearing it. Feeling it." 

     

    "I'll see you later, love. I'll be counting the hours. Sleep now." 

     

    He strode over to the door, looked out in both directions, and with
    a last blown kiss, vanished, shutting the portal softly behind him. 

     

    She threw herself on her side and hugged a pillow to her, smelling
    his warm, woodsy fragrance, the smell of him on her flesh, his
    taste… 

     

    She felt as fevered as she had at the inn, more so, for now she did
    not have to imagine what it was like to be his lover. Now she knew.
    It was heaven on earth, and she couldn't wait to see Blake again. 

     

    She only hoped that everyone would understand… Their true friends
    would, at any rate. But what her rejected suitors would say, she had
    no idea. 

     

    She shrugged. It didn't matter now. They would marry no matter what
    anyone said. There was really nothing anyone could do about it
    except express disapproval. 

     

    She hoped the Jeromes would not be too upset, blame themselves or
    think they had been duped. She had never dreamt in all these weeks
    that Blake would have ever changed his mind about her, let alone
    that he had been nursing an unrequited passion. Still waters most
    certainly did run deep with him. 

     

    Would she ever really be able to know him intimately? There was so
    much still hidden from her, even though they had now shared the most
    private thing a man and woman could ever share. 

     

    But then, there was daily life too. The life built together, side by
    side, once they were married. 

     

    Any questions she had about Blake would be answered in the fullness
    of time. Now that his love had been revealed to her, all the rest
    would just fall into place, she was sure. 
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    Arabella dressed with care for her interview with Mr. Jerome that
    day, choosing her rich sable gown with cream lace trim which she had
    bought in London. 

     

    She took a long time in the bath, making sure she was clean,
    soothing the mild ache she felt between her thighs. Ache, or a throb
    of need? Her skins still felt so sensitive all over, she had to
    press her hands together tightly to calm herself. 

     

    Arabella took Blake's advice and made the water colder, but the
    knobbled fabric of the towel as she dried herself was enough to make
    her pant and groan anew. What had he done to her? 

     

    Putting on her silk stockings was an exquisite torture, and she was
    about to seek out Blake to assuage her need in any way possible when
    there was a tap at the door. 

     

    "Dinner's ready. Coming down?" Ellen Jerome asked. 

     

    "Yes." 

     

    "I wasn't sure you were up. I only just hauled myself out of bed.
    I'm exhausted. You look lovely. Good time last night, eh?" 

     

    "Yes, wonderful,." Arabella returned sincerely. 

     

    She struggled through dinner, but no one really noticed, since no
    one seemed to have a hearty appetite. They all availed themselves of
    the wine, however. 

     

    "A bit of the old hair of the dog," young Samuel Jerome said with a
    groan as the butler poured 

     

    "Not Arabella's problem or Blake's, I take it," observed Mr. Jerome.
    "They are a most abstemious young couple." He bestowed a warm smile
    upon them both. 

     

    They had not dared sit near each other for fear of what they might
    do if they so much as touched by accident. Now they risked meeting
    each other's gaze, and Arabella gasped. Blake's love for her was so
    apparent in his expression he might as well have shouted it out in
    front of the entire room. 

     

    She dropped her eyes quickly, peeping to the right and left to see
    if anyone else had noticed. She caught sombre Martin Jerome's
    mercurially silver eye for a moment. He only held her gaze for a
    second before casting a look at Blake, and bowing his head to
    concentrate on his food once more.  

     

    She saw Blake smile, and blew out a sigh. There was no need to be
    nervous. They were amongst friends. 

     

    At last the seemingly interminable dinner ended. Blake rose and
    moved to Mr. Jerome's side. "Might I speak with you on a personal
    matter, sir?" 

     

    The elderly gentleman looked surprised but pleased. "Yes, of course,
    my boy. In my study, if you don't mind?" 

     

    He said to his wife, "My dear, take everyone in for coffee and I
    shall be there in a moment." 

     

    Blake gave a small nod to Arabella. She trailed along behind the
    others and slipped into the study just after Blake and closed the
    door. 

     

    Mr. Jerome looked up in astonishment. When he saw Blake take
    Arabella's hand, he laughed heartily for the first time in many many
    months. 

     

    "So that's the way of it, eh? I'm delighted. Both for you. Only
    wonder why you didn't see it all before. Sit down, children, sit.
    And before you even try to defend yourselves, let me say that I've
    been most impressed with your nobility and decency, Blake. You've
    put up a brave struggle to deny your feelings. Allowed Arabella to
    spread her wings and find her happiness. But sometimes you don't
    need to look very far for it, do you, my dear?" 

     

    She shook her head. "No, indeed." 

     

    "I have to ask, though, just to make sure that this is all fair and
    above-board. This is of your own free will? Blake hasn't done
    anything to coerce you?" 

     

    She shook her head again, more vehemently this time. "No, not at
    all. I think I've coerced him. As you say, he's very noble. Too much
    so for his own good at times." 

     

    "Very good, then. Have you any questions for me?" 

     

    Blake nodded. "Only two. The first is how soon we should be allowed
    to wed? The second is if you would be so kind as to give Arabella
    away." 

     

    He beamed. "I should be delighted. As to the first question, it must
    be as your conscience and needs dictate." 

     

    "We hoped it could be as soon as possible." 

     

    "It's like that, is it?" he asked, a slight frown creasing his brow.
    "How long has this-" He paused. "No, I have no right to ask." 

     

    "We don't mind telling you," she said quickly. "Last night. I was
    all set to break things off with Adam Neville, who had hoped to
    offer for me. Blake admitted he loved me. I love him. Always have,
    from the moment we met. We've struggled against it for weeks, but
    never told each other. Now that we know, there seems little point in
    waiting any longer." 

     

    "Except that you're young. And you've had so many suitors-" 

     

    "I'm certain this is the right thing for me. I'm young, but sure.
    Blake is my soul-mate, my better half." 

     

    Mr. Jerome looked from one to the other, and saw their love for each
    other shining in their eyes. "Very good, then. I'm fully satisfied
    that all is well. Special license it is then. I would be honoured if
    you would both allow me to contribute the wedding breakfast, here at
    the house. 

     

    "Losing my daughter and only son was a tragic blow I never thought
    to recover from, but you've brought joy back into this house you're
    your love. You've both been a breath of fresh air for an old man and
    a sad home, and I'm very grateful." 

     

    "As are we. It would be an honour for us both," Blake accepted
    graciously. 

     

    "And where will you settle? London, or here?" 

     

    "Here, for certain," Blake said firmly, earning himself a surprised
    look from Arabella. "As Peter said to me before he left for India,
    there are plenty of unfortunate souls here in Bath and Bristol and
    the surrounding countryside I can help too. Arabella is an excellent
    London hostess, but she is happiest in the country, and we've truly
    been blessed with wonderful friends here." 

     

    "But her home at Kennington is a bit too far away for us to see you
    as often as we would like here at Millcote. You will, I think, like
    to build your own house, in any event?" 

     

    "Yes. You are going to live a very long time indeed, sir, I'm sure.
    Your wife and daughters will always be able to call this home for as
    long as they need or wish to. But I would like to be close by, if I
    may?" 

     

    Mr. Jerome smiled in relief. "There's plenty of land to build upon.
    You can use the architect who did this place. He's still taking
    commissions. In the meantime, consider this your second home." 

     

    "Our new house will have to have all sorts of special facilities for
    my patients." 

     

    "I'm sure that will be no problem. Never fear, you don't need to be
    lumbered with anything quite so grand as this." 

     

    "It is indeed impressive. I wouldn't want to even try to compete
    with anything so magnificent." 

     

    "Kind of you to say so, son. I know you and your wife will have your
    own tastes, and you are not the competitive types. Build whatever
    you like, wherever you like." 

     

    "We shall go over the estate plans together, then, all three of us,
    and decide it mutually, since it affects us all." 

     

    Mr. Jerome nodded. "Good. Now that that's settled, do you suppose we
    should go tell the rest of the family?" 

     

    Blake jumped up and shook his hand. "Thank you, sir. You have no
    idea what this means to me, to us both." 

     

    "I'm thrilled. Couldn't be more pleased. I deplore what happened to
    my children Emma and Alfred, of course," he said with a small sniff,
    "but I now have a fine new son and daughter. I'm only too happy to
    sincerely say welcome to the family to you both." 

     

    He hugged Arabella, and she shed a few happy tears. 

     

    Blake kissed her enthusiastically, and Mr. Jerome split them up
    before they got too heated. Taking both their hands, he led them to
    the drawing room. 

     

    "I say, everyone, we have some news to impart," he declared as they
    walked in. 

     

    Everyone looked up expectantly. 

     

    "Blake has asked me for my opinion on his hopes of marrying
    Arabella. I have told him I am delighted and give it my
    whole-hearted approval. Any objections?" 

     

    With whoops from the men and exclamations of joy from the women,
    everyone piled onto the couple to offer their congratulations. 

     

    "I say, there had better be some champagne left after last night,"
    Georgina said. 

     

    "We have to send around to Stone Court, Eltham Castle, Ashton Manor
    and the Vicarage too," said Ellen, running to the morning room for
    paper and pen to dash off four notes to spread the news. 

     

    Soon the house was full once more, with an impromptu engagement
    party under way with their closest friends. 

     

    Blake had never been more relieved in his life. He beamed and
    smiled, and was pleased to see that not a single person even so much
    as looked askance at them. Even the solemn Martin Jerome wished them
    much happiness. 

     

    Arabella could not have been more delighted. It was a dream come
    true at last. She had been terrified something would try to tear
    them asunder. Thus far everyone was happy for them and she could not
    see a single dark cloud on her horizon. 

     

    As the wedding preparations got under way, however, word spread
    throughout the neighbourhood. And not everyone was so delighted
    about the news. 

     

     

    In Bath, Rosalie lay on her back, riding crop in hand as her latest
    lover laboured between her thighs. 

     

    Laboured was most certainly the operative word, she thought with a
    barely suppressed yawn. She smacked his buttocks hard to try to
    liven him up a bit, but all he did was groan and collapse. "I'm
    still done in from the Jerome ball the other night," he whined. 

     

    "Don't mention that ball to me," she hissed furiously, cross at not
    having been invited. "That bastard Blake is richer than ever, and
    has the nerve to-well, never mind." 

     

    "He obviously has other things on his mind if he hasn't responded to
    your communications," he said, trying to mollify her. "He's getting
    married on Friday after all." 

     

    "Married!" She cracked the whip down on his buttocks so hard she
    drew blood. "To whom?" 

     

    "To Arabella Neville, of course. Who else does he have eyes for
    these days? Guardian and ward my foot. Anyone can see they're hot
    for each other. He's made a fool of us all, skewering her whenever
    he got the chance, I'll be bound. Obviously got caught out, and has
    to marry the simpering little twit. He'll be back, I'm sure!" he
    shrieked as she began to thrash him until he almost fainted from the
    pain. 

     

    "Out!" she screeched, calling him every single foul name she could
    think of. "Get off me and get out! And don't you dare ever speak to
    me again." 

     

     

    Adam was even more livid. He was so furious he punched his brother
    right in the mouth. 

     

    "What are you hitting me for?" Oliver snarled, clutching his jaw.
    "I'm not the one who nabbed her right out from under you!" 

     

    "You should have bloody well tried harder, then! At least one of us
    would have ended up with her fortune!" 

     

    "I never had a chance with her. You gave it a run for your money,
    and you lost. Blame yourself." He spat blood as he looked at him
    furiously. "You're really getting beyond the Pale, you know." 

     

    Adam scowled blackly, but decided he could use all the allies he
    could get. "I'm sorry. I just can't believe-" He nearly choked on
    his own fury. "Who the hell stole our prize? That bastard Philip
    Marshall?" 

     

    "No. The one who had it to give in the first place." 

     

    Adam shot him a look of incomprehension. "What are you talking
    about?" 

     

    "Blake himself, of course. Who else?" 

     

    "No! No! No!" He brought his fist down on the table so hard it
    smashed right through the timber. "No! I'll bloody kill him! I'll
    kill them both! They've played me for a fool! All of us for fools!
    Guardian indeed! He's been swiving the little tart all this time
    right under our very noses! Well, they're both going to pay! I don't
    care how or when! As soon as I see a chance, they're going to wish
    they'd never been born." 

     

    Oliver looked at his brother's puce face in alarm. He was out of
    control, had become more and more foul-tempered ever since the
    accident that had damaged his spine. 

     

    Oliver knew Adam was in a lot of pain, though he tried to hide it.
    The support strapping for his back helped keep him upright, but the
    grinding of the damaged vertebrae had to hurt like the very devil.
    He wondered how much opium and laudanum he was using these days. 

     

    But for Oliver his brother's violence was even more worrying.
    "Listen, I know this is a blow to our hopes. But there are plenty of
    other heiresses. The Jerome girls, for one. 

     

    "Ellen and Georgina are lovely little things, and we've been
    accepted like family in that house. We keep in with them, we can
    move in like a pair of wolves amongst the lambs. 

     

    "Don't do anything foolish. Our situation is still recoverable. They
    are not as pretty, it's true, nor as rich. But they all look the
    same in the dark, and their dowries will be good enough to pull us
    out of Queer Street. A bit of luck with the gambling, and we shall
    be home free. 

     

    "Malcolm Branson plucked his family out of the gutter not so long
    ago with his luck at the card table. He got high up enough to have
    been engaged to Emma Jerome before she died. We can do the same.
    Just tell our creditors we need a bit more time, and put a brave
    face on it. Get invited to the wedding, escort the girls, and we
    shall take it from there. You can be very charming when you want to
    be," Oliver said.  

     

    "Compromise one of them and all our problems will be over," Adam
    decided with a leer. "I'll even make a bet as to which one we futter
    first. I reckon little Georgina will be hot enough for it." 

     

    Oliver held out his hand and dared to touch his brother's
    still-bunched fist. "Please listen, Adam. You need to pull yourself
    together. Shrug this off as if you couldn't care less. Otherwise
    people will suspect something. Know we're desperate. Pray, calm
    yourself. I know it's a blow, but we'll get over it. Smashing up me
    or the furniture is not going to help." 

     

    Adam's eyes narrowed. "No, but I know someone who might. A couple of
    people, actually." 

     

    "Where are you going?" 

     

    He snorted with laughter. "To see a lady about a stallion." 

     

     

    Adam Neville wasted no time in seeking out Rosalie Stanton. She had
    just risen from bed after kicking out the hapless chap who had given
    her the bad news about Blake's engagement. 

     

    "Well, well," she said, eyeing up the handsome young man whom she
    had heard all sorts of interesting things about. He seemed a lad
    after her own heart, if all that was rumoured were true. This could
    be interesting… Especially since she was still desperate for a good
    swive after this morning's debacle. "What brings you here, sir?" 

     

    "I take it you've heard about Blake and Arabella?" he asked. 

     

    "Indeed. Most remarkable, and disgusting, if you ask me." 

     

    "Not good for either of us, as I'm sure you'll agree." 

     

    She was startled by his directness. "But not much we can do to
    prevent it in only a couple of days." 

     

    "True. But perhaps we don't want to. I understand that you cleverly
    engineered your own marital separation by ensuring your husband and
    his, er, friend were caught in flagrante delicto. Surely a woman
    with your powers of persuasion could manage the same thing with
    Blake? 

     

    "Only this time, I would ensure that his wife was there to see the
    whole thing. I would then not only get her fortune, but a sizable
    chunk of his too. He would have to make a generous settlement upon
    her, and would never be able to hold up his head again in decent
    society." 

     

    Her green eyes glittered. "A nice plan. But just why would you want
    to help me, or me help you?" 

     

    "The enemy of my enemy is my friend." 

     

    "A good reason, but I can think of a few better ones." 

     

    He took her meaning at once. "Yes, I can see how there might be er,
    compensations. I'm told that older women have all sorts of
    experience and tastes which a young men would do well to learn
    about. So long as you understand that I have a few tastes and needs
    of my own." He pulled open the small valise he had brought with him. 

     

    Her eyes widened, and she practically purred. "I can't tell you how
    glad I am you've stopped by." 

     

    He grabbed her wrist before she could touch him. "So long as you
    understand I have to pay another visit after this. And I'm in
    charge. We do it where and when I say." 

     

    "Where and when I say," she said with a throaty laugh, baring her
    breasts, tossing her blonde hair back over one shoulder seductively. 

     

    She was confident of her own sex appeal and the power it gave her
    over men. Well, most men, she amended, thinking of how Blake had
    slipped through her net. 

     

    But Adam was a mere callow youth. She would have him eating out of
    her hand. And anything else she told him to, she thought with a
    smile of triumph. 

     

    It soon turned to a grimace of agony as he yanked her gown off
    completely and flattened her face down on the sitting room table
    with one violent shove, and spread her legs. 

     

     

    Leonore's mild-mannered sister had told her the news of the upcoming
    nuptials. Leonore had barely choked back the foul words which had
    formed her reply to the innocent question of wasn't it the most
    marvelous news. 

     

    She was in the parlor, wringing her hands together in indecision
    over what she could do to stop the match. Wringing her hands as
    though she would squeeze the very life out of that vile little trull
    who had dared come between her and Blake. 

     

    She hadn't spent the past six years being generous with him for
    nothing. True, there had been plenty of other men. Some of them had
    even proposed to her. 

     

    But it was Blake she had set her sights on, Blake she was determined
    to have no matter what the cost. 

     

    The arrival of Adam Neville filled her with astonishment. Why on
    earth would he- 

     

    "What brings you here, sir?" 

     

    His business was all too plain. "I take it you have heard the news
    about Blake and Arabella?" he asked without preamble. 

     

    "Indeed. Most remarkable, and disgraceful, if you ask me. His own
    ward. Really." 

     

    "Not good for either of us, as I'm sure you'll agree." 

     

    She looked at him coolly. "What would make you think-" 

     

    "I know what you and Blake have been to each other in the past. What
    I want to know is how recently." 

     

    She did not even bother to try to deny it. "Not recently at all.
    I've tried. We've been seen talking. I followed him down here to
    Bath when he declared his intention of settling Arabella in the
    country now that he had been made heir to the Jerome fortune. But
    it's been months." 

     

    "On the other hand, it's common knowledge that you've been his
    regular mistress for several years." 

     

    "But not by any means has he been my only man. Or set me up in my
    establishment." 

     

    "Still, the fact is that you have a prior claim." 

     

    She shook her head. "Even if I wanted to file a breach of promise
    suit, there would be little we could do to prevent the match in only
    a couple of days." 

     

    "You misunderstand me. I don't wish to prevent it. I wish to deal
    the marriage a series of blows which will split them apart and leave
    Arabella even more wealthy than she was before. Once he has to
    settle a goodly sum of money upon her as a divorce settlement, I
    shall have even more than if I had managed to marry her now." 

     

    "What do you want me to do? Get caught in the act with him or
    something? I've already tried. He's too clever-" 

     

    "Then we must be more so, mustn't we?" 

     

    "Why, what did you have in mind?" she asked with interest. 

     

    At the end of his outline, she shook her head. "It will never work.
    There is no chance I could ever convince him-" 

     

    "You don't need to convince him, just her. With various other things I have behind the
    scenes, she'll never trust one word that comes out of his mouth. The
    catching him in the act I have planned will be the final straw." 

     

    "I thought you said you didn't need me to-" 

     

    "Well, only as a last resort, my dear," he said, bestowing upon her
    his most pleasant smile. "After all, an attractive woman like you.
    Why should you be named in something so sordid as a divorce case? We
    can pay someone to take on that distasteful role. No sense in
    subjecting yourself to the indignities of several witnesses seeing
    your lush bare charms, now is there? Then he cannot possibly be
    angry with you for engineering his downfall." 

