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   PROLOGUE 
 
   H e pressed her against the wall, his warm breath against her cheek. Sounds from the party reached her ears as his hands ran up and down her sides. “I want us to be together,” he whispered in her ear before he gently nipped it between his teeth.  
 
    She let out a sigh, his words making her heart soar. “That’s what I want, too. Do you think your parents will approve?”  
 
    He grunted as his lips caressed her collarbone. “They would be foolish not to.” His finger traced the neckline of her dress, making warmth spread throughout her body. 
 
    She grabbed his hand, holding it in place against her bosom. “We have to be careful. While our parents may approve, we do not want to be forced into anything before we are ready.” She looked down the hall, scanning for servants or other guests.  
 
    “No one will find us here, my dear. I paid to make sure we were alone.” He pressed his lips to hers, sucking on her bottom lip. She enjoyed the taste of him but worry clouded her mind. While men of Peerage could have affairs, women were not as lucky. The mere suspicion that a woman had lost her virtue would bring shame to her and her family. She had two younger sisters to think about.  
 
    “Albert, please. We can wait until we are married, can’t we?” She said the word tentatively. He had been pursuing her for months but so far had never mentioned marriage. She worried that he didn’t truly want to marry her at all.  
 
    He cupped her face with both hands. “We could. With God as my witness, Bethany, I want you and only you as my wife. I want us to be together. If I have to wait for you, I will. But I really do not want to wait.” She searched his eyes, amber in the light of the lamps around them, the sincerity striking her heart. He meant every word. She threw her arms around him, tossing caution to the wind. He wanted her and she wanted him and for the moment, that was all that mattered. He grabbed her hand and pulled her behind him to a room, then took a key from the pocket of his vest. He smiled at her as he unlocked the door. “I paid for this as well. The servant was most helpful.” He pulled her into the room, closing the door behind them as she took in what he had set out for her. 
 
    A four-poster bed took up most of the space, with white pillows and a large blue blanket covering its surface. The white made the red rose petals look striking from where they lay on the bed. A small sideboard held a cask of wine and two goblets. Albert rushed over to the sideboard, pouring them both a healthy amount. He handed her a goblet and clinked the other against hers before taking a gulp from it. She followed suit, taking tiny sips. Albert watched her, his brow furrowed. “Drink more, my sweet. I have been told the first time can be painful.” 
 
    Bethany felt some of the color drain from her face but she took a larger sip. The mulled wine slid down her throat with ease. As she glanced around again, she realized that candlelight—and not lamps—were lighting up the room. The flickering flames cast shadows on the walls, adding a spooky quality to the scene. The smell of the roses filled her nose as she took a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves. 
 
    Albert reached over, taking the goblet from her shaking hand. “You are trembling, Bethany. If you are unsure…” His voice trailed off as he waited for her decision. 
 
    She licked her lips, making up her mind. She loved him, he loved her, and they were going to be married. Why shouldn’t she be with him? She smiled and reached to pull him closer. “I am sure. But we cannot take too long. Eliza is trying to hide from the Duke of Hartwell and I must help her.”  
 
    Albert chuckled as he pulled her to the bed, promising to get her back to the party in time to be of help. For a few minutes, Bethany let herself pretend that they were husband and wife, going to their marriage bed. Happiness overtook her as she let herself get swept away, unaware of the consequences she was enacting upon herself. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Five Months Later 
 
   B ethany sat on the settee that Eliza’s mother had brought out of the drawing room just for her. One of Bethany’s hands rested lightly on the small mound of her belly. Eliza stood before a full-length mirror, her wedding gown flowing around her. She looked stunning in the dress that she had ordered while still falsely betrothed to the late Duke of Kensington’s son. Lace covered the top portion of the dress, with puffed sleeves at the shoulders and lace descending the arms. Flowers and small designs had been embroidered into the skirt along with dashes of purple. The dress flowed about Eliza like a cloud, making her look like an angel. “You are stunning.” Bethany gave Eliza her best smile, glad that her friend was getting the chance to be happy. 
 
    Eliza spun around, the dress swishing with the movement. “Thank you. I feel stunning.” She frowned as she looked at Bethany. “How are you feeling? Are you alright?” 
 