     

    His voice had taken on a seductive, throaty quality as he had moved
    closer and closer to her on the sofa, and he now raised his hand to
    brush one of her breasts. "The amplitudes of a goddess should not be
    exposed to the eyes of mere mortals." 

     

    Her cheeks flamed, but she leaned into the caress. A goddess… He was
    such a handsome young man. And it had been so long…. 

     

    She batted her eyelashes coyly. "My sister will be going out
    shopping shortly. Would you care to keep me company for tea and
    crumpets?" 

     

    "Most certainly," Adam said with a suave smile. "I adore crumpets. I
    hope you have plenty of butter and jam." 

    

 

    [bookmark: 34]CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 

     

    Blake and Arabella endured the frenetic activity of the wedding
    preparations as good-naturedly as they could considering everyone
    was so determined to help that they could have screamed. 

     

    They scarcely had a moment alone together except at night. Even then
    it was well past midnight by the time they got everyone out of
    Arabella's room, and seven in the morning when they came back in
    again to start going through lists as though they were generals
    launching an invasion of the Continent. 

     

    There were the trips to Bath for a trousseau, jewels, trips to
    hothouses for the flowers, and dozens of invitations to send out,
    the order of service to be decided upon, rehearsals, visits from all
    their well-wishers, and so on. 

     

    "We should have eloped to Gretna Green," Blake muttered when they
    finally fell into bed exhausted on Wednesday night, Arabella having
    pushed Ellen Jerome out into the hall one last time. "By the way,
    I'm sure she knew I was behind the door." 

     

    "I don't care if she did," she said, snuggling into his arms. "I
    adore you, and I don't care who knows it." 

     

    "Delighted to hear it, Mrs. Sanderson." 

     

    "Good, because you'll be hearing it every day of your life, Dr.
    Sanderson." 

     

    "Don't chat, love. Just kiss me." 

     

    Her bones began to melt as he teased her tender flesh with his
    fingers. She flipped him over on his back and slid onto him with a
    sigh. "You have no idea how much I needed that." 

     

    "I think you can see I do," he said through clenched teeth. 

     

    He let her give her passion free rein, and soon they were soaring to
    the heavens and floating back down to earth as gently as a feather. 

     

    "I love you," she whispered, sinking onto his chest with a fully
    sated sigh. 

     

    "And I you." He rolled her onto her side and got up out of the bed. 

     

    She frowned at him as he picked up his jacket. "Surely you're not
    leaving, my love?" she exclaimed. 

     

    "Not at all. I just want to do this properly now." He knelt by her
    near the bed, and took her hand. 

     

    "My dearest, darling Arabella. I have never loved, nor ever will
    love, any woman as much as I love you. I would like to make so bold
    as to request your hand in marriage. Please make me the happiest of
    men by accepting my poor humble self." 

     

    He opened the ring box and she gasped at the spectacular engagement
    ring between two wedding bands. It was a perfect marquise cut
    diamond, and easily had to be two full carats. The pair of wedding
    bands flanking the engagement ring were finely engraved, and set
    with diamonds and rubies. 

     

    "Oh, Blake. You really didn't need to-" 

     

    "I wanted to. Rubies for love, diamonds for eternity. Do you like
    them?" 

     

    Happy tears glittered in her deep blue eyes. "They're perfect. Thank
    you." 

     

    "Does that mean yes?" 

     

    She beamed. "A hundred times, yes. You know it's always been yes." 

     

    He kissed her and sat on the edge of the bed. He slipped the ring on
    her left finger, and stroked away the tears which had begun to fall
    unheeded on her cheeks. He was surprised to find his own eyes damp
    and cuffed away the moisture awkwardly with the back of his wrist. 

     

    "It's nothing to be ashamed of. Being happy is a good thing." She
    stood up and strode over to her dresser. "As long as we're
    exchanging presents-" 

     

    "Oh, no, really-" 

     

    It looked like a watch case, but inside was miniature of her and a
    lock of her hair "It's a bit rough and ready, but we didn't have
    much time. Geoffrey Parks did it for me yesterday when we were all
    sitting in the drawing room. He did one of you as well for me. I
    hope you don't mind my asking him. I was afraid you might be
    leaving. But I knew I loved you, wanted you to have a picture of me.
    There is also space to put in other pictures and locks of hair, when
    we are so blessed." 

     

    "Believe it or not there's a place here in my fob pocket for it." He
    grinned. "Thank you. It's lovely." 

     

    He left the ring on her finger and returned the ring box containing
    the wedding bands to his jacket pocket. He placed the locket in his
    waistcoat pocket, and came back to the bed. 

     

    "Now I feel sure I must have another present around here somewhere
    for you. Where do you suppose it could be?" 

     

    She smiled up at him, her eyes glowing. "It's all of you. Every
    glorious inch of your flesh. Every thought, word, gesture, tender
    act that shows me how much you love me." 

     

    "Well, let's just start with these couple of inches, and let you
    gradually have the rest." 

     

    Her eyes widened, but he stuck out his tongue and pounced. She
    giggled happily, and squirmed to get the impressive inches she was
    really desperate for. 

     

    "My dear Dr. Sanderson, you're quite wicked after all," she murmured
    as his hands and lips did the most delightful things to her entire
    body. 

     

    "Anything to please the love of my life." 

     

    "Anything?" 

     

    He lifted his head to look at her, his expression worried. "Why,
    what did you have in mind?" 

     

    "Oh, more of the same, for sure. But I thought maybe-" 

     

    She twisted herself around until her head was parallel with his
    pulsing flesh and began to lick him too. Each cradled their head
    against one thigh, and soon Blake had to spin her around again as he
    placed her hips on the edge of the bed, spread her legs wide, and
    filled her with a teasing slowness that had her begging for all of
    him urgently. 

     

    "It was a wonderful idea, darling, but I need to concentrate every
    effort on keeping my wits about me to please you." 

     

    "You do, so very much," she panted. "Can't you see it? My whole body
    quivers for your touch, inside and out." 

     

    He looked down at her, felt her move under him. She was indeed all
    his, the most beautiful sight he had ever seen in his life. She
    stared up at him, her eyes full of longing, and knew she could never
    love another as much as she adored Blake. 

     

    As he slipped in to the very top of her womb, she almost fainted at
    the delight and rocketed off the bed, driving him still further.
    They both climaxed with a roar, and Blake began to laugh. "Well, I
    think that woke the whole house." 

     

    She giggled. "Most of Somerset, I should think." 

     

    They howled with laughter as one of the dogs in the kennel began to
    bay at the moon. 

     

    "Oh, stop, it's too funny," she giggled, tears streaming down her
    face. 

     

    But his expression soon grew serious. "This isn't funny, though, is
    it?" he said moving his hips once more. 

     

    She gazed at him in awe. "Again?" she gasped. 

     

    "As much as you like, want or need." 

     

    "I want, very much. And I love it. Love you. Just don't set the dogs
    off again." 

     

    "Why not? You have no idea what it feels like when you laugh when
    I'm-" 

     

    She pulled his mouth to hers hard, and rippled her hips. She didn't
    release him until he had groaned his passion into her mouth, and
    then lay trembling. 

     

    "Lord, that was incredible," he panted, scarcely able to roll off
    her and onto his side. "Just as well you stopped my mouth. That
    would have woken half of England." 

     

    "When we have a house of our own we can do as we like, but for now-" 

     

    "There is the wedding trip to look forward to, though. Bath and the
    Peak District, and wherever else you'd like. You have only to say.
    Brighton, London, Lyme?" he asked. 

     

    "We don't have to decide all at once. We'll head to Bath and see
    from there." 

     

    "I adore the Jeromes, but I can't wait to have you all to myself
    again." 

     

    She grinned. "Me neither." 

     

    "Soon, Arabella. Soon," Blake promised.  

     

    The darkly-clad figure stood outside Arabella's window, gazing up at
    the shadows produced by the flickering candlelight. He knew where
    Arabella was, what she was doing, who she was doing it with… but he
    would have her in the end. 

     

    The doctored meat had quickly silenced the dogs, would leave them to
    sleep for hours. His friendship with the silly little blonde serving
    maid Molly granted him access to the house day or night. 

     

    The stupid bitch would get what she deserved sooner or later. For
    now he just had to keep her sweet, her legs and mouth occupied so
    she would give in to him and do as he asked, and not run telling
    tales. Then he could make his move. 

     

    "Soon, Arabella. Soon," he vowed. 

     

    Now all he had to do pick one of the Jerome sisters as his intended,
    and the rest would fall into place…. 
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    Blake thought he would go demented on Thursday as he had to
    withstand hours and hours of rehearsals, gift opening and
    last-minute packing for their honeymoon. 

     

    "We don't have to leave straight away, you know," he said to
    Arabella. "We can spend one more night here if you're tired after
    all of the festivities." 

     

    "I don't know. I'd like to head off immediately, but I don't want to
    hurt their feelings either. Not when they've done so much for us
    already." 

     

    "You're afraid of the war, aren't you?" he asked quietly, cradling
    her head against his shoulder. 

     

    "I am. I can't bear the thought of you being taken from me." 

     

    "I need to do my duty, though, if they ask. I mean, I can buy us
    some time with us being recently married, but not indefinitely." 

     

    "Perhaps the thing to do is ask for permission as an officer to
    bring me with you." 

     

    "Oh no," Blake rasped. "It's bad enough having to endure such harsh
    conditions myself, without making my gorgeous young wife into a camp
    follower. 

     

    "No, I would just as soon leave you here with the Jeromes. Or, you
    could stay with Charlotte. She seems to be taking the prospect of
    Thomas going again with a great deal of alarm. Much worse than I
    would have thought considering she's such a brave and determined
    young woman." 

     

    "Well, she has a young child at home." 

     

    "But Sarah is already packing up Alexander and asking Charlotte to
    look after Little John for her." 

     

    Arabella stared at him in horror. "She's mad! She's barely out of
    childbed. And I thought Alexander was a merchant, and originally
    French, an emigre, not an English soldier at all." 

     

    Blake shook his head. "I don't understand any of this myself. All I
    know is I'll put off going for as long as I can. But if Charlotte is
    to be left behind with everyone's children, she could could use your
    help." 

     

    "Everyone's?" 

     

    "Clifford is planning to go to. Vanessa insists on accompanying him
    whether the army gives him permission or not. Jonathan and Pamela
    say if they all the Rakehells are going, they are too." 

     

    "Not Josephine and Henry as well?" 

     

    "No. Henry never served, and Josephine is having a difficult
    pregnancy. She's miscarried in the past. She isn't going to be fit
    to look after Clifford's children, so Charlotte has drawn the short
    straw." 

     

    "Well, she and Sarah should stay. I wish we could all stay." 

     

    "I know. We just have to hope for the best. Anyway, enough talk of
    the war. We need to talk about our wedding. Is there anything
    missing at all?" 

     

    "Nothing I can think of. I have everything for the morning. Old,
    new, borrowed and blue. You?" 

     

    He grinned. "Come upstairs and I'll show you." 

     

    "Isn't it supposed to be bad luck to see the bride the morning of
    the wedding?" 

     

    "An old wives' tale. We're going to do nothing but make our own luck
    from now on," he said, swinging her up into his arms and carrying
    her out of the small blue parlor where they had sought refuge as the
    rest of the family finished the last-minute preparations in the
    chapel. 

     

    Since Arabella had not had time to send to London for Blake's
    favourite gown, she had decided she would wear the white and gold
    one from the night he had proposed. He would wear his gold waistcoat
    and cravat. 

     

    He brought his wedding outfit into her room despite her shock at the
    break with tradition, and now hung it up in the mirrored wardrobe
    next to her gown. 

     

    "Nothing short of an earthquake is going to stop this wedding,
    darling. So please stop worrying, and help me with this bodice
    before I rip it," he breathed as he tugged at the fastenings of the
    pale blue muslin she was clad in. 

     

    It whispered to the floor, and her other garments soon followed. As
    soon she was completely bare and he stood her in front of the
    mirror. 

     

    "Look how lovely you are," he breathed against her ear, one large
    hand splayed across her stomach, while the other fondled one breast. 

     

    She blushed. "Blake, really, it can't be decent." 

     

    "No secrets between us any longer," he said, teasing her nipple to
    crested fullness. "I loved and wanted you from the minute I saw your
    face, found out you were unmarried. We belong together. Look how we
    fit." 

     

    She gasped as he bent her forward slightly and then filled her to
    the brim with his pulsating hardness. The sight of Blake making love
    to her reflected in the mirror aroused her unbearably, and she began
    to climax. His hand slid from her stomach to her mound, and he
    watched her expression, the look in her eyes in the mirror, and knew
    he was truly lost. His orgasm surged forward like the rushing tide,
    and he trembled uncontrollably. 

     

    "Oh, Lord, hold us up," he urged raggedly, grasping her hands to
    flatten them against the smooth cool wood of the mirrored wardrobe
    door before clutching her tightly once more and pounding into her. 

     

    Her arms nearly buckled with the force of his ardour but she forced
    her eyes to remain open to watch her response and his. He was
    glorious, and she pushed her buttocks back against his hips as he
    drove ever deeper until they climaxed with prolonged and
    earth-shattering shudders. 

     

    Then he weakly grabbed her and carried her to the bed. 

     

    "That was- Oh, words fail me." 

     

    She laughed and kissed him. "Then let's see if I can find anything
    else to do to render you speechless." 

     

    Blake was silent for the rest of the night apart from groans of
    delight, thrilled that his future wife had such a vivid imagination. 

     

    Arabella was the one rendered speechless the next day, however, when
    she had an unexpected visitor in the form of Rosalie Stanton. 

     

    After their magical night together full of surprises and love, Blake
    and Arabella had dragged themselves from the bed to bathe and change
    for their ceremony. 

     

    He had been right, of course. Everything was perfect. The Jeromes
    had all seen to that, with some help from the Rakehells and their
    wives. 

     

    Thomas had agreed to be groomsman, and Ellen and Georgina were maids
    of honour, paired off with the two Neville cousins, who had taken
    her news much better than she had ever anticipated. 

     

    Mr. Jerome had given her away, and at the end of the service,
    performed by Jonathan in the ornate family chapel decorated in red
    velvet and gold, there almost wasn't a dry eye at the ceremony. 

     

    Blake had put the ring on her finger and kissed Arabella until they
    were both dizzy. She had known in an instant that this had been
    meant to be from the first. 

     

    They belonged together, loved each other heart and soul. Nothing
    would ever separate them again, she vowed. 

     

    The wedding breakfast and dance were set up in the ballroom. There
    were the usual speeches and toasts, which the newlyweds sat through
    impatiently, eager to be alone with each other once more. 

     

    Neither had seen the other looking so wonderful. The ensembles they
    wore were the same as they had been the evening they'd first
    declared their love for one another, but the nights they'd spent in
    each other's arms had made them absolutely radiant with joy. 

     

    Philip had been most enthusiastic in his congratulations, and said,
    "Do us a favour, will you? Just go now. Never mind the party. Start
    your wedding trip now." 

     

    "Philip, I never took you for such an old romantic," Blake laughed,
    all thoughts of their former rivalry evaporating in the face of his
    happiness. 

     

    "Not romantic. A fatalist. We're all running out of time." 

     

    Geoffrey Parks strolled up to offer his congratulations. "Sorry I
    can't stay longer, but I have my marching orders. Coming, Philip?" 

     

    Arabella raised her brows in surprise. "Leaving so soon?" 

     

    "Young Parks here is in need of a lift to Town, and I have some
    pressing business in Hertfordshire which can't wait." 

     

    "Hope she's worth it, whoever she is," Arabella said with a wink. 

     

    "Not this one, but soon…" 

     

    She stared after him. Rake? Madman more like. Nothing he said ever
    seemed to make any sense any more. 

     

    He took her hand and kissed it. "Look after yourself. And remember,
    appearance is not reality. Trust in Blake. He loves you. Goodbye,
    and good luck." 

     

    A strange uneasy feeling ran through her. "We will see each other
    again, won't we, Philip?" 

     

    He bowed. "That's up to you, and the gods." 

     

    She turned to speak to Blake, but he had gone to speak to one of the
    servants. 

     

    She saw Molly the little serving maid peep into the room and nod. To
    her? One of the Jeromes? She thought Molly was looking at her cousin
    Adam, but then she beckoned to her. 

     

    Arabella went over to the door of the ballroom. "If you please,
    Miss. There's someone here to see you." 

     

    "Who is it, Molly?" 

     

    "They didn't give a name. They're in the small parlor." 

     

    "Where is Dr. Sanderson?" 

     

    "He has a patient in the library." 

     

    She frowned. On his wedding day? 

     

    She sighed. She had no reason to be upset. It had to be an
    emergency. "Very good. Thank you." 

     

    She went to the small sitting room, and came face to face with
    Rosalie Stanton. She tried to leave the room, but the older woman
    grabbed her by the wrist and hauled her in, slamming the door shut
    behind her. 

     

    "So you've married him, you little fool. How long do you think you
    can keep him? A man like that, who can have his pick of any woman?
    Any of the experienced and skilled professional women he works with
    at the clinic, for example. You're outclassed, my dear. You couldn't
    hold a candle to me." 

     

    "I'm not listening to this. He's good and decent, and he's married
    me, not you." 

     

    "He's lied to you. Carried on with me right under yours and
    Leonore's nose. And you've met a few of his other conquests. Just a
    handful. I can hunt up the rest, if you like. We can fill the Upper
    and Lower Rooms at Bath," she said with a toss of her head.  

     

    Arabella's eyes flashed fire. "Did that include the charming Lady
    Cavendish?" she asked, thinking of the faded beauty who had to be at
    least sixty. 

     

    "Now that you mention it," she said with a smirk, "I think so." 

     

    Arabella stared at her, wondering what was so strange about her
    appearance. She looked at the pearls she was wearing. They were a
    mirror image of her own. Surely Blake hadn't... 

     

    "I came here to warn you, if you consummate the relationship-" 

     

    Arabella was the one who smirked now. "Is that why you're here?
    You're too late on that score. Far too late." 

     

    Rosalie sucked in a furious breath. She could see from Arabella's
    expression that she wasn't lying. She opened her pearl-encrusted
    reticule and put down the pocket watch and cravat pin and signet
    ring that Molly had taken out of his jewellery box to lend credence
    to Rosalie's story. 

     

    "In that case, I wish you joy of the philandering swine. You can
    give him these things that he left the last time he came to visit." 

     

    She swept out of the room, leaving Arabella staring in horror at the
    small pile. She snatched them up and stuffed them in her little
    pearl reticule, and went in search of her husband. Husband… Liar
    more like. She was so distraught that Philip's warning had flown
    right out of her head. The library…. Molly had said the library. 

     

    Leonore had memorised her instructions carefully. She was to keep
    him chatting until Arabella came to find him. The news Arabella got
    from Rosalie would be enough to have her seek out Blake for a
    confrontation, and then she would overhear the intended devastating
    lie. She managed a minute of small talk before delivering her coup
    de grace. 

     

    "Well, if you as a doctor and my lover don't know what's wrong with
    me, you don't deserve to practise medicine. I'm pregnant, of
    course." 

     

    He laughed loudly. "Please, I've had enough of the games and jokes.
    The last I saw of you, you made me waste my time taking you to your
    house and arguing with you. That alone could have cost a young girl
    her life. So just get out of my way." 

     

    He tried to side-step her, but she snatched his arm and held him in
    place. "You can take that view now, but as soon as your wife hears
    what I have to say-" 

     

    "Arabella loves and trusts me." 

     

    "Hah. Do you think she will believe you, when she saw us leave the
    ball together, has seen our cozy tete a tetes?" 

     

    Blake looked at her coldly. "My wife and I have absolute confidence
    in one another. She knows all about you. I have nothing to hide.
    Moreover, Arabella and I have been inseparable for months. You
    cannot possibly think she would ever believe that I'm the father of
    your child." 

     

    Arabella, about to enter the room, froze at the last few words her
    husband had uttered. Her throat constricted, and her stomach heaved. 

     

    She could see the person being addressed quite clearly, for the
    woman was in her husband's arms. Leonore. 

     

    He had lied! Been lying all along! About Rosalie too! And if he had
    lied about this, how many other things had he lied about to her? 

     

    He had said he had not seen Leonore in months except as casual
    acquaintances. Now he was the father of her child! And they were
    having an assignation right under her own roof, in the middle of
    their wedding festivities! Did the man have no shame? 

     

    Apparently not, for he had married her, even though he could not
    possibly love or esteem her if he had been sneaking behind her back.
    Had he been a rake all along at the inn, and after her fortune right
    from the start once he had become her guardian? 

     

    Her stomach churning, she stepped away from the door, listening for
    any further conversation. But the only thing she heard was a groan
    from her husband. The kind of groan he uttered when-- 

     

    Leonore had reached up to plant a kiss on his lips, and his groan
    was one of exasperated disgust as he tried to pull her arms from
    around his neck. 

     

    But Arabella's final peek inside the room and view of them kissing
    was the last straw. Hoisting her train and skirts, she fled. 

    

 

    [bookmark: 36]CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 

     

    Adam stood outside on the terrace, grimly plotting his revenge. It
    was a dish best eaten cold, as his French friends were fond of
    saying. 

     

    Thus far, though, he had done nothing but set up the two women to
    lie, and burn with fury over the way the little rabbit had escaped
    his snares. It wasn't enough…. He wanted them to both suffer. 

     

    He took a last drag on his cheroot and ground it underfoot. He
    turned to go back inside the drawing room when he saw a bright
    streak crossing the lawn amid the darkness. 

     

    He started. Then he laughed to himself. For a moment he had thought
    it a ghost. But the only thing that haunted the woods hereabouts was
    him. 

     

    The long train in white and gold… It could only be one person. When
    he saw Arabella was alone, he began to run after her. Maybe the
    goddess of fortune was smiling down upon him at last. 

     

    He caught up with her as she lay sobbing against a tree trunk as
    though her heart would break. 

     

    "And so you should bloody well cry, you little whore. You've given
    yourself in marriage to a man with no sap. One who wouldn't know
    what to do with a woman in a million years." 

     

    At Adam's words Arabella laughed hysterically. Oh, he knew all
    right. He was a master at seduction. If only she had realised it
    before…. 

     

    "Tears on your wedding night? Well, I'm here to step into the gap,
    show you what a woman is made for." 

     

    His crushing grip on her forearms left her in no doubt as to what he
    intended to do. Adam pulled her up to him for a bruising kiss,
    drawing blood as he ground his mouth against hers. 

     

    Then he rammed her down onto her knees, jerking her head painfully
    with one hand as he began to pull himself out of his breeches with
    the other. She tried to shove herself away from his body, throw
    herself on the ground, but he held her inexorably against his groin. 

     

    "I've got something else for you to kiss. It's what sluts like you
    are made for. And in case you are thinking you're going to complain
    to anyone about this, just remember everyone thought we were to be
    married. I'll simply tell everyone you led me on. You wed that
    bastard for his fortune, but it's me you've wanted all along. Then
    see what your precious husband and friends think of you." 

     

    She gagged weakly at the stench of his appalling body odor, made
    even worse by the cologne he had tried to use to conceal it, and
    another smell--medicine, herbs? 

     

    It was one thing kissing an adored husband, quite another this act
    of violence. Desperate now as his flaccid penis hove into view, she
    bunched her fist and rammed it upwards with all her might. 

     

    Adam howled in pain and threw her from him, sending her head
    crashing against the trunk of the tree. An explosion of light burst
    in her head, and her last nearly conscious sensation was of hands
    shredding her gown, her underclothes, as he clawed and pummelled
    her. 

     

    She screamed for Blake, even though she knew he had most foully
    betrayed her… 

     

     

    "Get away from me, Leonore," Blake barked, yanking her questing
    hands away from him as he tried to get her out of the room.  

     

    "Don't you dare ever presume to try to kiss me again. I'm a decent
    and respectable married man who loves his wife. There's nothing that
    you have to offer me. There never was. You relieved me of my
    virginity when it became too much of a burden to bear, but our
    arrangement suited you as much as me. You got money, company and the
    variety I'm told you crave. 

     

    "I know what you are. A kept woman. A rich man's mistress, idle and
    bored. Men talk, just as women do. I've never done anything of which
    I am ashamed except be so weak as to continue my loose liaison with
    you when I knew I didn't care for you. Could never care for you. 

     

    "I made you no promises, and never thought of marriage. We had not
    seen each other for months even before I met my wife, so you can't
    possibly hold my defection against Arabella. It was already over.
    Well, it never really started. 

     

    "And there were others. Not many, as you saw at Lady Cavendish's,
    didn't you, but enough for me to know there were women with far more
    excitement than you on offer. You're far too cold and calculating to
    ever truly please. Too much in love with yourself for any man to
    ever convince them that you loved them. 

     

    "You have amply proven your character now by coming to me with this
    Banbury Tale of being with child. I know how old you are, that your
    bleeding has stopped for some time. You think to fool a doctor? Not
    to mention the fact that I haven't seen you for months. 

     

    "Even if there were a child, it is none of mine. If you give this
    out abroad, I shall have no qualms whatsoever about suing you for
    slander. Alistair Grant will willingly take my case and wipe the
    gutters with you. Do your worst, but don't ever come into my sight
    or my wife's again. You disgust me." 

     

    He dragged her out into the corridor, and stormed off to look for
    his wife, searching from room to room for her. Hard as he looked,
    though, he could not find Arabella anywhere. Then a smile lit his
    face. The bedroom, of course. 

     

    But when he went up, that chamber too was empty. 

     

    A sudden prickle of fear made him turn and run for the door. Once
    downstairs, he told the butler to get all of the guests into the
    drawing room, entice them with more refreshments. "I need to have
    some time alone with my wife. Keep the guests happy, please." 

     

    The butler nodded and went about his business, while Blake strode
    out the French windows onto the terrace. He saw the ground-out
    cheroot on the terrazzo, and felt another prickle of unease. A pile
    of laundry under a tree in the distance caught his eye. 

     

    Laundry? 

     

    There was a movement in the shadows. 

     

    Blake shouted. "Arabella! Arabella!" 

     

    The shadow loped off. 

     

    Blake shivered. As he ran nearer he could see the prone form of his
    wife stretched out upon the grass. Her face and thighs were streaked
    with dark patches which glistened wetly in the light of the partial
    moon just starting to rise over the hills. 

     

    "Oh dear God, no. Arabella! No!" 

     

    There was so much blood he quailed for a moment, certain she was
    dead. A vision of a battlefield mired with gore seared his brain for
    a minute, and he fell weakly to his knees. Then his hands were upon
    her tenderly. She breathed. 

     

    He blew out a shaky breath and checked her head and neck first. A
    hand cradling her head came away wet and sticky. The whole front of
    her dress had been practically torn asunder, her breasts covered in
    rapidly darkening bruises. The skirts of her gown were bunched
    around her waist, and her thighs were covered with blood. Blake
    began to sob. He was supposed to have protected her, and now…. 

     

    His hands upon Arabella roused her for one last fight, and she
    screamed weakly, "No, no! Let me go!" 

     

    "It's me, darling! It's me. You're safe." 

     

    She continued to slap at him weakly. "Not safe with you! You lied!
    All men lie. Let me go! Get your filthy hands off me!" 

     

    "You're badly injured! Arabella, please, let me help you. Not just
    as your husband, but as your doctor." 

     

    She tried to sit up to cover herself, get him to stop touching her,
    but her head spun wildly. She fell backwards against the tree
    heavily once more. He tried to catch her, but her head hit a tree
    root with a solid thunk, and she lay still. 

     

    He patted her cheek. "Arabella, love. Arabella?" 

     

    He snatched her prone form up off the ground and into his arms in
    one smooth motion, and ran for the house. He only hoped no one would
    see her in this state. He skirted the French windows, and went into
    the back entrance and up the servant's stairs. 

     

    Blake ran to her room as fast as his legs could carry him, and laid
    her down on the bed. He yanked the covers down and then began to cut
    off the remnants of her once lovely dress. 

     

    God, how had his happened? Who could have done such a monstrous
    thing? To think he had been wasting his time talking to Leonore when
    his wife had needed him, needed his protection…. 

     

    He swallowed hard to stem the tide of his rising gorge. She was
    badly bruised all over. Her attacker had beaten her like a man
    demented. 

     

    The question was, had he raped her? He hardly dared look closely at
    her. This was his wife, for pity's sake…. He was the one who had
    spoken with her about being open and honest, but-- 

     

    Blake removed the rest of her shredded garments, and pulled the
    covers up over Arabella. He would face that question later. Right
    now he had to deal with her head injury. 

     

    He got a basin and towel, and began to gently probe the wounds.
    There was a nasty two-inch gash at the base of her skull, and
    another one about an inch long nearer the top of her head. 

     

    He cleaned out the dirt and leaf marl as best he could, and then
    fetched his medical bag from his room. He would have to shave a
    couple of patches of hair, but it would grow back, and be concealed
    by the rest of her tresses. 

     

    He went into the bathroom and came back with his shaving soap and
    straight razor. Turning her over on her side, he began to shave
    around each wound and stanched the flow of blood anew. 

     

    He took out his needle and thread, and stitched each gash neatly,
    trying to empty his mind of the dreadful question that loomed in his
    mind. But it didn't matter. She was his wife, his whole world. Even
    if she had been- 

     

    He couldn't even bring himself to think the word. He tried again, as
    he clipped the thread on the first suture. Raped. He shuddered. 

     

    Had the fiend raped his wife? 

     

    No matter what had happened, he loved her. For better, for worse. It
    wasn't her fault. 

     

    But what had Arabella been doing out in the fields at night in the
    middle of her wedding reception? He thought again about the cheroot
    stub. Well, many men in the neighbourhood were known to indulge.
    Men…. 

     

    Had she been lured out there for an assignation? Had she gone
    willingly? No, damn it. he was not going to start thinking that way
    about Arabella. He had blighted his life long enough by deeming all
    women faithless and untrustworthy. Leonore had been untrue, and
    before her Rosalie, but- 

     

    No. It was not the same, not the same at all. Arabella loved him,
    and him alone, he was sure of it. What they had shared proved that.
    She had been a virgin, he knew that first-hand. She had told him
    herself that Adam and his brother had left her cold. If she had been
    compliant in some sort of dalliance, she would not now be covered in
    bruises and blood. 

     

    He had seen it often enough in London to know. There were men who
    loved to hit and hurt. Men who couldn't enjoy themselves any other
    way. 

     

    She had not done anything wrong. He could not allow himself to think
    for a moment that this had been anything other than an act of
    mindless brutality by some savage beast. There had been no love,
    romance, seduction. It had been assault, plain and simple. 

     

    Whatever happened, Blake had to be grateful Arabella was still
    alive. 

     

    Though once she came to and recalled what had happened to her, she
    might wish she wasn't. 

     

     

    As soon as Blake had finished sewing up the two gashes in Arabella's
    head, he cleaned up her face tenderly, and began to apply cream to
    her bruises, now a livid purple. Her mouth and chest were mottled
    and swollen, and he feared her ribs had been injured again. 

     

    He stroked the cloth down her, removing all traces of blood and
    applying cream, until he got to her waist. His chest felt as though
    an iron band had been wrapped around it, and his hands began to
    shake. 

     

    He steeled himself, and slipped the covers lower, parting her
    thighs. She was bleeding badly, but he could not see any sign of
    anything other than blood and dirt. He prayed she had been spared,
    but only time would tell. Once she came to- 

     

    And if she was with child? He could never blame or reproach her, and
    it would certainly not be the child's fault if it was the product of
    a mindless act of violence. 

     

    Still, the thought of her having to carry another man's child, her
    rapist's child, was just too awful for him to even contemplate. How
    could the poor girl ever-- 

     

    She gasped and stirred as he touched her, a strident, "No!" coming
    from her parted lips. 

     

    "It's all right, I'm here. I'm trying to help. You're badly
    injured." 

     

    Her thighs were black and blue, and she was bleeding very heavily.
    He had no idea what was normal for her in terms of monthlies--was it
    possible that it was this? Or some internal injury? 

     

    He forced himself to look, though he felt like he could barely think
    straight. For once in his life he hated being a doctor. Maybe he
    should send for-- 

     

    But no. The fewer people who knew about this the better. He didn't
    want this one foul act of violence to ruin her entire reputation in
    the district. 

     

    They had been so happy here thus far. He had thought he would hate
    life in the country, but his wife had blossomed there. He had felt
    youthful and carefree despite the huge responsibility that he knew
    he would inherit one day. 

     

    One day long into the future, he prayed, for he was extremely fond
    of Mr. Jerome, well, the whole family, really. Not to mention all of
    the fine new friends they had found. But now Arabella might hate and
    loathe the place where she had been attacked. 

     

    They were supposed to have gone on their wedding trip tomorrow. She
    was not fit to travel far, that was obvious. But nor could she stay
    here with her face all battered. 

     

    What really decided Blake upon his course of action though, was the
    thought that her assailant night still be out there just waiting for
    an opportunity to harm her again. 

     

    He finished cleaning her from head to toe. Pulling the sheet back up
    over her, he moved away from the bed he began to gather some warm
    clothing from her drawers and wardrobe. He found her linen and
    padded between her thighs before dressing the lower half of her
    body. He got a chemise over her head, and a dark green woollen gown. 

     

    He brushed out her hair carefully, freeing it of the elaborate
    braids and twists she had allowed her abigail Betsey to create for
    her wedding coiffure, which were now tangled and matted with leaves,
    twigs, dirt and blood. 

     

    He pulled it back into a simple tail with a matching ribbon, and
    checked her head. The sutures were still seeping, but he dabbed at
    them and found a lace cap and bonnet for her. The bonnet was
    concealing enough to cover the bruises on her chin if no one looked
    at her too closely. 

     

    He wrapped her cloak around her tenderly, and laid her on the chaise
    longue at the foot of the bed while he stripped it. He burnt the
    blood-stained sheets and towels, and finally, tearfully, her lovely
    white and gold wedding dress. 

     

    He got out a spare set of sheets and remade the bed. Once he was
    certain that the room looked in proper order, he took a last look in
    each of the bags which had already been packed and were sitting
    waiting by the window for their honeymoon departure. 

     

    He was surprised at his own clarity of thought. His emotions were in
    such turmoil his hands were shaking. He could barely fasten the
    clasps on the valises as he finished his hasty inspection. When he
    was finished he rang for Timothy the valet. 

     

    "Tell them to bring the carriage around. We're going to Bath," he
    said through a tiny crack in the door. 

     

    "Very good, sir." 

     

    He took her down the back stairs and around the side of the house,
    and got her into the carriage. He propped Arabella up in the corner,
    moving her head a few times until he was certain that it was at a
    more normal-looking angle. 

     

    Then he went in to say goodbye to his guests, hoping he looked for
    all the world like a happy bridegroom without a care in the world.
    He checked his appearance in the mirror and threw on his cloak over
    his suit to cover the worst of the dirt and blood he had been
    bemired with. 

     

    He raked his hands though his hair, and rubbed a dark smudge from
    his cheek. He practiced his false smile in the mirror, and went into
    the room and looked around, scanning the sea of faces to see who was
    missing from the reception. 

     

    Adam and his brother, both not there. Also Samuel and Martin
    missing. Not as likely but still… 

     

    Geoffrey and Philip had left before, but could they have— 

     

    No, this was madness. He couldn't suspect everyone, especially not
    Philip, who had proven more than a good friend. 

     

    He thought about confiding in Michael Avenel, but the poor chap was
    in a wheelchair and had enough problems of his own. 

     

    No, he and Arabella would go to an inn. He could always tell Michael
    later if he needed help. 

     

    He stood in the doorway of the ballroom and said, "My wife and I
    just wanted to thank you all for coming, and to tell you we're
    heading off on our honeymoon now. We'll see you all soon. Thank you
    for making our day so special." 

     

    Mr. Jerome looked at Blake in confusion. "Leaving, now? But I
    thought--" 

     

    "My wife decided she wanted to get under way. We're off on a little
    tour. We shall come see you soon, I promise." He patted the old man
    on the shoulder and gave his most winning smile. 

     

    Mr. Jerome nodded. "Young love, eh? Have a good time, my boy. Write
    to us when the two of you feel like a bit of company." 

     

    "We will. And thank you again for everything, sir." Impetuously he
    hugged him. 

     

    Mr. Jerome was startled, but pleased. He patted him on the back a
    bit awkwardly. "Go on son, go off and be happy." 

     

    Blake ran for the carriage, got in and put his arm around his
    unconscious wife. He raised her arm from behind her back as if
    Arabella were waving.   

     

    The few people who did come out to say goodbye to the happy couple
    and try to throw wheat kernels waved back as the carriage pulled
    down the drive. 

     

    Only when they were on the main road to Bath did Blake breathe a
    sigh of relief. He hated having to lie to everyone. Take Arabella
    away from their friends. But it was for her own good. He never
    wanted anyone to say that she could possibly have invited what
    happened upon herself, that she had behaved in an inappropriate way.
    He would never speak to her of it, judge or reproach her. 

     

    But any relations they had as husband and wife would be coloured by
    her terrors after her dreadful ordeal. They had been so happy…. 

     

    He might have known it could never last. 
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    At eight that night, Blake and the still-unconscious Arabella
    reached Bath. He knew Thomas had told him to use the townhouse any
    time he liked, but he didn't want to run the risk of any of their
    friends being there, or the servants asking too many questions. 

     

    Her injuries could be explained away by a fall, of course. He
    gritted his teeth at that thought. It was far too common an excuse
    used by women whose men beat them, but it would have to do. Until
    she was looking a bit less bruised and was more calm, a public inn
    where they were anonymous was best. 

     

    He instructed the driver to take them to The King's Arms. There he
    ordered the best room in the establishment to be made ready. 

     

    The landlord and his wife stared at the prone form of the woman in
    his arms, and the grim-faced man. They were suspicious, but there
    was little they could do. They were meant to mind their own business
    and do as the patron asked. 

     

    So even though they could see the woman had been badly injured, they
    did not send for the authorities, but prepared the room as he
    requested. 

     

    "I'm a doctor. My wife had a bad fall," he told the wide-eyed maid,
    when he could see that they had all been looking at them both with
    unalloyed horror. "Can you fetch me a warm bath and some broth and
    some fresh linens?" 

     

    The girl nodded, and relaxed slightly. "Yes, sir. This way." 

     

    Blake got Arabella into the bed and went over to build up the fire
    while the girl scurried about between the room and the linen closet
    on the upstairs landing getting the things he had asked for. 

     

    "I'll go see about the food and hot water, sir," she said, dropping
    a curtsey before she left. 

     

    Soon there was a warm fire blazing in the hearth and broth on the
    table. Still Arabella had not regained consciousness. Blake examined
    her head again. He feared concussion, but at least there was no
    swelling. No need for surgery. 

     

    He had no idea how hard her assailant had hit her, but the second
    gash was the one she had inflected upon herself when she had fallen
    backwards, he was sure. She would need watching, but he prayed she
    would be all right. At least physically, eventually, when she had
    had time to heal. 