    Bethany waved her away, sitting up straighter. “I am fine. My morning sickness is gone, and the headaches are gone. I feel back to my old self.” She put on her biggest smile, hoping Eliza wouldn’t be able to see through her ruse.  
 
    Eliza sat next to her, taking her hands. “Bethany, you do not have to lie to me. Truly, tell me how you are.” 
 
    Bethany bit her lip, glancing around the room before whispering, “I worry all the time. I have not heard from Albert since the duke’s death. I fear that either he has been found out or he has decided to marry the princess instead.” 
 
    “And ruin you? I would think not.” Eliza shook her head like it was the most ridiculous thought in the world. 
 
    Looking down at herself, Bethany sighed. “Either way, it does not matter. I am already ruined. My sisters’ prospects are ruined. My father could not pay the duke fast enough to get rid of me.” Tears gathered in her eyes as Bethany thought about her last conversation with her father, the one in which he had told her that she would be marrying the late Duke of Kensington and that she would do so without complaint for all the pain and suffering she had caused them. In his words, “You will go quietly so as not to tarnish your sisters further.”  
 
    Eliza’s blue eyes narrowed with distaste. “Their prospects are fine. Edward will sponsor a ball for the both of them. That should settle everything.” 
 
    Bethany couldn’t keep the grin from her face. “Does Edward know he is doing this?” 
 
    “Not yet but he will.” Eliza winked at her before standing and turning back to the mirror. Her ladies-maid had curled and coifed her hair into perfection. The only thing missing was her veil. Eliza sat in the chair by the mirror, wincing as the headdress and veil were added to the top of her head. “This thing is so heavy. I feel like it is going to rip out my hair.” 
 
    Bethany stood, moving to stand next to her friend and rest a hand on her shoulder. “It will be fine. You have to wear it for only a short while.”  
 
    Eliza nodded, wincing again with the movement. Once she was done, Bethany helped her stand, allowing Eliza to clutch her for support. 
 
    A knock on the door made all three women jump. The ladies-maid rushed to answer it. As she pulled the door open, the overwhelming scent of flowery French perfume invaded the room. Bethany wrinkled her nose and held her breath as best she could to prevent herself from sneezing. Eliza’s mother rushed in, clucking over Eliza like a hen over her chicks. Bethany took a step back to give the woman room, lightly pressing her gloved hand to her nose. Her lavender dress fell around her in waves, landing in just the right way to hide the small bump she carried. She didn’t want the whole ton to find out about her condition just yet. She wanted to give Albert time to make it right.  
 
    Eliza’s mother clapped her hands together, bringing Bethany back to the present. “Edward’s lazy friend has not shown but he said we should go ahead without him. Such a pity. He seemed like such a nice sort.” 
 
    Eliza snorted at her mother’s words. “Mama, you like him only because you heard he was engaged to a princess. He is not, by the way. He called it off.” 
 
    Eliza’s mother rolled her dark eyes, clicking her tongue. “Dear child, these things take time. He will come to his senses, you will see.”  
 
    Bethany’s eyes met Eliza’s in the mirror. Both girls struggled to keep a knowing look off their faces. Eliza’s mother may have been aware of Bethany’s situation but she didn’t know who had gotten her into it in the first place. Once the Duke of Kensington had died, Bethany’s parents had been devastated, unsure what to do with her. Eliza’s father had offered to take her in at his own expense and Edward had agreed to the same once he and Eliza married. It would make enacting their plan, once Albert was ready, that much easier.  
 
    “Well, regardless, it is time. Let us go.” She ushered all three girls out of the room, handing Eliza off to her father without much more than a small kiss on her daughter’s cheek. As she bustled away, Eliza chuckled, shaking her head.  
 
    “Always scheming.”  
 
    Eliza’s father patted her hand, which was tucked into his arm. His blue eyes twinkled. “Just like someone else I know.” 
 
    Eliza pulled down her veil but not before everyone saw the blush that had swept up her chest to her face. Her father patted her hand again before leading her down the stairs, Bethany following close behind them. Knowing that Albert wasn’t there to stand beside Edward hurt Bethany in more ways than one but she figured it was for the best. He was hiding from his family, who would whisk him away to marry the princess if they could get their hands on him. They had cut him off, hoping that in doing so he would come crawling back to them. However, Albert was made of sterner stuff than that. Edward had provided a place for him to stay and someone to train him to be a master of horse, so that he could provide for Bethany and their child once they married. Albert had told Edward he was almost ready. He just needed a little more time.  
 