     

    But as for her frame of mind, well… 

     

    She was unnaturally still until late the next morning, when she
    stirred and groaned. Blake sat upright in the bed, instantly alert.
    He had only just dozed off at last, but at this first sign of life,
    he heaved a sigh of relief. 

     

    "Darling, tell me where it hurts." 

     

    "All over," she moaned. 

     

    He poured her out a tincture of laudanum, and made her drink it. She
    made a face and her head lolled back onto the pillows. 

     

    "There, you'll feel better in a minute. Are you thirsty? Hungry?" 

     

    "Thirsty." 

     

    He poured some water for her and held the glass to her lips as she
    drank. 

     

    Then she closed her eyes and lapsed into unconsciousness once more. 

     

    Blake waited in an agony of impatience nearly the whole day until
    she came to again, about four in the afternoon. 

     

    She croaked, "Water." 

     

    He held the glass to her lips once again. She drank it down and
    asked for more. She opened her eyes and looked around. Her eyes were
    rolling in every direction and she did not seem able to focus on
    anything. 

     

    Concussion for sure, Blake thought to himself as he gave her
    something for the pain and tried to make her more comfortable in the
    bed. 

     

    "Are you hungry? I can get them to bring you some broth, love." 

     

    "All right." 

     

    He shouted for the maid and gave his orders, and poured her more
    water. 

     

    He helped her to the chamberpot and left her for a few moments while
    he tidied the bed and fluffed up the pillows. He picked her up and
    changed her linens and shift, and washed her hands and face. 

     

    When the broth came, he spooned it into her mouth as carefully as he
    would feed a child. He made her drink more water, and at last she
    fell back against the pillow exhausted once more. 

     

    "How do you feel now, darling?" 

     

    "A bit better. But I don't understand." 

     

    "Understand what, my love?" 

     

    "Where are we? Who are you?" 

     

    Blake stared. "Pardon me?" 

     

    "I said, who are you, and where am I?" 

     

    He looked around the room, dim in the candle light, and rose it up
    higher to look at her confused expression. The light her eyes almost
    unbearably, as did even the slightest movement when she tried to
    shield them from the glare. 

     

    "You're at an inn with me in Bath. I'm your husband, Blake. Do you
    remember me?" 

     

    "No, no I don't. I suppose I must have been in some sort of accident
    because I know there was a doctor here looking after me and asking
    me where it hurt. But I can't remember what happened, or you. But I
    suppose if you say you're my husband then you must be." 

     

    "And one of your doctors." 

     

    "I see." 

     

    "Can you?" 

     

    "Yes. Not very well, but some." 

     

    "Can I look at your eyes?" 

     

    "They're so sore." 

     

    "I'm sorry, love. I need to see them." 

     

    The tears streamed down as he forced the lids open, and examined her
    eyes. They were sore, but they reacted to the light, and she could
    definitely see. "It's all right now, darling. You've been very
    brave. Rest now." 

     

    She closed her eyes then, and drifted off into a natural sleep. 

     

    "Poor thing, she's exhausted," he sighed to himself. 

     

    But at least she had not seemed to recall anything about the attack.
    Or him either, he thought with a sigh. Well, she wasn't blind at any
    rate. So perhaps her loss of memory was a blessing. 

     

    Unutterably weary, Blake moved over to the other side of the bed and
    lay down beside her, resting one hand on her arm gently. He would
    feel her if she awoke during the night. He was just so tired. He
    knew she would still have a long way to go before she was back to
    her old self, if she ever would be. 

     

    But for the moment she was calm and she had eaten and drunk. It
    wasn't much, but it was a start. He had checked the chamber pot.
    There was blood in her urine; he had no idea how much internal
    damage she had received, but all he could do was pray. He rested his
    head next to hers on the pillow, and let the tears fall at last. 

     

    The week they spent in The King's Arms had to be the longest of
    Blake's life. But at the end of it, her bleeding had stopped, and
    her urine was clear. She was still frequently confused, and did not
    recall him, or even sometimes the most basic information which he
    had given her, that he was her husband and they were at inn in Bath. 

     

    There was some glimmer of hope on the horizon. Her bruises were
    healing, and she was sleeping well and eating better with each
    passing day. 

     

    Now all he needed to worry about was disease-if whoever had attacked
    her had raped her, he needed to be vigilant. He had dosed her for
    gonorrhea just to be on the safe side, but the syphilis treatments
    were not to be resorted to except under the most extreme
    circumstances, only when he was certain. 

     

    He sighed. He might have known. Disease had blighted him haunted him
    all his life. It was bad enough being fearful of it for himself,
    even worse to think that his wife would be reduced to the screaming
    lunatic that his m- 

     

    Her hand upon his startled him, and he looked over at her quickly.
    "My husband, did you say?" she asked softly. "Then can you hold me?
    I'm so cold." 

     

    He rolled closer to her and snuggled her against him carefully,
    stroking her hair back from her face. "This is almost how we met,
    you know. It was in a huge snowstorm. There was a carriage accident.
    You were so brave. You helped me through it. All of us. 

     

    "Even when I wasn't sure we would survive, you were. Your absolute
    certainty lit my way in the darkness. We got to safety and I woke up
    the next morning with you beside me in the bed, keeping me warm just
    like this. It was one of the happiest days of my life." 

     

    "So we were in love then, right from the start?" she asked quietly
    after a time. 

     

    He was relieved that she seemed to have been able to follow what he
    had told her. That had to be a good sign. "I think so. I mean, I'm
    sure in my case. I loved you from the moment I laid eyes on you. I
    think you felt for me. I needed to be sure, and then we married." 

     

    "And I fell down?" she asked. "That's how I got hurt?" 

     

    "I think so. I found you under a tree in the garden. You hit your
    head against a tree root." 

     

    "I'm a bit old to be climbing trees, aren't I?" 

     

    "Yet I've seen you do it. Like a little monkey, you are," he said
    with tears in his eyes, recalling the day she had indulged in that
    activity with Ellen and Georgina Jerome. 

     

    She laughed softly, and pulled him closer to her. "I'll see you in
    the morning. So tired." She yawned prettily, like a tiny kitten, and
    slept. 

     

    Blake held her close and finally he too managed to drift off into a
    dreamless slumber. 

     

    When he awoke the next morning after his first decent night's sleep
    in a week, he immediately ordered a bath in their room. 

     

    He had hardly taken care of his own toilette, and thought he had
    better shave and tend to his hair before he scared Arabella
    completely. She seemed to coming out of the torpor which had gripped
    her for a week. 

     

    He had a good long soak behind the screen while she slept, put on
    some fresh clothes, and resumed his place by her side once more. 

     

    She awoke at about ten and declared she was hungry. For the first
    time she was able to sit up and shakily feed herself. 

     

    She was silent for the most part, and Blake did not speak to her
    about anything other than the food and the weather. 

     

    On the one hand, he wanted her to remember him, but he would just as
    soon she forgot the dreadful thing which had happened to her. He
    knew she was young and strong, with a good constitution. He just had
    to have faith and be patient. 

     

    He got her up out of bed, washed and examined her carefully without
    being too obvious. So far, so good, though she could not get well
    fast enough for him. Even the sight of the fading bruises was enough
    to make him tremble at the thought that however bad it was, it could
    have been so much worse. 

     

    After she was clean and had eaten, Arabella began to ask the
    inevitable questions. For the most part he answered her truthfully,
    trying to jog her memory with talk of their life in London and in
    Somerset. 

     

    "It sounds like we have a very good life together." 

     

    "We do, love. I adore you, and would do anything for you." 

     

    "Why are we staying at an inn when we have so many friends?" 

     

    "I wanted to give you time to rest and heal. I thought you might not
    want people to see you so badly injured." 

     

    "What do you mean?" 

     

    "Well, you're bruised." 

     

    "So that's why you get that funny look on your face when you look at
    me. I must be hideous." 

     

    He tried to hold back the tears. "That funny look as you call it is
    love. Even bruised, you're the most beautiful woman I've ever laid
    eyes on." 

     

    "Very sweet, but can I have a mirror?" 

     

    "No, Arabella, really." 

     

    "A mirror, please," she said firmly. 

     

    Blake took the one out of her toilette set he had bought her, and
    handed it over reluctantly. 

     

    She gasped. "Goodness. How can you bear to look at me?" 

     

    "It doesn't matter, darling. None of this was your fault. It was an
    accident. You fell and hurt yourself. No matter what happens, I will
    always love you, do you hear me?" 

     

    "Is anything broken?" 

     

    "No. Luckily not. Once those bruises around your eyes disappear no
    one will ever know anything had ever happened. You'll be well
    rested, and we can go wherever you like, Lyme, Brighton, up north." 

     

    "Why don't we just go home?" 

     

    He shook his head. "It's a bit too far to go, and they don't expect
    me back for some time. I thought we could make the most of our
    holiday." 

     

    She nodded. "It sounds nice, when I'm feeling better. But right now
    I wonder if I might remember more things if I'm in familiar
    surroundings." 

     

    "You're not fit to travel far. But we can go see some friends as
    soon as you are, I promise." 

     

    He made the promise each day for another week, and went over her
    things, her jewels, toilette case, everything he had give her for a
    present. 

     

    At the end of the week he left her in the care of one of the serving
    maids at the inn and went into town to buy her more clothes. As he
    walked past the Baths he ran into Michael Avenel with his manservant
    pushing him in his wheelchair. 

     

    "Blake? What are you doing here? You're supposed to be on your
    honeymoon." 

     

    He blushed. "I am. Just buying a couple of presents for my wife in
    the milliner in Cheap Street." 

     

    "So how is married life?" Michael asked, wondering why his friend
    looked so grim. 

     

    "Lovely. But Arabella had a bit of a fall, and so she's resting." 

     

    "A fall? Nothing serious, I hope." 

     

    "No, but I don't want to leave her alone too long." 

     

    Michael looked at him oddly, but nodded, shook hands, and let him go
    about his business. 

     

    Leonore stared out the window of her tiny drawing room. Then she
    started up. No, it couldn't be- 

     

    It was Blake, going into the dressmaker's shop. She grabbed her
    cloak and bonnet and ran down the steps, and dived into the shop as
    if the hounds of hell were after her. 

     

    "Blake, why, what on earth are you doing here? You're supposed to be
    on your honeymoon." 

     

    He could see her eyes glittering. "Yes, I am actually, and buying
    presents for my lovely wife. She will never believe your lies, so
    just stay the hell out of my way, would you." 

     

    Leonore scowled, but everyone was staring at her, and she was known
    in the neighbourhood. Accosting a married man in this manner was
    only going to get her talked about. That she couldn't afford, not if
    she wanted to continue to live on the fringes of affluent society. 

     

    Blake had cost her everything, for once her gentleman friend who had
    been footing all her bills found out what she had been up to behind
    his back, he had told her never to return to her little snug house
    in London, and cut her off without a penny. She just had to get
    Blake back, she just had to. 

     

    Blake bought one of every colour ribbon for his wife's lovely hair,
    some combs, and several new day dresses in blue, hunter green and a
    lovely large-checked black watch tartan, and an evening gown of
    delicate pale heather with cream ruching at the hems and along the
    scooped neckline. 

     

    He also bought her some embroidery notions, and since he knew that
    Leonore was still watching, some baby clothes. He knew they would
    not go to waste, for he needed to see Sarah Davenport at some point
    soon. 

     

    Leonore reacted the way he had predicted-the colour flew to her face
    and she stormed out of the shop. 

     

    The gowns were pronounced a prodigious success by Arabella when he
    got back. As the maid hung them up in the wardrobe, he threw himself
    on the bed and told her that Michael had been asking for her. 

     

    "We could go there of course, and we need to take the baby clothes
    to Sarah Davenport. But not until you're feeling much better." 

     

    "I would feel a lot better if I could remember. It's so frustrating,
    terrifying. I mean, not that you're not more than kind, but you're
    still such a stranger to me." 

     

    He waited until the maid had gone to fetch some dinner to suggest,
    "Well, why don't we at least make a start on resuming your old life?
    We'll get you dressed for dinner, and we can have the best meal the
    inn has to offer. We can sit and talk, play cards. I can tell you
    all about myself, and you can ask me anything. As I said, we've only
    been married for a short time, but I'll tell you anything I know
    about you." 

     

    "All right," she said, smiling up at the handsome man who by some
    strange twist of fate was her husband. 

     

    She could hardly believe it. Apart from being ill, the life he
    described as being theirs sounded just too perfect. "I'd like to
    wear the heather gown, and dress my hair." 

     

    "I'll help." 

     

    "No, I want it to be a surprise. Call the maid back in, and go wait
    downstairs for me." 

     

    "If you like," he said with a sigh, reluctant to let her out of his
    sight for a minute. 

     

    He went downstairs and reflected that he was also going to have to
    pick up his mail from the Jeromes at some point. If Horse Guards had
    been trying to contact him about taking up his officer's commission
    once more they would not been able to get hold of him. 

     

    He had been here a fortnight already, but there was no telling how
    long it was going to take for her to get her memory back. Even if
    she did, how much would she recall, and how devastating would the
    memories be? Thus far she had shown no symptoms of disease, but that
    was not to say he had nothing to fear. They could show up even
    months after exposure. 

     

    Blake shuddered as he thought of his promise that he would tell her
    anything she wanted to know. He had never spoken outright of his
    family tragedy. But perhaps now was the time? He had loved her from
    the moment they met, and had made such a mull of things. 

     

    Now some for strange reason he had been given a second chance. If
    anything it was an opportunity to do things all over again,
    differently this time, better than before. To avoid making any of
    the idiotic errors he had the first time. 

     

    The maid came down and motioned to him. "Everything is ready
    upstairs, sir. Just ring if you need anything." She gave him a warm
    smile. 

     

    They had been suspicious of him at first, but no one could have been
    more tender with his wife than the huge dark-haired doctor. 

     

    He hurried upstairs, and opened the door. Arabella was sitting at
    the table, and his breath caught in his throat. She had never looked
    more lovely, he thought, even given the dark shadowing under her
    eyes. 

     

    "Some wine?" she offered. 

     

    "Oh, er, yes, just a glass." 

     

    She poured for him, and as she did so he told her about their New
    Year's Eve ball at Lady Pemberton's, and how he had tried to teach
    her about wine. As they ate their meal, he recounted again how they
    had met. 

     

    "And everyone is well now?" 

     

    "Yes, yes indeed. John the driver was badly off, but he's working as
    a footman now, and is said to be doing well. Your ribs healed well
    so far as you ever let on." 

     

    "Tell me about my step-brother." 

     

    "Peter and I met in Oxford at the political debating society. All of
    our friends are Radicals." 

     

    He outlined each of the founding three Rakehells for her, Clifford
    Stone, the Duke of Ellesmere, Jonathan Deveril and their wives, then
    their wider circle of friends, Philip, Michael, Randall, Matthew,
    Alistair. Told her of the Jeromes. 

     

    "And you became a doctor for the sake of social justice and
    welfare?" she asked with interest. 

     

    "Yes and no. I had more personal reasons." 

     

    "Would you like to tell me what they are?" 

     

    He put his fork down and took another sip of wine. "Yes and no. But
    since I've promised I'll tell you the truth, the answer is yes." 

     

    He took a deep breath and steeled himself to tell her the whole grim
    story at last. "My mother and father were not a love match. She
    married him for his money and status. 

     

    "She had had a long-standing arrangement with another young man
    since she was sixteen, but his family lost all of their money and
    she was forbidden to marry him. She was expected to restore the
    family fortunes, and so she married my father, and within a year, I
    was born. 

     

    "But she still pined for her former love, who was reduced to penury.
    For a time she helped him with money from her housekeeping, but it
    became apparent to my father what she was doing. She was an
    indifferent wife and mother, and resented my father the more he
    tried to help her. Finally one day she just ran away, left us both." 

     

    "Oh, my love, I'm so sorry." 

     

    "There was a scandal of course. My father tried to put a brave face
    on it. I know he always wondered if I was his, or if she had been
    unfaithful to him right from the start. It coloured my whole
    relationship with him. He had loved her, but she had betrayed him.
    He had loved me, but her betrayal caused him to fear to love me." 

     

    "That's so unfair," she said indignantly. "Even if you had been
    someone else's son, it wasn't your fault." 

     

    Blake nodded. "He came to understand that toward the end. I spent
    all of my boyhood trying to please him, get him to say he loved me,
    was proud of me. I could never figure out what I had done wrong. I
    tried so hard to find the key to his heart, his approval. 

     

    "Finally, when I was eighteen, he told me the story. Everything
    became clear, and I wondered why I had never suspected. I didn't
    feel so badly about myself any longer, but it was hard not having
    had any parental love for so long. 

     

    "But worse was to come. When I pressed my father, he admitted he
    knew where my mother was, that she was still alive. In fact, that he
    had been looking after her for years. Her man had proven unworthy,
    left her with syphilis and an illegitimate daughter with the most
    appalling birth defects." 

     

    "How very sad. And how kind of him, when so many others would have
    turned their backs." 

     

    Blake nodded. "Father told me the truth at last in case anything
    happened to him, to be sure that they would both be looked after
    properly. He was good at making money, taught me to manage a
    portfolio, made sure there was money to see they would both have
    continuous care for as long as they lived. I do what I can. They
    live in a house in Islington and I visit from time to time to make
    sure they want for nothing. 

     

    "But the taint of it has haunted me, and made me help both fallen
    women in the clinic, and also look after sick children. I've spent
    my whole life terrified of disease and infidelity. The irony is that
    when it came time to marry someone, I nearly ended up making the
    same mistakes." 

     

    "Not us—" 

     

    He shook his head quickly. "No, my love, I meant when I was much
    younger, and thought I knew what love was. I never knew that until I
    met you." 

     

    "Thank you." 

     

    "I prided myself on being sensible and discerning. But Rosalie Crane
    Stanton was no better than my mother. She was unfaithful to me. She
    gave her virginity for a man who had a chance to get a peerage, and
    I found out later that she was exceedingly unchaste once she was
    wed.  

     

    "I was lucky to have had a good, decent father. I know the
    consequences of illegitimacy for children all too well in this
    society. He could just as easily abandoned me in an orphanage,
    remarried, started over again. But the saddest part of all was that
    he actually loved my mother until the day he died." 

     

    "Oh, Blake, I'm so sorry." 

     

    After time she asked, "And what of you? Were you in love, are you
    still in love after all these years with this woman Rosalie?" 

     

    He sighed heavily. "I'll be honest. I thought I was in love at the
    time. I took up with a woman called Leonore to drown my sorrows,
    though she meant nothing to me. I never thought I could feel that
    way about anyone ever again.  

     

    "But ever since I met you, darling, I've never even thought about
    either of the two women as anything more than embarrassing episodes
    in my past I would rather not recall. Since we met and I fell in
    love with you, my entire life has been blessed by the warmth of your
    compassion, decency, and generosity. You've lit the darkness in my
    life, and I can't believe how much I love you. Love you from the
    moment we met, and love you more with every passing day as I get to
    know you better and better." 

     

    He reached for her hand. "You are my life, my heart, flesh of my
    flesh, soul of my soul. I don't know what I would ever do without
    you, Arabella. You've taken the ashes of my old life and sparked it
    into flames anew. 

     

    "And just when I think I've somehow solved the mystery of your love,
    have got close to the reasons why I love you, I get even closer,
    bask in your warmth, the loving kindness you give everyone who meets
    you. 

     

    "You're the finest person I have ever known, Arabella. I can't tell
    you how grateful I am that you married me. How much I long to make
    you happy, fulfil your every dream." 

     

    She could feel the tears flowing down her cheeks. Any misgivings she
    had had about the stranger she had found herself wed to were gone in
    an instant. "I'm so glad. I can't recall our old life together, but
    perhaps that doesn't matter. We have each other now, and the future.
    That's what counts, isn't it?" 

     

    He squeezed her hand. "It is. One day and one night at a time. Those
    are the building blocks of a happy future." 

     

    "Then this will be the first night. I don't know if I'll ever be
    able to remember anything, but you seem a good man, and I'd like to
    be that wonderful woman you've just described." 

     

    "You are." He kissed her hand. 

     

    "Will you be patient with me, help me understand what you need from
    me as your wife?" 

     

    "We have all the time in the world. As soon as I'm sure you're
    better, we can go on our honeymoon and rediscover everything
    important about each other all over again." 

     

    "I think I'm a very lucky women." She smiled at him warmly, and he
    kissed her hand. 

     

    "I know I'm a very lucky man."  

     

    Many of Arabella's misgivings were assuaged after that intimate
    dinner. Blake knew the elation of falling in love with her all over
    again, sharing more and more warmth and affection, even if he was
    forced to withhold his passions. 

     

    She occasionally had some serious headaches, but in the next
    fortnight her bruises healed completely, and if anything, she was
    more lovely in his eyes because he had come so close to losing her.
    And might still if the worst he feared became a reality. 

     

    But to his relief, he still did not see any sign of venereal
    disease. Even more encouraging was that her monthly courses came
    exactly four weeks after the attack, flowed quite heavily, and
    lasted for seven days. Now he could be sure that her initial
    bleeding had been that, at least in part, if not in the main. 

     

    He also knew she was not pregnant, a fact that filled him with some
    sadness, but also enormous relief given the circumstances. 

     

    Arabella knew she was far better than she had been, but she could
    still see the haunted look on his face. She asked him one day, "Why
    do you always look so worried, Blake? I'm getting better, aren't I?" 

     

    "Yes, yes you are. It's just that, well, I'm afraid of disease. I
    think you might have been exposed to a terrible illness
    unwittingly." 

     

    "What sort of illness?" 

     

    "A female one. Similar to what my mother had," he admitted. 

     

    "I see. Does that mean I've wronged you too, the way she did--" 

     

    "No, not wronged me," he said in a firm tone. "Had an accident and
    were hurt." 

     

    "So you're afraid of me?" she asked quietly. 

     

    He put his arm around her tenderly. "Not of you, darling. For you. I
    would never want you to end up the way she did." 

     

    She chewed her lower lip. "Will I have a baby too?" 

     

    "No, no, not at all," he denied. "I'm a doctor. I can be sure of
    that at least, if not of the other. It's been a month, though, and
    so far all is well." 

     

    "How soon can we know?" 

     

    "We might never, not for certain. Another few months, unless…." 

     

    "Unless?" 

     

    "I find out the truth, who caused the accident." 

     

    She frowned in confusion, and settled back down in the bed. "You
    mean you don't know?" 

     

    "No. I don't." He ground his teeth together audibly. "If I did I
    would bloody well kill him with my bare hands." 

     

    She frowned and shook her head. "I may not have all of my memory,
    but I'm sure that's against the ten commandments, and against the
    law." 

     

    "You're right. I'm sorry, I didn't mean to upset you." 

     

    "It's just that I've never seen you angry, heard you utter harsh
    words to anyone." 

     

    "I'm sorry. It won't happen again." 

     

    After a time she said, "Do you suppose I could have a bath tomorrow
    and we can go out somewhere if the weather is fine?" 

     

    He sat on the bed beside her in relief, and began to undo his cravat
    and stock. 

     

    "If you think you're up to it. We've been here and comfortable for a
    month now. Perhaps you're right, though. Maybe it's about time we
    went back to find the answers we both need. 

     

    "But you mustn't tell anyone about your accident. I mean, you can
    tell them about falling if you want, but not the disease, do you
    understand? 

     

    "And I would rather you not admit that you can't remember anyone or
    anything. It will only worry them unnecessarily. I'll give you some
    help with who is who. We'll go see the Jeromes and the Rakehells, go
    to your old home and see your friends. Perhaps it will jog your
    memory." 

     

    She looked at his bare chest and ran her hands down it, causing him
    to shiver with desire. "Sometimes I think I recollect things about
    our old life. You're so familiar. It's as if I've always known you." 

     

    "I know how you feel." 

     

    "Will you please kiss me?" 

     

    He shook his head. "I don't think--" 

     

    She frowned slightly. "Is there something wrong with the request? Is
    it dangerous?" 

     

    "No, of course it isn't wrong, except that you're still very weak
    and I wouldn't want to hurt you in any way." 

     

    "I feel so much better." 

     

    "I said I would be patient." 

     

    "Does that mean I have to be as well?" she asked with a teasing
    smile. 

     

    "Just a bit longer. I'm sort of enjoying wooing you all over again." 

     

    "The flowers and presents and all your little attentions are
    wonderful. We have such a marvelous time with each other, so much so
    that I don't even want to sleep because I don't want to waste a
    minute of the day with you," she admitted shyly. "But a kiss might
    be nice too." 

     

    "All right, one. But you need to get under the covers first so you
    don't take a chill, and I don't take advantage." 

     

    She obeyed, and he held her close, his head on the pillow beside
    her, and kissed her once. It was bittersweet, every bit as thrilling
    as he remembered it could be, yet he did not dare make love to her,
    not even with a prophylactic, for fear of how badly injured she
    might have been. 

     

    When Blake lifted his lips at last and got up from the bed to sleep
    in the chair because he did not risk laying next to her when he was
    so fiercely aroused, Arabella breathed, "That was wonderful. I think
    I remember that. I think I might recall the inn." 

     

    "Really?" he asked, both hoping and dreading it were true. 

     

    "I can see a room, small, timbered, with a big fire and all sorts of
    clothes drying by the fire. It's freezing cold. We're in bed, tucked
    up to our chins." 

     

    "That's right." 

     

    "And I feel so warm and safe in your arms, just as I do now. It'll
    be all right, won't it, Blake?" 

     

    "I hope so. I certainly hope so," he said with a sigh, stroking her
    cheek and giving her a last kiss on her brow before he bedded down
    in front of the fire for the night. 
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    The following morning, Arabella looked so well-rested he allowed her
    a bath and then helped her dress in her warm new black watch tartan
    gown. He took her over to Michael's house and they had a pleasant
    hour's visit. 

     

    Michael thought Arabella a bit more quiet than usual, but he did not
    suspect her memory was missing. She listened and absorbed details on
    the different people they spoke of, and commented when they had
    left, "He was very nice. He's suffered a lot." 

     

    "He has." 

     

    "We should stay with him for a few days some time in the near
    future, when you are not so anxious about my health. He would do
    well to go to the Baths with us again." 

     

    Blake stared. "You remember that?" 

     

    She nodded and began to describe not only the Baths but the Pump
    Room as well. Her memory was most definitely returning. Could she
    bear it when it did? Could he?  

     

    The following day they went to see Sarah Davenport and visited with
    her and the baby. 

     

    "You were very brave," Arabella said as she admired the baby. "It
    was almost ten hours, yet you hardly even let a peep out of you." 

     

    "If only Little John were as pacific as his mother," Alexander joked
    good-naturedly, and got a kiss from his wife. 

     

    Blake put his arm around his wife, and Arabella snuggled into him. 

     

    "What word from the Continent?" 

     

    "As we guessed. The French people adore Napoleon. There will be war
    as soon as he has the forces he wants and the weather improves.
    Sarah and I will be going to London now. It's been five weeks since
    Sarah had the baby and she's looking and feeling very well." 

     

    "But you were never in the Army, were you?" Arabella asked. 

     

    "No, but an army needs so many provisions and other items. That is
    where I excel," he said smoothly, "at finding things people need.
    It's what merchants do, after all." 

     

    He and his wife exchanged a warm smile. 

     

    Blake and Arabella stared at them. They were acting most oddly, but
    it wasn't really any of their business. 

     

    Besides, they had enough things to worry about themselves with her
    memory only coming back in fits and starts, and her having to try to
    cope with living an ordinary life when she felt she had so many gaps
    in her head. 

     

    "Glad to see you both looking so well," Sarah said with a smile.
    "Anyway, head on over to see Jonathan and Thomas, and we shall no
    doubt see you in London." 

     

    "Hopefully not on our way to the Continent," Blake said fervently. 

     

    "Amen to that," Sarah agreed.  

     

    They visited Jonathan at the Vicarage next. He was preparing to go
    into the service again as an Army chaplain. His wife was resigned to
    the fact that unless he could get special permission, she was going
    to have to remain behind. 

     

    "Pamela thinks she might be expecting, you see. I'd be really
    grateful if you would examine her, Blake. I mean, it's early days
    yet, but just give her a list of things to do and not do, and I want
    her to stay with Charlotte." 

     

    "And I'd like Arabella to stay with them both." 

     

    Arabella cast her husband a long look, but only when they had left
    the Deverils' home did she challenge him. "I don't want to be left
    at home. I need to be with you." 

     

    "You have no idea what the conditions will be like--" 

     

    "Do you honestly think I'm going to be safer here alone than with
    you?" she said with an impatient look. 

     

    He sighed and ran his fingers through his dark hair. "I don't know!"
    he admitted after a time. 

     

    "If that's the case, we stay together. All right?" 

     

    He leaned over and kissed her, and she smiled. "I remember this
    carriage for sure." 

     

    "I'm glad." 

     

    They snuggled together for a time, until she asked softly, "Do you
    think we can share a bed again soon? I miss having you by my side." 

     

    He sat up straight. "I miss you too. But I'm not so sure I can trust
    myself." 

     

    "I trust you. That should be enough." 

     

    "I only wish it were. I have so many terrible fears." 

     

    Arabella took his face in her hands and kissed him. "We can't let
    our fears ruin what we have. I love you." 

     

    "How can you be sure? You don't remember…" 

     

    "I don't need to remember the past to see what a wonderful man you
    are now." 

     

    "Soon, I promise." 

     

    ‘Please, make it very soon," she said, tenderly cupping his cheek. 

     

    "I need to be sure, my darling, that you being with me isn't going
    to cause any more misery for you than it already has." 

     

    She shook her head. "Misery is not a word I would ever use to
    describe my life with you, Blake." 

     

    "Please God it stays that way," he sighed, and held her close.  

     

    Blake moved Arabella from the inn into the Eltham townhouse in Bath
    at the end of another week, now certain that she had healed well,
    and was fit to resume a modified social round. 

     

    He wanted to go back to London, but the journey seemed too long, and
    he knew he would have to visit the Jeromes' house at some point. 

     

    But every time they intended to go, Blake would always come up with
    an excuse at the last minute, until even Arabella could see he was
    avoiding it for some inexplicable reason. 

     

    He admitted with a shaky sigh, "I know it will be my home
    eventually, and that we told them we wanted to settle there. But the
    truth is that it's the place where you had your accident, and all my
    hopes for us were blighted. I don't think I can face it. I don't
    want you to remember if it's going to be too painful." 

     

    "But isn't it also the place where we were happy?" she asked gently. 

     

    Blake nodded. "Yes, yes it was." 

     

    "Then all the more reason to visit. I might be able to recall that
    too." 

     

    He sighed. "Very well, we shall go in the morning." 

     

    Arabella asked with seeming nonchalance, "In that case, can I have a
    bath? And will you help me?" 

     

    "Certainly, my dear." 

     

    Soon the tub in the sumptuous bathing chamber was full to the brim,
    and Blake had scrubbed her back and helped her in the impersonal way
    he had done ever since she had been attacked. 

     

    He helped her wash her long hair, and wrapped it in a towel. He sat
    her in a chair by the fire as he brushed it out. When he was
    finished she stroked his cheek and began to plant soft kisses all
    over his face and throat. 

     

    "Arabella, really, maybe we shouldn't-" 

     

    "I want to. I want you, Blake." 

     

    "Do you remember any of this?" he whispered. 

     

    "It feels so familiar. I don't think I can recall a time when I
    wasn't in your arms like this." 

     

    Blake kissed her with complete abandon then, and lifted her and laid
    her down on the bed. She responded to him ardently, stroking her
    hands up and down his broad back and shoulders, the strong base of
    his neck, before curling her fingers into his hair to deepen the
    kiss. 

     

    "Arabella, it's too good," he groaned after a time. "We must stop.
    You're not yourself." 

     

    "Then who am I? I feel newly born, as though your kisses have
    brought me to life." 

     

    Blake knew he ought to stop, but he was so fascinated with her
    obvious pleasure in his kisses and caresses that he couldn't help
    himself. Her response was as warm as it had always been, nay,
    warmer, for there were no shadows of the months they had suffered
    without each other, the quarrels they had had. There was only the
    present, and it was unlike anything he had ever encountered. 

     

    "Look at me, Arabella," he whispered. 

     

    She opened her eyes and looked at him, stroking her small delicate
    fingers down his lightly bristled cheek, tracing his lips with her
    forefinger. "I am looking. I truth I have never seen such a splendid
    sight as you. You're everything a wife could dream of and more." 

     

    She kissed him then and moved under him so alluringly that Blake
    knew he was lost. "I'll be right back." 

     

    He went to his room to get his protectors, and then divested himself
    of his clothes with his back to her. He was already so hard it was
    best to tie one himself now rather than wait until later, but as he
    came back to the bed he warned her, "If it hurts at all, you tell me
    immediately. Do you understand?" 

     

    "You won't hurt me. We love each other." 

     

    "I don't want to hurt you. Just relax and let me love you." 

     

    He was so careful and tentative that she eventually grew impatient.
    "It feels lovely, darling, but I think there's something more you're
    not showing me." 

     

    "Oh, blast and darn." He took her hand and laid it on his thigh and
    her eyes widened. "I want you so badly, but I'm terrified." 

     

    She stared for a time. "I can sit on you, can't I? I seem to recall
    we both liked that." 

     

    Before he could stop her, he was on his back and she was astride
    him. He tensed as if he was expecting pain himself, but she slid
    down him with a contented sigh. "Ah, there it is. I could hardly
    forget this." 

     

    He had made sure she was more than wet and ready. Even with the
    condom, she set up a sinuous motion and after a few strokes she was
    smiling in delight. 

     

    He poured himself into her in an agony of desire and relief, and his
    release, when it came few moments later, was cataclysmic. 

     

    Blake was certain he had been struck by lightning. His orgasm went
    on and on, ripping through him, until at last she collapsed on top
    of him. He gasped out her name and lay still panting, completely
    unable to move. 

     

    Her arms went up around his shoulders, pulling him upwards into a
    sitting position so that he cradled his head upon her bosom and
    cried in relief. 

     

    She kissed him on the lips so tenderly he wept anew with the beauty
    of it all. God, how the fates above had blessed him. He had never
    known such joy and happiness. 

     

    It was evident from looking at her eyes that she loved him. He
    wasn't sure how it had come to pass, but she did. He didn't care if
    she could never recall the past. Their love had endured despite her
    loss of memory. They would just build a new life together, as he had
    said, one day and night at a time. 

     

    He lifted her off him carefully, cleaned them both, and returned to
    the bed. She put her hand on him, and he felt himself go rigid
    immediately. 

     

    He didn't dare risk it again, but he could tease her as he had once
    done. Soon she was writhing under his hands, and begging him to take
    her once more. 

     

    "Why not!" she pleaded when he steadfastly refused despite her
    orgasm growing in intensity, wave after wave of pure molten
    pleasure. 

     

    "Because I don't want to hurt you." 

     

    "I'm going to die of disappointment if you don't love me again." 

     

    He tied on another prophylactic, prepared to surrender to her will,
    but when she asked him to make love on top of her he quailed. "I'm
    so big, so heavy." 

     

    "It will be fine." 

     

    "I don't think-" 

     

    "Stop thinking. You're being a doctor again. Be my husband." 

     

    "I love you so much, Arabella, I can't stop being either. Tell me
    if-" 

     

    She pulled him into her and he uttered a strange choking sound. 

     

    She uttered a gasp and kissed him, and finally he was deeply inside
    her. She clasped his buttocks and rode the crest of their passion,
    crying out in pure joy as he exploded into her with a groan of
    relief and knew true peace and love at last.  

     

    Arabella and Blake knew genuine bliss for a fortnight. She had never
    appeared happier, she had seemingly healed, and she had no more
    memories return of any sort, disturbing or otherwise. It was the
    greatest joy Blake had ever known. It was so foreign to him, that
    his mind worried at first like a dog with a bone, picking it all
    over in every minute detail. 

     

    But then he remembered what she had said—to be her husband, not a
    doctor. So he forced himself to be optimistic, and after a time he
    allowed himself to enjoy their love for what it was, a gift from the
    gods, without questioning it or fearing it. 

     

    Inevitably, though, the real world intruded for them when Arabella
    suggested that they really ought to go to Jerome Manor, visit, and
    head back to London. 

     

    A letter from Horse Guards also arrived that afternoon to request
    his presence on the first of May to discuss his future. 

     

    "Drat and blast," he sighed, and had handed his wife the letter. 

     

    She had hugged her to him by way of consolation, but one thing had
    led to another. They had made love all afternoon as a storm had
    broken over the town, drenching Bath in cool April showers 

     

    They lay in bed in the twilight, listening to the rain patter on the
    roof. "Now I don't feel so guilty about dragging you into bed." 

     

    "Guilty, love? Never." He wrapped his arms around her tightly. "We
    need to make the most of this while we can." 

     

    She peeped up at him with a small smile. "Do you suppose we'll
    always be like this?" 

     

    "I certainly hope so. I can't think of anything I enjoy more than
    snuggling up with you, seeing your eyes gaze up at me with such
    love." 

     

    She stroked her hand down him intimately. "I enjoy all that too, but
    the lovemaking part is so magnificent, I can't--" 

     

    "I can't either," he said. 

     

    She reached for a protector and tied it on with by now skilled
    hands. He made love to her until she could barely even say his name,
    and he felt as though every part of their bodies had been fused into
    one blissful whole, a miraculous oneness with no beginning and end. 

     

    When they had finished and were once again sleepily in each other's
    arms, she said, "You know what I'm going to say." 

     

    "Then the answer is yes. I can't live my life being frightened all
    the time. I've spent too many years doing that, ever since I found
    out about my mother and sister." 

     

    She sat up and kissed him, and began to swing her long legs out of
    the bed. 

     

    "Where are you going?" 

     

    "To pack." 

     

    His eyes sparked as she lit a candle and stood poised in front of
    the wardrobe. He saw her bare body reflected front and back, and was
    reminded of the night before they had wed. If only he could turn the
    clock back to that lost joy and innocence. 

     

    But Arabella had no recollection of the evil, only the joy. Like the
    candlelight driving back the darkness of the storm-tossed night,
    their love could push the darkness out of their lives. 

     

    He stood up and went over to embrace and caress her from behind. He
    smiled at her, his hazel eyes aglow with longing as their eyes met
    in the mirror. 

     

    "Plenty of time for packing later. Right now I want you to let me
    love you all over again." 

     

    She tried to step towards the bed but he shook his head. "Right
    here. Right now," he said, positioning her in front of the mirror
    and moving to press into her throbbing feminine core. 

     

    Her blue-violet eyes sparked in answer. "Well, since you put it so
    nicely, how can I possibly refuse?" 

     

     

    The next morning, Blake recalled with delight the thrilling night
    they had shared, and had actually hoped that he could convince her
    to defer their trip once more. 

     

    She could see what he was trying to do. Much as she adored his
    methods for distracting her, she knew the time had come for them to
    go back and face whatever fears haunted them both. 

     

    Blake felt terribly gloomy as they neared their destination. But
    they were welcomed so warmly by the Jeromes that he could not help
    but smile back at each of the family and return their hugs and
    kisses. 

     

    He felt as though he were poised on a knife edge as he walked into
    the house. 