    Unsure what to do, Bethany stood back as she watched her best friend walk toward her beloved, her dress barely touching the carpet as she did. Her father passed Eliza off to Edward and the priest began the ceremony, blessing the couple. Bethany stood at the back, a lump in her throat. Soon that would be her, she hoped.  
 
    As the priest spoke, she scanned the room, picking out Anne and Victoria from the crowd. Eliza had asked for a small ceremony, not wanting anything too extravagant. Edward had obliged her, much to her mother’s chagrin. The church had been decorated in white ribbons and purple flowers, causing the scent of lavender to fill the room. Victoria sat at the front, closest to Edward, in a pale green gown that made her glow. Anne sat at Eliza’s side, in yellow, her red hair shining in the light from the stained glass windows. At her side sat a man but from behind Bethany couldn’t tell who it was. Eliza had mentioned Anne’s being interested in someone. However, having been too consumed with her own problems to worry about her friends, Bethany hadn’t asked who it was, and now she regretted it. Was this man nice? Anne could be delicate. Her father, Bethany’s uncle, was just as harsh as his brother, if not more so. He had wanted sons but had two daughters and was not happy about the dowries he had to pay.  
 
    Bethany’s attention snapped back to the priest as he concluded the ceremony, announcing the couple wed at last. Cheers rang out, someone called for a feast, and people started heading out of the church and to their carriages to go to Edward’s manor, where the wedding feast would be held. As her friend rushed past, Bethany caught Eliza’s eye and winked at her. Eliza reached for her but they were swept past each other. Bethany followed them outside, watching as the happy couple climbed into their carriage and rushed off, wanting to beat their guests to the feast. Then Bethany glanced around, realizing she didn’t know whom she was supposed to ride with. It was something they had forgotten to discuss before the wedding. 
 
    A hand slipping through hers made her turn to find Victoria at her side, a smile playing on her plump lips. “You are to ride with me, dear Bethany. Come, let us go before they eat all the food.” She ushered Bethany to a nearby carriage, where they accepted the footman’s help inside. As Bethany settled in, adjusting her skirts, the carriage rocked when someone joined them. Looking up, she gasped to find Albert smiling as he settled next to her. “Albert! What are you doing here?” She glanced out the window before pulling the curtain shut with a snap. “What if someone sees you?” 
 
    Albert chuckled, pulling her close to him for a kiss. “See me? In this? Did you see how busy it was out there? No one saw me, I promise.” He held her tightly, his heart racing in her ear. “I have missed you, my love.” 
 
    Victoria sat across from them, a fan in hand, waving it at herself. She glanced toward the closed window, smiling to herself. “Do not mind me. Act like I am not even here.”   
 
    Bethany snorted, pulling away from Albert. “Did the two of you plan this?” She glanced between them, unable to keep the smile from her lips. 
 
    “Once I found out Albert’s parents were going to snub Eliza’s wedding, I knew sneaking him in would be easy.” Victoria gave a confident shrug. “I was not wrong.” 
 
    Albert chuckled. “Victoria has a devious streak about her, I am afraid.” 
 
    Victoria snapped the fan shut, giving him her best glare. “You would be wise to not forget that.” 
 
    Bethany bit her lip, happiness and worry warring within her. It felt like ages since she had seen Albert, let alone had the chance to speak to him, but if his parents knew he was here, they would come for him. Worse, if her father found out, he would most likely challenge Albert to a duel for her honor. Though he wasn’t speaking to her, Bethany still loved her father dearly and couldn’t stand to think of harm coming to him or Albert because of her. “Are you positive no one will say anything?” 
 
    Albert leaned toward her, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Oh, someone will surely say something. But what are they to do about it?” 
 
    “My father could send me to a nunnery, for one,” Bethany reminded him, her voice low. When her condition had first been discovered, her father had immediately decided to send her away. Only the Duke of Kensington’s offer of marriage stopped it from happening. Once the old duke had died, Bethany had fled to Eliza’s father’s house, seeking refuge. She knew her father wouldn’t pursue her, if only to avoid embarrassing the family further.  
 
    Albert grabbed her hands, holding them against his chest. “I would never let that happen. I am so close, my love. Soon we will be together forever.”  
 