     

    But Arabella, on the other hand, seemed completely calm and
    unflustered, so that he allowed himself to relax. 

     

    He immediately tensed again like a cobra about to strike, however,
    when he discovered that both Adam and Oliver were in the drawing
    room, and indeed, had been paying court to Ellen and Georgina in
    their absence. 

     

    Was he imagining things, or did the brothers pay special attention
    to Arabella and inquire after her health more than once? 

     

    Arabella was calm as always, and did not seem to react to her
    cousins or the house in any particular way. She enjoyed everyone's
    company, and only Blake seemed to be uneasy. 

     

    He began to dread going up to their old chamber as the evening
    progressed. It would only serve to remind him… 

     

    She nudged him with her foot. "I said, darling, it was a long trip,
    so I'm sure no one will mind if we retire early." 

     

    "What, oh, er, no." 

     

    Adam seethed and Blake looked at him once more. Surely he wouldn't
    have dared…. But someone had attacked his wife. Adam and Oliver
    would bear watching. If anyone had had a reason to be furious it was
    them. 

     

    Of course, it could have been Martin or Samuel. There was certainly
    something very wrong with the grim-faced, silver-eyed Martin.
    Something terrifying within him which defied explanation.  

     

    Or it could just have been some madman, a passing vagabond perhaps? 

     

    He looked at Adam and Oliver again. Surely neither could be the kind
    of fiend who could have done something so heinous to Arabella? 

     

    He cursed his own stupidity, suddenly feeling danger all around him.
    He should never have allowed her to convince him to return here. It
    could only spell disaster for them both. 

     

    He took his wife's arm and went upstairs. He decided to write to
    Antony Herriot at the clinic again in the morning and check with the
    local authorities. Perhaps that string of attacks and deaths so
    close to he and Arabella in London and now in this district had not
    been so random after all. 

     

    "Are you coming to bed?" she asked impatiently as he checked that
    the door was locked for the tenth time. 

     

    "Oh, er, yes. The wind is picking up. It's made me a bit unsettled." 

     

    But being back in their old room they had shared so passionately
    before their wedding had prompted a few pleasant memories for him
    too. 

     

    Banishing his unease, he stripped off his clothes with a grin. Blake
    got into bed beside her, sitting on the mattress facing her. He held
    up on index finger in front of him, and licked it. 

     

    "Darling, what on earth are you doing? There's no draft. All the
    windows are shut." 

     

    "You once said to me I could set you on fire with only one finger.
    So thought it might be fun to try." 

     

    She giggled happily and reclined on the bed in her most seductive
    pose. 

     

    "You must have been raised in a harem." 

     

    "No, I grew up in your bed though. I became a woman." 

     

    "Technically it was your bed, but forever after, it shall be ours.
    Now just lie back and see if I succeed." 

     

    "Only if you let me try afterwards." 

     

    "Whatever you want, my darling, so long as you're happy." 

     

    "I am." 

     

    "Please God you stay that way." 

     

    She gazed at his close-off expression, the granite one having
    suddenly reappeared with their return to Jerome Manor. "You're not
    still worried about your meeting at Horse Guards, are you?" 

     

    "Of course I am. I couldn't bear being parted from you now," he
    said, the pain evident in his tone. 

     

    She grasped his thigh and squeezed. "You mustn't let your morbid
    fears get the better of you. It will all be fine." 

     

    "You're always the light in my darkness," he said as he trailed his
    single finger along each nipple, then down to her navel. 

     

    "As you are mine. It'll be fine, I promise, Blake. No one and
    nothing will ever separate us, not even death. Our love can endure
    anything. Trust to it, and the gods." 

     

    "I wish I could, Arabella. I love you more than life itself. It's
    just the rest of the world I don't trust." 

     

    She reached for him then, and all his worries flew away in the face
    of their whirlwind passion. 

     

     

    Adam had been thinking quickly ever since Blake had walked in with
    his wife. He had beaten Arabella, but no mention had been made of
    the assault. 

     

    She was looking well, and the Jeromes had no notion that anything
    was amiss. So what had happened that night after he had attacked and
    beaten her? He could only guess. 

     

    Blake was a logical man. He would have acted logically. Blake would
    have had to take her to an inn in a large town, Bristol or Bath. And
    Leonore said she had seen him shopping for his wife in Bath. So Bath
    it must have been. 

     

    His agile mind came up with yet another scheme to rid himself of
    Blake and the two women he had come to loathe because they knew his
    secret. 

     

    Rosalie more than enjoyed his bag of tricks, but lately Leonore had
    been insisting that they were made for each other, and he suspected
    that she had told a couple of people in the area about her
    interesting if unusual young lover. 

     

    She was also expecting money from him, and he and Oliver had gone as
    deeply as they dared without getting a definite undertaking to
    rescue their material circumstances in order to avoid debtor's
    prison. 

     

    Ellen would turn seventeen shortly; he had already asked for her
    hand, and been told he would have to wait until then. 

     

    Oliver was about to give up on Georgina on the grounds that both of
    them could not afford to cut a dash unless the sisters could somehow
    convince their Papa that they really ought to have a double wedding. 

     

    The only other loose end was Molly the maid. The rest of the women
    he had used to satisfy his need to hurt and maim had all been taken
    care of, though he was rapidly running out of his interesting drugs. 

     

    He would save his remaining supply for a special occasion. Neither
    Rosalie nor Leonore needed any. They were already so immoderate in
    their desires that to give them any would be gilding the lily. 

     

    His mind racing, he said goodnight to the Jeromes and headed home
    with his brother, who was happily unaware of the monstrous thoughts
    running through his head. 

     

    Adam had one more pair of stolen cufflinks of Blake's that he had
    rather fancied for himself, and a couple of other items. They would
    have an interesting use or two, he was sure. With a quick stop at
    the house, he told Oliver he was going on the prowl for whores, and
    said good night. 

     

    Oliver watched him stroll down the street and hail a cab. He shook
    his head. No. Now that he had a chance of someone decent like
    Georgina Jerome, he was ashamed of himself for his previous
    excesses. 

     

    Women were not just pieces of meat to be bought and sold. He could
    sow his wild oats once or twice more before he put his head in the
    noose, but Georgina was a pretty and fun little thing, who had let
    him have quite a few liberties already, and was obviously a
    passionate woman. If only he waited a bit longer, he could have
    everything he ever dreamed of, and not have anything more to do with
    his brother and his bizarre behaviour any longer. 

     

    Adam whistled as he ambled down Cheap Street and gave his usual
    quiet little knock. As usual, he was welcomed with open arms, and
    legs. 

     

    Leonore didn't put up much of a struggle. She was in the throes of
    an orgasm when he squeezed the life out of her. Her final gasp was
    indistinguishable from the noises of passion she usually made. Adam
    dropped the cufflink in the bed, and left without a backward glance. 

     

     

    The following afternoon, Adam got rid of Molly, taking her far
    enough away from the Jerome household not to run the risk of her
    being found for a time. He brought her to the brink of delight, and
    snapped her neck like a pullet's. 

     

    He pulled an embroidered handkerchief with the initials ‘BDS' out of
    his pocket and crumpled it, then dropped it a short distance away
    from the body. 

     

    Adam swung back into the saddle and returned to the Jerome household
    with tales of his pleasant ride with his brother, who looked
    puzzled, but took off his riding gloves, set down his crop, and said
    nothing.  

     

     

    On the third night, Adam paid his final visit to Rosalie, and never
    had he enjoyed her more. She had begged for sex first, begged for
    her life when she had eventually understood how much he had always
    loathed her. He tossed the second of the cufflinks into the bed
    beside her and declared, "Good riddance to bad rubbish." 

     

    Now he had to wait for the local magistrate Geoffrey Branson and his
    son Malcolm to find Molly and start asking questions, as would the
    police in Bath when they found the dead women and the matching
    cufflinks. 

     

     

    Adam watched and waited. As did the police. For once the murdered
    women were found, it was only logical to assume the same man had
    been involved. The scenes of the crimes were identical in nearly
    every respect. 

     

    Sadly, so were the women, in the sense that they had been most
    immoderate in their number of lovers. But a tall, dark-haired man
    was soon mentioned, and had even been linked to some assaults in a
    nearby village, Millcote. 

     

    A dead body had turned up there as well, and a handkerchief with
    initials. Further inquiries eventually led them to a house guest of
    the Jeromes, Dr. Blake David Sanderson. 

     

    He had known the two murdered women of quality, had in fact had a
    lengthy past history with them. He worked at a clinic in the East
    End of London for fallen women. A clinic which had treated quite a
    number of assaulted and strangled women. Women who had been poisoned
    with some very strange substance. 

     

    From there they had traced the pattern of the deaths from London to
    Bath. Though he seemed to be a respectable doctor with a devoted
    wife, it appeared he had fled London precipitately after several
    run-ins with the two dead women. 

     

    Moreover, the lovely young girl whom he had married had been his
    ward. They had suddenly married. Then he had turned up with her at
    The King's Arms in Bath, beaten to a pulp, according to the
    landlord. Never mind that he had tenderly nursed her back to health. 

     

    Malcolm Branson and his father had met Blake on a number of
    occasions, and could not believe it. Yet there seemed to be such a
    chain of evidence all leading to him. 

     

    If it were true, then poor young Arabella was in dreadful danger.
    They had been keeping an eye on him, had not seen him acting in any
    suspicious way. But who knew what was going on behind closed doors? 

     

    At last, about a fortnight after they had begun investigating, they
    received word from a small tavern outside of Reading, The Bishop's
    Mitre, that Blake had been passing himself off as married man,
    sharing a room with a lovely dark-haired woman who had fled from
    him. 

     

    She had apparently disappeared off to London with a kind apothecary
    from Bristol, Mr. Samuels, who was most concerned when he tried to
    seek her at the lodgings he had set her down at, and had had no
    luck. 

     

    Malcolm sighed as his father wrote out the warrant for Blake's
    arrest. They mustered their deputies to go fetch their suspect, by
    force if need be. 
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    Blake and Arabella had never been happier the fortnight they spent
    at the Jeromes. As each day had passed, with nothing untoward or
    worrisome occurring, Blake had eventually relaxed and been delighted
    that Arabella seemed so much better. 

     

    She went out riding with her husband, the Jerome girls and her
    cousins every day, and they began to make plans for the new house
    they would begin to build as soon as they settled on exactly the
    right spot on the estate.  

     

    The only cloud on Blake's horizon was that his valet Timothy
    couldn't find a few of his personal items, some cufflinks, a ring,
    his old watch. A search had turned up Arabella's seed-pearl reticule
    with a couple of the items in it, though she had no recollection of
    how they had come to be there. 

     

    When Molly the maid disappeared, along with some cash from the
    housekeeping money, the other servants guessed she had got herself
    into trouble with the wealthy gent she had boasted was going to take
    her away from her life of menial servitude, and thought nothing more
    of it. 

     

    When she turned up dead, they guessed that the group of highwaymen
    which had plagued the district a couple of years before were back on
    the roads again. 

     

    Vanessa Stone's half-brother Gerald had been the insane mastermind
    behind the criminal gang. Though the Bransons had done their best to
    bring the men responsible to justice, there was no telling if they
    had got everyone in the group. 

     

    Martin Jerome, as Arabella discovered to her horror, had been one of
    their victims, beaten to a pulp, strung up in a tree and left for
    dead. 

     

    Blake began to grow uneasy once more, though he felt chagrined for
    ever having suspected Adam or Oliver, who seemed to make young Ellen
    and Georgina very happy. So happy that their fond Papa agreed to a
    double wedding, to take place in June. 

     

    "I don't think you should go out riding so often, all of you, not
    until the highwaymen are caught," Blake complained to Arabella one
    morning as she donned her riding habit. 

     

    "You're coming with me, aren't you?" 

     

    "Yes, of course." 

     

    "Then I shall be perfectly safe." 

     

    She planted a kiss on his cheek, and sauntered out the door, her
    little hat perched at a jaunty angle, her split skirt swinging with
    every long stride. He watched her go with a mixture of breathless
    admiration and a sudden fit of nerves. He tried to tell himself he
    was being silly. Nothing could happen in broad daylight. 

     

    No, it was Philip Marshall's fault, for he had got a note from him
    that morning saying he looked forward to seeing him in London soon,
    and to look after Arabella. 

     

    Was it he who had attacked her? It just didn't make sense. 

     

    His musing left Blake distracted, so much so that when the skies
    darkened with storm clouds he should have insisted they go back. 

     

    "I'll race you to the end of the lane," Arabella said with a laugh.
    Before he could stop her she was galloping off full tilt. 

     

    A hare springing out of the hedgerows which edged each side of the
    lane startled her horse. Before she could even cling to his mane,
    the gelding had thrown her onto the leaf-strewn ground. 

     

    "Arabella! Oh, God, Arabella!" Blake shouted. He flung himself out
    of the saddle and knelt beside her. "Speak to me." 

     

    She pulled his head down and kissed him resoundingly on the lips. 

     

    "Oh, Lord, you scared the wits out of me. Don't ever, ever do that
    again." 

     

    He cradled her in his arms for a moment, before examining her all
    over and helping her get to her feet. 

     

    "It's all right," she said, smiling at him until she saw his white
    face, saw his hands shaking. "It's all right. I'm fine." She took
    his hands to steady them in her own. 

     

    "I'm sorry. It's that note of Philip's. It has me all on edge. Is it
    a threat, or a sign he's trying to help?" 

     

    "He wouldn't ask to see us in London if he were trying to threaten
    us. I know I don't remember everything, but I know he never tried to
    hurt or take advantage of me. You mention his name and I have only
    warm feelings towards him." 

     

    He scowled as he thought of the kisses that she had shared with him.
    Warm indeed. But she was his now, now and forever. "Come on, love,
    let's get you back home and into a hot bath." 

     

    He cupped his hands and swung her back up into the saddle, and took
    hold of her bridle. "We need to go quickly, but sedately. That storm
    is about to hit. The last thing we need is for our mounts to be
    spooked." 

     

    They got back to the Manor just as the storm began to pelt the slate
    roof unmercifully. 

     

    "Are Ellen and Georgina back safely?" Blake asked, suddenly feeling
    a shudder of unease as he heard the crinkle of Philip's note in his
    pocket. 

     

    "Yes, sir," the butler replied. 

     

    "My wife fell from her horse. Tell them to prepare a tray for her in
    her room, if you please, and make our apologies for dinner to the
    others." 

     

    "Yes, sir." 

     

    He lifted Arabella despite her protests. Once they were upstairs in
    their chamber he stripped her off to check for bruises while the tub
    filled. He shook his head at the marks on her back. 

     

    "All I can say is it's a dashed good thing you married a doctor.
    You've saved yourself a small fortune not having to pay for my
    services." 

     

    Her eyes sparkled wickedly. "I can think of a few ways of repaying
    you." 

     

    He ignored her sultry look and placed her in the steaming water to
    soak while he got out clean clothes for her. 

     

    But the last thing she wanted was to be dressed and put to bed like
    a sick patient. As soon as she got out of the tub, she began to
    strip off his cravat and waistcoat, planting kisses all over the
    flesh she gradually bared. 

     

    "But darling, we can't. Your fall. You might be injured." 

     

    "Only if you reject me, Blake. I have an entirely different kind of
    riding and tumbling in mind." 

     

    "You're a bad girl." 

     

    "I know, but you love me anyway, don't you?" she said with a grin. 

     

    His eye bored into her, his expression so intense it almost
    frightened her. "I love you all ways. And always, forever. I don't
    know what would ever do without the joy you bring me. I've come so
    close to losing you…" 

     

    "No, darling, this is forever. I don't care if I never remember
    everything. The past doesn't matter, only our bright and happy
    future." 

     

    He held her tightly. Soon her soothing fingers became red hot pokers
    prodding on his desires to a fever pitch. He could barely get on a
    protector, his hands shook so badly with suppressed desire. 

     

    As Blake entered Arabella's lush welcoming body with a hoarse cry of
    need and longing, he thought he could never get enough of her. That
    even as he made love with her there was still so much more deep
    within for them to share, for him to know. 

     

    Then she moved her hips against him. "It's all here, love, all of
    me. Nothing hidden. Can't you see my love for you?" 

     

    At last he could see it. As he climaxed again and again inside of
    her, caught in a storm of passion over which he had no control, he
    realised he didn't wish to have control any longer. 

     

    He simply had to love Arabella heart and soul, and trust to his
    fate. For surely to try harness and curb their love as he had done
    was to deny himself, and to attempt to rein in the wind or the
    tides. 

     

    He went rising up and crashing down on the ebb and flow of their
    passion. With one final plunge and groan as she called out his name,
    he collapsed upon her, clutching her fiercely to him. 

     

    The indigo sky gave way to blackest night, and overwhelmed, he
    slept.  

     

    The young girl was sprawled on the bed, her legs wide, begging for
    help. Oliver shook his head. He should never have agreed to this. 

     

    He had told himself it would be one final time before he settled
    down to be a decent husband to Georgina, for Mr. Jerome had caved in
    and said both sisters could marry in June. He could hardly wait. 

     

    Georgina had given herself to him so ardently the night before that
    he got the most rampaging horn just thinking about it. He was
    bulging with desperate need. 

     

    If he couldn't be with her tonight, he just had to find an outlet.
    Had to discover if any other woman could make him feel like this, or
    if Georgina really was special to him, as he had come to suspect. 

     

    What had started out as a quest for her fortune had become head over
    heels lust, if not love. He burned with desire, but not as much as
    the young whore before him. 

     

    "I can't. This is madness. It can't be normal. I say, Adam, what
    have you been giving--" 

     

    His brother stepped closer to the bed, and bunching up his fist,
    smashed the girl in the mouth. 

     

    Oliver's eyes widened. At first he thought he had been seeing
    things, but Adam punched her in the face again. 

     

    "Steady on. She's not putting up a struggle or anything. Far from
    it. I say, Adam, enough is enough," Oliver said in horror, as Adam
    hit the hapless girl again, until she cowered away from him in a
    tight, weeping ball. 

     

    "Carnal relations with women is one thing, this is quite another.
    Get a hold of yourself!" 

     

    "She loves it. They all love it. You can hear her groaning." 

     

    "That's not-" But he could see his brother wasn't listening to him. 

     

    Adam was fumbling with his trousers, and cursed after a time.
    "Nothing, still nothing," he muttered. "My damned accident." 

     

    "Adam, you can't go around beating women like this!" Oliver said,
    truly shocked. "Sooner or later someone is going to report you. Us
    sharing the girls was a bit of fun, but I just wanted a bit of a
    lark, not to get arrested for rape or assault! We're supposed to be
    getting married in a couple of months. We can't risk talk." 

     

    "They all keep quiet, don't worry. They don't want to be accused of
    asking for it. Look at that Neville whore. Her and her husband never
    said a word about it, even though I gave it to her good," Adam said
    with an evil smile. 

     

    He uncorked the brandy bottle and took a hefty swig. "I'll be
    watching and waiting my chance again, just you wait and see. And
    this time, I will swive her. I've got money now, for both of us.
    Cleaned out those two dead old bitches, didn't I? I'm going to go to
    a good doctor in Bristol, said to be an expert. He can help me get
    my manhood back, I know he can. I'm only young. It's so unfair.
    What's wrong with these bitches that they can't make me happy?" 

     

    Oliver listened to his brother's tirade in silence, his mind reeling
    from the enormity of it all. He tried to say in a conversational
    tone, "When did you do Arabella? You never said a word about your
    triumph." 

     

    "It was her wedding night. Hah! Only sorry I didn't get to be the
    first after all. Blake was already poking the fire. But I'll go see
    the doctor and get it all back. Then I'll poke her fire in earnest.
    It will sure keep that husband of hers guessing. Did she want me
    after all, did I give her a disease… 

     

    "She was ours. We could have had her and her money if it hadn't been
    for him. So now we're going to have her money, and his. He's going
    to be tried for murder. Once he's hanged, we'll have the widowed
    Arabella, and all his wealth and hers." 

     

    "Hanged? I don't understand. What's he done?" Oliver asked in
    genuine alarm. 

     

    "It's what I've done." He smiled proudly. "His two paramours are
    both dead now. Rotten pair of whores the pair of them, so good
    riddance. They had some good jewels though, so we're all set for a
    while. Enough to carry us through to you getting married to
    Georgina. That Rosalie got hers. Leonore Ross too. 

     

    "I left evidence behind in the beds. A cufflink each from a pair I
    got the maid to steal. Got her to thieve from them first, and then I
    did her and all. If they haven't arrested Blake yet, they soon will. 

     

    "As soon as they do, I move in to offer our consolation and help to
    Arabella, marry her, and we're home free. More wealth than we've
    ever dreamed of. Then once Arabella is out of the way, I can have
    Ellen too. Or maybe even both at the same time, once the doctor gets
    my rooster to crow again..." 

     

    Lost in his fantasy world, Adam turned his attention back to the
    gasping girl. It was then Oliver realized that in all the time he
    had been whoring with his brother, he had never once seen him stand
    at attention. The fall from the horse must have…. 

     

    Now he noticed the powder in his hands, which he was rubbing on the
    girl's mound. 

     

    Oliver understood it all now, and felt sick to his stomach, repelled
    by what he had allowed himself to be enticed into. He had been so
    immoderate, he had become involved in what amounted to little better
    than rape, torture and murder. 

     

    "What is that rubbish?" he asked. "Is this why they've been acting
    so oddly?" 

     

    "Yes, wonderful, isn't it? Makes them beg for it." 

     

    "Isn't it dangerous? I mean, I heard about some girls in London,
    around Bethnal Green, who had died of some sort of strange
    poisoning." 

     

    "I tried it once myself. It sort of helped give me a bit of a rise,
    but I still couldn't manage and it was painful. I didn't use it
    again. But it didn't kill me." 

     

    Oliver said, "I think she's had enough, don't you? I mean, if you're
    not um, feeling well, what are you going to-" 

     

    Adam held up his hand, and bunched his fingers together. Then he
    reached in his bag, and laid a couple of items on the bed. 

     

    Wide-eyed, Oliver struggled into his trousers and grabbed the rest
    of his clothes. "I'll see you later," he gasped, and fled. 

     

    He stumbled down the stairs, shaking so badly he could barely
    control his limbs. 

     

    What on earth was he to do? Adam was his brother. 

     

    But Blake and Arabella were decent people. Adam had attacked her,
    and they had done nothing? He scarecely knew what to think. 

     

    Adam had harmed Rosalie and Leonore? 

     

    That would be easy enough to discover. He would go find out for
    himself. 

     

    Then what? If it were true… 

     

    If it were true, then his brother was trying to frame Blake for
    murder. Kill an innocent man. 

     

    Rosalie and Leonore had not been innocent, but they had not deserved
    to be killed either. 

     

    Oliver got down to the bottom of the stairs and sat, donning the
    rest of his clothing with trembling hands. 

     

    When he was certain he looked respectable and could stand up without
    clutching onto the wall for support, he rose, and headed toward the
    nearest main thoroughfare where he could find a cab. 

     

    Go to Pulteney Bridge, then Cheap Street. I'll see Rosalie and
    Leonore. All of this was nothing more than Adam's drunken,
    drug-induced ravings. Whatever that black powder was, it made people
    do unusual things, but he wasn't a rapist, a fiend…. All would be
    well. 

     

    And if it wasn't? 

     

    Then Oliver would have to decide: let Adam or Blake hang. 

     

    It wasn't a choice he wanted to make, but he couldn't think about
    that now.  

     

    He hurried on faster, suddenly convinced he was running out of time. 
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    Blake was so exhausted after the cataclysmic night he had spent with
    Arabella, he did not rouse even after she got up, bathed, and
    dressed in her riding habit. She kissed him, and he opened one
    sleepy eye. 

     

    "Good morning, love." 

     

    "Good morning, my guardian angel. Last night was heaven, Blake.
    Thank you." 

     

    "Then what are you doing out of this bed?" He reached for her, and
    frowned when he saw the way she was dressed. "Darling, you just got
    thrown yesterday." 

     

    "And you know the solution to that. Get back up on the horse." 

     

    He shook his head. "That's only if you're afraid. Not injured.
    Darling, please don't overdo things. You need to rest." 

     

    "A quick ride before breakfast, and then we can go over to see
    Clifford and Vanessa." 

     

    "All right. But if you're not back in an hour I'm coming after you." 

     

    Arabella gave her husband a warm, loving kiss, and vanished out the
    door. 

     

    He stared at the closed portal before dragging himself out of the
    bed and performing his morning toilette. 

     

    He had just finished shaving when he heard a tap at the door.
    Timothy entered, looking timid and rather sheepish. 

     

    "If you please, sir, Mr. Geoffrey Branson the magistrate and his son
    are here to speak with you," the valet said. 

     

    "Me? Not Mr. Jerome?" Blake asked, his brows raising. 

     

    "No, sir. You, sir." 

     

    "Well, come help me finish dressing, then," Blake instructed, giving
    his face a last rinse and swiping it with a towel. 

     

    "The good lady wife not here to help, sir?" he asked with a grin. 

     

    "Not this morning, no. She's out riding." 

     

    "And she's far better at undressing you than dressing," he said with
    a cheeky grin. 

     

    Blake winked at him in the mirror. "You won't hear me complain. But
    she may put you out of a job if I never trouble to dress at all." 

     

    "In which case, I'd say I didn't mind. Glad to see you so happy,
    sir. You and the young lady, of course." 

     

    "Thank you. Yes, we are happy." 

     

    Blake's joy vanished like the early morning mist when Geoffrey and
    Malcolm, waiting for him in the study, informed him as to the
    reasons for their visit. 

     

    He felt like a caged tiger as he looked at the three dark-suited men
    they had brought with them to arrest him. 

     

    "Good God, you can't be serious!" he exploded. "I'm a doctor! I save
    lives, I don't take them!" 

     

    "Even a doctor can be driven to murder if he's trying to protect
    himself from, say, blackmail?" 

     

    "I'm telling you, I haven't done anything wrong! I haven't seen
    either of those two women for weeks. I'm a happily married man,"
    Blake protested as Malcolm Branson and his father Geoffrey continued
    to question him. 

     

    "Ask my wife, the servants. As for Molly the serving girl, I
    wouldn't even know what she looked like! We were away from here for
    weeks. How could I have been having an affair with her?" 

     

    "We know where you were, sir. With a very badly beaten young lady
    who answers to the description of your wife. Why did you attack
    her?" 

     

    "I didn't! I found her-" Even as the words left his mouth he
    realised how lame they sounded, making him seem all the more guilty.
    "I would never hurt Arabella in a million years." 

     

    "The fact is that these assaults on women began when you came into
    the district. Your property was found at the scene of each murder." 

     

    "What property?" 

     

    "A cufflink, and a handkerchief." 

     

    "One cufflink? Where?" 

     

    "One at each place." 

     

    "Two different cufflinks?" 

     

    "No, one each of the same pair," Malcolm admitted. 

     

    "But don't you see, if I had lost one why would I wear only one?
    Were they killed on the same night?" 

     

    "No, three days apart." 

     

    "And which cufflinks are they? My valet has access to all of my
    things. Indeed any servant in the house would. Some of my things
    have gone missing. We assumed Molly had taken them. You can ask my
    valet!" 

     

    Malcolm presented them. They were a black onyx pair, which he had
    not laid eyes on since before his wedding. 

     

    He shook his head. "I haven't worn them since before I got married.
    Someone stole them and planted them." 

     

    "We would expect you to say that," Geoffrey Branson said mildly. He
    was having a hard time believing this heir to the Jerome estate
    could possibly be such a monster, but the evidence forced him to
    consider the possibility. 

     

    "We have to pursue every line of inquiry. We need to match up names,
    dates and places, talk to your valet, the other servants. The fact
    is that there is a string of beaten, strangled or poisoned women
    from London to here, from your clinic, right the way through various
    inns all the way to Bristol." 

     

    "I'll help in any way I can. I know I haven't done anything wrong.
    I'm happy to answer all of your questions, but I need to find my
    wife first. I want to make sure she's safe, and she can speak with
    you, tell you all is well." 

     

    "And who was the woman you pretended to be married to at the inn
    outside Reading back in December?" Malcolm asked, trying to take him
    by surprise. "She was brought to London by a kindly apothecary, and
    vanished from her William Street lodgings." 

     

    "That was Arabella. She didn't vanished. The lease on her
    step-brother Peter's chambers expired. She moved into my house as my
    ward, and she's been with me safely ever since." 

     

    Father and son looked at each other in surprise. 

     

    "Please, let me go get my wife. She has a bit of a memory problem
    after the attack upon her, but she can tell you how we met, and that
    she was the woman at Rede Village." 

     

    They were about to go out to seek Arabella when Oliver Neville burst
    into the room, shaking from head to toe. 

     

    "Please, you have to listen to me. You've got the wrong man. Blake
    hasn't done anything. It's my brother Adam who's to blame for all of
    this." 

     

    "What?" Malcolm gasped. 

     

    Blake stared at him, stunned. 

     

    Oliver nodded. "I didn't believe him at first when Adam boasted
    about what he had done, killed them and planted evidence to make it
    look like Blake had done it. But it's true. They're both dead. I've
    just heard the news and came straight here. Adam said Blake would be
    blamed, that he would hang," he panted. ""I also heard that the
    authorities were here to arrest you. I say, Blake, I'm so sorry--" 

     

    "They haven't arrested me yet, but will if I can't give a good
    account of myself," Blake said. 

     

    Oliver continued to tremble. "Adam said, oh God, he said he attacked
    Arabella. On your wedding night. Is this true?" 

     

    Blake nodded, so furious he almost choked. "I found her under a tree
    that night. It has to be true. It has to be Adam. Whoever attacked
    her is the only person who knew about it. I kept it quiet so that
    she wouldn't be accused or thought ill of. He would have lied to
    ruin her, and said she had gone to him willingly. He beat her to a
    pulp." He took a ragged breath. "I can't tell, but I think he also
    raped her." 

     

    Oliver shook his head vehemently. "He didn't. He can't manage." 

     

    "What?!" 

     

    "He had a bad riding accident. He told me himself he didn't. You
    don't have to fear on that score. But he plans to get rid of you so
    he can marry her. He says once he has enough money, he know a doctor
    who can restore his manhood, and then he will-" 

     

    Geoffrey stepped forward now, having heard more than enough to know
    Adam Neville had to be stopped. 

     

    "Will you testify against your own brother?" 

     

    Oliver blinked, swallowed back his tears, and then nodded. "I have
    to. He's out of control. He has some sort of strange black powder
    he's been using on the women we've been-" 

     

    He stopped before he incriminated himself completely. "Well, I
    thought it was all in fun, a bit of sport, that the girls were
    willing. Not all of them were, I can see that now. He beat them even
    if they were. It excited him." 

     

    "Good God, the black powder. All those women in London, and now
    here," Blake said in horror. "It wasn't a coincidence after all. He
    really did come to Somerset. Has been preying on women all along.
    Arabella thinks she can trust him, since you are all cousins.
    Friends!" He grabbed Oliver by the lapels. "Where's that bastard
    now?" 

     

    "I thought he was here! We were supposed to go riding as usual with
    the girls." 

     

    Geoffrey issued his orders at once. "Everyone spread out and find
    him. If you can't find him, get the girls back here to safety." 

     

    "Oh God, Arabella," Blake groaned. 

     

    "We'll find her!" Oliver moved toward the door. 

     

    "No!" Geoffrey insisted. "You're a material witness, as well as
    possible accomplice. You stay with this constable. Everyone else,
    spread out. Alert the Jeromes and all the servants. Search the
    entire estate, and arrest Adam Neville on sight." 

     

    Blake ran out the door as if for his life. For if anything happened
    to Arabella, his life would truly be over. 
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    Adam had seen the carriages in the drive, and taken great delight in
    the thought of Blake being hauled off to prison, leaving him with a
    clear run at Arabella. 

     

    He had gone around the side of the house to see if he could peep in
    the library. Though he couldn't see or hear anything clearly through
    the muffling curtains, the final words of the magistrate had been
    all too clear, and plunged him into a panic. 

     

    "Arrest me?" he muttered. How could they have possibly found out…. 

     

    The clop of horse's hooves approaching made him look around wildly.
    He ran to the stables and swung up onto his usual waiting mount. He
    galloped towards Arabella and with a broad grin said, "I'll race
    you." 

     

    "What about the others?" she asked innocently. 

     

    "They'll meet us at the folly at the top of the hill." 

     

    "All right." She wheeled her mount around, unaware of the sudden
    commotion in the Jerome household. 

     

    She did her best to keep up with Adam, and smiled in triumph as she
    reached the marble monument and jumped down to rest upon one of the
    benches. 

     

    "Beat you!" she said. 

     

    "No, I beat you," he said in a low tone. 

     

    "What? I was distinctly first." 

     

    "You told them, didn't you?" 

     

    "Told them what?" she asked, puzzled at his grim expression. 

     

    "That I attacked you. Beat you. Tried to rape you. They're coming
    for me." 

     

    "No, I never said a word against you. How could I? I didn't tell
    anyone about my accident," she gasped. "I can't even remember what
    happened. You're my cousin. You would never--" 

     

    Yet even as she said the words, Arabella knew. She tried to keep her breathing even. "I
    know you love me. You'd never-" 

     

    He grabbed her roughly, yanking her hair backwards so she was forced
    to confront his evil leer. "Oh yes I would. I would, and I did. And
    I'm going to again now. If I can't have you, Blake sure as hell
    can't either." 

     

    His hands locked around her throat. Her eyes bulged as he began to
    squeeze the life out of her. She recalled how she had unmanned him
    before, and brought one knee up hard enough to graze the fork of his
    thighs. 

     

    She fell to the ground heavily as he clutched himself in agony. She
    heard the sound of pounding hooves and Blake's shout, though he was
    still some distance away. 

     

    "Arabella, get away from him, now! He killed Leonore and Rosalie." 

     

    She gasped and scrambled away as it all came flooding back to her at
    last, almost paralyzing her with horror. The last few pieces of the
    puzzle of her lost memories which had eluded her now clicked into
    place. 

     

    She began to retch, great heaving sobs which made her feel as though
    she would be torn in two. She wrung her hands in agony, yanking off
    her gloves in the process. 

     

    Adam grabbed the shuddering girl and was about to snap her neck like
    a twig when she clawed his hands with her now-bared fingernails. She
    went tumbling onto the ground once more as Blake launched himself at
    Adam. They struggled for a moment. 

     

    Then Adam skirted around Blake to the saddle of his horse, and
    pulled out the musket he used for hunting. He aimed it straight at
    Blake's chest. 

     

    Arabella threw herself against Adam's knees and sent him toppling
    sideways. The weapon fell near a puddle of mire. Blake and Adam
    sprawled on the ground, struggling like two enraged tigers. 

     

    Blake let his emotions get the better of him. He hauled Adam up off
    the ground by his shirt front and tried to beat to a pulp the man
    who had harmed his wife. But Adam was almost superhuman in his
    strength and desperation, and began to pummel Blake around the head
    unmercifully with his fists. 

     

    Blake knew this was a fight to the death for them both unless help
    came soon. Death for him, and perhaps a fate worse than death for
    Arabella if he didn't stop her cousin. 

     

    Blake tried to summon up all of his soldierly fighting skills, but
    Adam was like a wild animal. He rained blow after blow upon Blake's
    face, ears, stomach, until he was flattened against the marble wall
    of the folly and the only thing he could do was defend himself ever
    more weakly. 

     

    Arabella screamed and tried to pull Adam off her husband. He was too
    strong for her and flung her off like a tiny clinging kitten. Then
    with one smooth dive he rolled and brought up the musket once more. 

     

    Blake raised his hands and hissed through bloodied lips, "You won't
    get away with any of this. The magistrates know all of it. Oliver
    told them everything. How you murdered Rosalie and Leonore, raped
    those women, drugged them. Killed them. That powder stops the
    kidneys from functioning. 

     

    "You thought you were having a bit of fun in your own sick mind. But
    you've left a trail of injured and dead women everywhere you've
    been. No one could possibly think it was me now. Even having that
    poor maid Molly steal my cufflinks and leaving them in their beds
    didn't convince them. You're going to hang! You'll never have
    Arabella or her money." 

     

    Adam smirked. "If I'm going to hang anyway, then one more murder
    won't make any difference, now will it? And I can still have her in
    the time it takes them to get here." He leered. "Have her again the
    way I did the last time." 

     

    Blake shook his head. "Oliver told me the truth about that as well.
    How your back was injured and you can't manage to consummate
    relationships. You beat Arabella, groped her, but you never raped
    her. 

     

    "It's all over for you. And none of it was worth it, now was it? You
    still didn't get back what you lost, and now you and your brother
    are going to prison as well." 

     

    Adam paused for a moment. "Oliver didn't do anything. It was all me.
    I did it. I beat them, killed them. He never knew I dumped the
    bodies. He never knew about Leonore and Rosalie." 

     

    Blake shrugged. "Glad to see you have some decency left after all.
    But you were going to let me hang, and I never did you any harm." 

     

    Adam scowled blackly. "You got in my way, made a fool of me!" 

     

    "I loved him all along. It wasn't to make a fool of you!" Arabella
    shouted, trying to knock him over again. 

     

    He stood as solidly as a rock. "Well, I may not get Arabella, but
    you two won't have each other either." 

     

    "No! No! I'll go with you, I'll do anything you ask, only please
    don't kill him," Arabella begged, grabbing his left arm as he
    brought the barrel up inexorably to level it at Blake's head. 

     

    "I need you a widow, dear. All his money, and yours. All mine.
    Sorry, old sport. You should have just let me have her in the first
    place. I'd have let you have her once I grew tired of her. But now I
    have more than I ever dreamed of, so I guess I have to thank you." 

     

    "No!" 

     

    Blake lurched forward to grab the barrel, try to deflect the shot.
    Adam pulled the trigger, and the stench of burning powder filled
    their nostrils. Arabella expected a gasp from her husband, for him
    to fall to the ground, but there was nothing except a surprised look
    on his face and no blood. 

     

    "This musket never was worth a damn," Adam muttered, before bringing
    it up sideways with both hands to smash Blake in the face. Blake
    went flying backwards, and crashed into the marble wall. 

     

    "But it will work just as well as a club." 

     

    He took the barrel in both hands, and swung it straight for Blake's
    head to crack it like a walnut. 

     

    Arabella screamed and grabbed Adam's elbow, trying to deflect the
    vicious blow. 

     

    Suddenly there was a crash and then a huge roar, and she could feel
    herself flying backwards. 

     

    Then she was flat on her back looking up at the sky, hardly able to
    breathe. She was partly pinned under a huge heavy weight, and pushed
    with all her might at Adam, who had landed on top of her, his back
    against her chest. 

     

    "Arabella, my God, Arabella," Blake said, running up to his wife and
    heaving her cousin off her. 

     

    He ran his hands all over her gore-stained dress. But apart from
    some singed skin on her stomach where the powder had burnt right
    through to her bare skin, she was unharmed. 

     

    They stared at each other for a moment, hardly able to believe they
    were both still alive. Then he opened his arms wide and she threw
    herself into them. They clung to each other on the mired ground, and
    wept. 

     

    "It's over now. It's over," he whispered against her hair. 

     

    "Is it? Is it really?" 

     

    "Come, let's get you back to the house. You need to rest." He helped
    her to her feet, trying to shield her body and her eyes. 

     

    "But Adam-" 

     

    "No, my love. Don't look." 

     

    She caught a glimpse of red glistening on the grass, and doubled
    over, retching. 

     

    "Don't look," he said again, and led her away from Adam's
    eviscerated corpse. 
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    Blake had at last got his trembling wife out of the ruined riding
    habit and into a hot bath. He had forced Arabella to drink a cup of
    hot sweet tea, and now she was wrapped up in a night dress and quilt
    almost sitting on top of the fire, 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 dress with a high lace
    collar, she looked like the small child he recalled from so many
    years ago, innocent and fresh and unspoiled. 

     

    He stroked her hair back from her brow. "I love you, you know that,
    dearest, don't you? There is nothing you can't say to me." 

     

    "I just can't believe what he did to me." 

     

    "Tried to do, Arabella. He beat you, but at least we know for sure
    now that he never raped you, never gave you a disease, and that 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, Arabella. You were so strong for
    me when we had to cope with the carriage accident. You saved my life
    then. I'm asking you to save it again. Make me a whole man, banish
    my fears. Let us both put the past behind us, and be happy." 

     

    She nodded. "You make me strong, Blake. I know you'll protect me
    this time, just as you always have." 

     

    "I've tried. Malcolm and Geoffrey Branson know the whole story now.
    Oliver told them everything he knows. It's a dreadful story. I can
    scarcely credit it myself, even having seen the results of his
    depravity with my own eyes." 

     

    "How can we possibly explain this to the poor Jeromes. I mean, the
    girls were all set to marry them!" She gave another long shudder of
    horror. "The family has been through so much already." 

     

    "Malcolm agreed we shouldn't tell the whole truth. Adam is dead now,
    so what difference can it possibly make to reveal it all? We're
    telling everyone he went berserk and tried to kill me over some
    gambling debts. Not everyone will accept that explanation, but if we
    all stick to the same story, it will blow over." 

     

    "Will Oliver be charged?" she asked quietly after a time. 

     

    He shrugged. "I'm going to make a case for him not being. He was
    misguided and stupid, and certainly did wrong, but he's not a
    vicious criminal. He's truly horrified by what he's done, what he
    could have become. We'll find a suitable punishment for him, never
    fear. 

     

    "I'm also discharging all of their debts. As soon as the news spread
    of Adam's death they flocked like vultures. It appears your cousins
    were fond of gambling. Adam ran up a fortune of debt trying to
    create a good impression to win your hand in marriage to get their
    hands upon your wealth. I know it isn't my responsibility. Malcolm
    told me that. It's just that I don't see any reason why these
    blameless people have to lose out because Adam was a thief, liar and
    degenerate." 

     

    "I can't believe he killed so many poor women," she sighed. 

     

    "If I hadn't been so preoccupied with nursing you, I would have
    heard about the most recent poisoning cases in Bristol and Bath.
    There was so much evidence, but I couldn't think about anything
    other than you and getting you well after you were assaulted."  

     

    "I was so scared." 

     

    He held her close. "I know. It must have been terrible to have
    someone you trusted turn on you like that. And today, you must have
    thought he was going to attack you again." 

     

    "No." She shook her head vehemently. "I meant I was terrified he was
    going to kill you. It was all I could think about. My worst
    nightmare come true. It was a fight to the death. If the powder
    hadn't been damp, he would have shot you in cold blood for certain. 

     

    "Then he tried to club you to death. If he hadn't hit the stone wall
    so hard and made the barrel explode, the gods only know what would
    have happened to you. To us both." 

     

    "Yet despite the danger, you tried to save me. I saw the way you
    fought him, like a tigress defending her cubs." 

     

    "It was the least I could do for you. You were my guardian angel
    from the moment I met you." 

     

    He sighed, and the tears began to fall anew. "If that were true,
    then Adam would never have had a chance to attack you." 

     

    "You can't blame yourself entirely, my love," she said, reaching up
    to dry his eyes. "Philip warned me. He said not to trust in
    appearances. To just believe you loved me. To trust in our love
    blindly, without any doubts or hesitations. 

     

    "If I had done that, none of the lies that Rosalie or Leonore told
    would have upset me. I never would have run out of the house and
    into Adam's clutches." 

     

    He hugged her tightly. "You can't blame yourself for what he did. He
    was a devil, a fiend. He assaulted, violated and murdered without an
    ounce of regret." 

     

    She 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. 

     

    "I'm so sorry you were so worried about me and so miserable because
    of it. Thank God he didn't rape me, give me a disease. He beat me,
    but I'm all right now. And I'm going to stay that way." 

     

    "I was miserable, yes, but relieved when you didn't remember
    anything. I was terrified of pregnancy and disease, it's true. But I
    was just so glad you were still alive, nothing else mattered. 

     

    "Your losing your memory was a blessing in a way. If you had told me
    it was Adam, I probably would have tried to kill him, and ended up
    in jail, leaving you unprotected. And if I hadn't killed him, well,
    I shudder to think what would have happened next. As long as he was
    alive, he would have kept on with his murderous career." 

     

    He nestled her against him tightly. "Coming so close to losing you,
    and you losing your memory, also gave me a second chance, however
    bad things were. I got to do it all over again, better the second
    time around. I got tell you the whole truth about how much I love
    you, and why I was terrified. 

     

    "I'm not frightened any more. I don't have a single doubt about the
    wisdom of what I've done in marrying my ward. I love and trust you,
    and I'm going to show you every day for the rest of your life 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." 

     

    Arabella suddenly heard the sound of crinkling paper next to her
    ear. "What's that?" she asked, poking at it. 

     

    He patted his breast pocket. "Oh, a letter from Peter. It arrived
    just after I finished giving my deposition to Geoffrey and his son." 

     

    "What does it say?" 

     

    "It's addressed to both of us." He frowned at the multiple addresses
    crossed out on the outside of it. "It's travelled all over the south
    of England to get here. I was going to save it, but if you're
    feeling up to it--" 

     

    "I am. Let's see what news he has." 

     

    He tore open the seal and scanned the first two lines. Then he
    laughed and shook his head, and it was as though a final cloud had
    been lifted from his heart and soul. 

     

    "What is it? What does it say?" 

     

    He cleared his suddenly choked throat and read aloud, 

     

    "Dearest Arabella and Blake, 

     

    "If you are reading this letter now, it is because my little
    matchmaking scheme has worked, and the two of you are safely
    married. Welcome to the family, Brother. For so I have always
    thought of you, and am delighted it is in fact as well as deed. 

     

    I hope you can forgive my machinations, both of you, but I couldn't
    think of any other way of bringing this most perfect of matches
    about. If any two people were meant for each other, it is the pair
    of you. 

     

    You, Belle, are too shy and retiring, though, and you, Blake, too
    modest and self-effacing to ever dare pursue her. Though the
    guardianship was no doubt a burden upon your conscience for some
    time, Blake, I feel sure that the two of you managed to work things
    out happily in the end. 

     

    I know that you will both look after each other and make each
    other's happiness, and you have my blessings now and for always. 

     

    Mr. Brown has been instructed to deliver this to you a month after
    you are wed, so that you will be sure that you have not done
    anything of which you should feel ashamed. You have made your best
    friend and brother a most happy man. 

     

    Warm kisses and hugs to you both, and I hope to be an uncle by the
    time I return from India. 

     

    With much love, Peter." 

    Arabella read it and re-read it, her eyes wide with wonder. "That
    sly little pup. Why, I have half a mind to give him a good telling
    off." 

     

    "Do you really? He was right, you know. We would never have met on
    the road if you hadn't been trying to go up to see him before he
    left." 

     

    She looked sheepish. "I was actually going up to beg him not to
    leave me in charge of a guardian. The good Lord only knows what
    would have happened to me if I hadn't been." 

     

    Blake lifted her into her arms and brought her over to the bed.
    "Don't even think about. You were, and we're safe and happy. And we
    have a lovely new home here with the Jeromes." 

     

    She shook her head. "Maybe in the future, but not now. We need to
    get to London quickly. You have your appointment at Horse Guards,
    and Philip is getting married," she said, sounding unutterably weary
    for a moment. 

     

    "Philip? Have we had another letter from him?" 

     

    "No." 

     

    "Then how do you know…" He frowned. "How is it possible? He never
    mentioned anyone special." 

     

    "He was my guardian too. He was the guardian of my person against
    Adam. I should have seen it. And you were the guardian of my heart.
    Now you can guard both, especially where we're going." 

     

    "Now, Arabella, we said we would talk about this--" 

     

    "No more talking," she whispered, as she moved to divest him of his
    clothes. "I love you. The rest can sort itself out one day at a
    time. So long as I have you guarding me, I'll be safe." 

     

    "You're the guardian of my heart now, love. It's all yours, given
    freely and for all time," he vowed, loosening her wrapper to lay his
    head between her breasts. 

     

    "I'll treasure it always, my darling Blake." She stroked her hands
    down her husband's hard body, thrilling them both as they worshipped
    each other.  

     

    "As I shall treasure you forever, my dearest Arabella." 

     

     

    Arabella woke with the dawn. Despite her husband's bleary-eyed
    protests, she wrapped each of them in a sheet. 

     

    "Trust me, my love." 

     

    "I do, always." 

     

    "Then come, darling." 

     

    They crept hand in hand down the servants' stairs and out the back
    of the house, onto the great wide expanse of fields, over toward the
    stream and the small flower-filled meadow she had been thinking was
    really the perfect place for them to build their new home in the
    future. 

     

    The dawn was just peeping up over the horizon, and though there was
    a chill in the air and the grass underfoot was soaked with dew, she
    felt only warmth and life. 

     

    Blake sensed it too. For as he looked around in the dim half-light
    of daybreak he realised he had seen it all before. Seen it, and felt
    awed. 

     

    Seen it the first night he had ever met Arabella, and every night
    since. And now it was here at last. 

     

    They stroked the sheets from one another's bare bodies and knelt on
    them on the grass as though in supplication. 

     

    He could taste dew, smell freshly mown grass, feel the glorious
    sunshine upon his face, the warmth penetrating his bones, his soul…
    A new life. 

     

    Spring was the season, flowers, bees, pollen, everything fresh and
    new, like her skin, her hair... 

     

    Unbound, flowing over Blake's bare body like a river as it cascaded
    down her shoulders, covering her voluptuous breasts, which peeped
    through the raven tresses. 

     

    He noted the stark contrast, the pink, white and black. Then
    Arabella was cradling his head against her, one nipple sliding
    unerringly into his mouth to nurture him, fill him with longing… 

     

    Blake trailed kisses along her bare shoulders, so creamy and soft,
    her slender throat. He kissed them all, then her rosy lips as his
    legs moved over hers. 

     

    He moved inside the warm circle of her arms, her body. 

     

    The rising sun blazed anew in all its glory, blinding him with its
    brilliance as she shimmered all around him, hot, wet, loving, a
    taste of heaven on earth as he poured out all his pent-up yearnings
    into her…. 

     

    Forever. 

     

    

 

    [bookmark: after]AFTERWORD 

     

    This novel came about during lunch with some friends one day. We
    wondered why serial killers seemed to be a particularly modern
    phenomenon. 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 country-wide or international
    communications and co-operating 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 an innocent woman made ward to a
    more worldly and jaded man became a dangerous tale of cat and mouse. 

     

    The Rakehells continue to have a rather thrilling life of their own,
    and as you can guess, the charming but enigmatic Philip Marshall is
    going to get his own miracle of love. All will then be revealed
    about his mysterious past in The Mistaken Miss.  

     

    There will also be more from Michael Avenel, Alistair Grant, Randall
    Avenel, Matthew Dane and the Jeromes soon as well. 

     

    For now, here's wishing you bliss. 

     

    [bookmark: fp]FREE PREVIEW 

     

    If you enjoyed this novel, why not try the next sensual romance in
    the Rakehell series? Here is a free preview: 

     

    THE MISTAKEN MISS 

     

    Book 7 of The Rakehell Regency Romance Series 

     

    The wrong woman! 

     

    Philip Marshall's plans to elope with Johanna Otway go awry when her
    twin sister Jasmine appears on his doorstep trying to prevent her
    sibling's ruination at the hands of London's most infamous rake. 

     

    Far from saving her sister, Jasmine is plunged headlong into
    disaster, and Philip's bed. For he does not realize the passionate
    woman he takes into his embrace is definitely not the arctic Johanna
    until it's too late. 

     

    Philip had fully intended to ruin the Otway family through the
    seduction of their heiress, little realizing that there are twin
    sisters. Now he finds himself drawn to Jasmine in the most
    unexpected ways. Who has seduced whom? 

     

    As Philip determines that Jasmine is the one woman in the world who
    can ever make him truly whole, he decides he does not even care
    about the Otway family fortune. Only by coming to terms with his
    horrendous hidden past, and gaining Jasmine's trust, can Philip face
    the future, and win the love of the remarkable woman whom a strange
    quirk of Fate has bestowed upon him. 

     

    Jasmine is a quiet bluestocking who rushes up to London to try to
    prevent her sister from eloping with the Ton's most notorious rake.
    But the man she meets is completely different from what she ever
    expected, and the magic between them produces one unforgettable
    night of love with far-reaching consequences. 

     

    For Jasmine's father Frederick is nothing if not implacable in his
    hatred of Philip and his family. He would rather see his own
    daughter dead than Philip happily in love with her, and sets about
    ruining both their lives with the deft skill of a cat playing with a
    mouse. 

     

    Johanna too is livid at losing her rich, handsome conquest to her
    quiet little sister, and is determined to seduce Philip away from
    Jasmine, the better to help her father ruin him. 

     

    Jasmine must trust to love, and uncover the truth about her family
    and the destruction her father has caused. Philip will need all his
    power and strength to keep Jasmine safe as their enemies close in… 

     

    CHAPTER ONE 

     

    May 1, 1815 

     

    "I'm here to see Mr. Philip Marshall, please." 

     

    Jaggers stared, dumbstruck. The butler knew he should ask for a card
    or further details about the girl's business, but he felt sure his
    master would want to see a woman of such outstanding loveliness no
    matter what she said she wanted. Even a notorious rake like his
    employer did not come across pulchritude such as this every day,
    plainly dressed though the young blonde was in a dark pelisse and
    gown which was damp and muddy at the hem. 

     

    Despite appearing at less than her best due to the weather, she was
    more beautiful than many of the women bedecked in the most expensive
    evening attire and jewels who paraded into the house and toward
    their own ruin. There was something about the way the girl held
    herself that proclaimed her proud, spirited, and interestingly,
    quite possibly more than a match for Philip Marshall. 

     

    "Please, Miss, er-" 

     

    "Miss Otway," Jasmine supplied. "I'm here to see him about--" 

     

    He knew only too well why, and thought with a pang that this tender
    young girl would be yet another victim… 

     

    "I understand, Miss." Jaggers hesitated, torn between letting her in
    and warning her to flee for her virtue, her very life. 

     

    "Is he at home?" she asked, worry evident in her tone. "I really
    must see him." Oh Lord, let her not be too late…. 

     

    Jaggers' heart fell. Had he ruined already? Then there really was no
    justice or virtue left in the world. 

     

    Her beseeching expression swayed him at last. "Yes, Miss, he is." 

     

    "Please," she said in a softer manner, sensing the servant's
    indecision. "I really do need to see him most urgently." 

     

    He nodded once curtly, as though it pained him, and stepped back to
    allow her in. "This way, please, Miss." 

     

    "Thank you so much for your help." 

     

    She saw the man's lips thin, as if he had tasted something sour.
    Really, he was acting most oddly for a servant. Most of the time
    they never looked one in the face, let alone kept staring as though
    viewing a ghost.  

     

    Jaggers told himself it wasn't his place to meddle, and his employer
    wasn't really a bad man, just an angry one. He wouldn't hurt the
    girl in any violent sense, and she was old enough to know what she
    was doing. 

     

    Old enough to know better, of course, but it wasn't his place to
    say. Yet even as he told himself that all would be well and he had
    no right to interfere, he conducted her to the snug formal parlor in
    Turkey red which Mr. Marshall reserved for his business associates. 

     

    Though he was cognizant of the nature of the girl's appointment with
    his master, he was not about to conduct her into the lurid parlor at
    the back of the house, which he and his fellow staff referred to in
    shocked tones as the Salon of Sin. 

     

    This lass was a delicate blossom, about nineteen if he was any
    judge, and he knew his women. But she seemed older, careworn
    somehow. His jaded heart went out to the willowy honey-blonde with
    the most remarkable amethyst eyes and thin, sodden gown. He actually
    heard himself offering her tea while she waited. 

     

    "That's more than I could hope for. You're too kind," Jasmine said
    breathlessly, winded by the nerve of what she had done. What she was
    about to do. 

     

    She sat before her knocking knees gave way, and removed her dark
    bonnet with trembling fingers. She smoothed the ribbons and placed
    it upon the seat, with her reticule beside it. Then she stretched
    her gloved hands before the fire, trying not to wring them in terror
    at the thought that she might be too late. 

     

    Her stomach churned, and her head swam with the sudden heat of the
    blaze and the rich smell of spices, citrus and pine. Her mind also
    boggled at the thought of being in a chamber that proclaimed with
    its every aspect the masculinity of its owner, from its rich dark
    colors, to the aroma of tobacco and the finest leather. 

     

    She shouldn't have come. 

     

    So why had she? 

     

    No one would thank her for interfering. Least of all her sister
    Johanna, whose letter informing Jasmine of her plans had not been a
    plea for help at all, but one of her usual attempts to vaunt her
    triumph to her younger twin, the better to put Jasmine firmly in her
    more humble place. 

     

    But Jasmine had been companion to her prudish maiden aunt long
    enough to know the consequences of folly and licentiousness only too
    well. She heard lectures upon the subject at least three times
    daily, though she had scarcely ever even seen a man since she had
    come out of short skirts. 

     

    She'd often thought the flirtatious Johanna would have benefited
    from these disquistions on the evils of men far more than poor
    Jasmine. 

     

    In fact, Jasmine had always wondered, if vice were so terrible, why
    so many people fell prey to its temptations... 

     

    Jasmine cast her eye around the room once more, unable to help
    marveling at its beauty. She could see why her headstrong twin would
    be tempted by Philip Marshall, if the man was anything like this
    intimate, sensual room. 

     

    But still, ruined was ruined.  

     

    Please God, Jasmine prayed, please don't let Johanna make the worst
    mistake of her life. Even if this man Philip Marshall isn't one jot
    as bad as they say, Father will kill her if she elopes with a rake. 

     

    She heard footsteps approaching, and shot up off the sofa, clasping
    her hands before her for both prayer and protection. But it was only
    Jaggers returning with the tea tray, which he sat upon the low table
    beside the hearth. 

     

    Heaving a sigh of relief, she lapsed back on the sofa almost numbly,
    and told herself to stop being such a ninny. Philip Marshall was
    only a man, for Heaven's sake. His reputation was that of a rake,
    not a savage. She smoothed down the lap of her drenched gown, and
    edged closer to the fire to dry it. 

     

    Jaggers waited patiently, watching the fleeting emotions cross her
    expressive face. When he saw she was more composed he gestured at
    the pot. "Miss, would you like me to--" 

     

    "Oh, er, no, thank you, I'll do it," she said, quickly seizing a cup
    to busy her shaking hands. 

     

    "Very good, Miss. I'll just go tell the master he has a visitor," he
    said, giving the fresh-faced, trembling girl one last look and
    heading for the stairs with a heavy heart. 
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