    His promise warmed her heart, even as worry ate at her. “I am five months along, Albert. The baby will be here soon.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek with one of his warm hands. “And we will love the baby together. And raise him together. As husband and wife.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow at him. “He, hm? So, you’re saying the baby is a boy?” 
 
    “Of course it is.” He kissed her to stop her protests, making her laugh.  
 
    The carriage came to a halt and the door flew open before any of them could react. The footman glanced in, making eye contact with Victoria. “We have arrived, Miss Victoria.” 
 
    Victoria nodded, then reached out her hand toward him. The footman helped her out of the carriage, stepping back to give her space. She turned to the couple, a sly smile on her lips. “I had them pull us around to the back near the kitchens. Slip in once you are finished.” She closed the door of the carriage behind her, leaving them alone. 
 
    Albert gathered her in his arms, kissing her lips, then her cheek, then her neck, moving his way down her body. She gasped as one of his hands slid up her dress, causing pleasure to jolt through her. “Albert, the baby. Be gentle.” 
 
    His voice rumbled in his chest. “I shall be, my love.” His touches became tender, his kisses and nibbles gentle as he played with her. Soon, she was begging for release, crying his name as one of her hands gripped his hair. He pulled away as she panted, her head against the window of the carriage. A look of satisfaction filled his eyes. He captured her lips in another kiss, the taste of her still on him. “I must go now. I cannot join you in the feast but hopefully I will be able to get you soon. You will be staying with Eliza and Edward now?” 
 
    Bethany nodded, still dazed from his attentions. “I will be. Her father is delivering my things when he brings hers.” 
 
    “Good.” He kissed her again. “Soon, my love.” He opened the carriage door, leaped out, and closed it behind him to give her time to recover. She fanned her face, sure it was still red from their activities. A blush crept through her as she thought about what they had done and how good it had felt. She couldn’t wait until the day when they could be together all the time, with no one in their way. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWO 
 
   K eeping her head and eyes averted, Bethany slipped into the feast without anyone noticing. She didn’t want anyone to ask where she had been. She picked a seat near the back of the hall, then piled meats and bread onto her plate. Someone passed her a glass of wine and she drank it greedily, drops of the bitter liquid dribbling down her chin. She wiped them away with a napkin, heat warming her face. Her mother had taught her better than that but it seemed all manners had flown right out of her head. 
 
    Bethany glanced around the table and saw that she had managed to sit fairly close to Anne. Now that she was close to her cousin, she could see that the man she was with was none other than the newly titled Duke of Kensington, the old duke’s son. Bethany didn’t really like the young man, as he seemed quite spoiled and selfish, but Anne had apparently taken a shine to him in recent weeks. Bethany wouldn’t deny her cousin happiness. She raised her goblet to Anne, who raised hers in return. The cousins smiled at each other before diving into the food set before them. 
 
    As Bethany ate, the conversation flowed around her. Most of it was about Eliza and Edward, with bets being tossed about as to when they would have their first child or whether they would stay in his townhome or at his place in the country. Some mentioned Victoria, speculating that she would be tossed out now that Eliza had married Edward, while others defended Eliza. Bethany ignored most of it, knowing it was just idle gossip, until Albert’s name came up. “Rumor has it that he’s here, under Edward’s protection.” Bethany couldn’t see who said it but she leaned toward the voice, worry making the food in her stomach sour. 
 
    “Protection from what?” The second voice sounded just as curious as Bethany felt. She held her breath, praying the conversation would continue. 
 
    “Well, it seems he got a young lady in a compromising position and since he hasn’t taken responsibility for it, her father is out for blood. On top of that, his family would rather he abandon the young woman, for a princess no less. A princess, can you imagine?” 
 
    The second voice scoffed. “And the young earl has decided to not marry a princess in favor of his lady love, I take it?” 
 
    “So it seems. One of my servants saw him slipping out of a carriage earlier. They didn’t see the lady but why else would he be in one?” 
 
    Bethany leaned away, the color draining from her face. She pushed away her plate of food, as her appetite was gone. Someone had seen him. For all she knew, his family was on their way here now to grab him and take him away. They had thought that cutting him off would make him come crawling back but Albert was smarter than that. With Edward’s help, he had found a good occupation that would support her and the baby. But if his family found out he was here, they would get him if they could. Bethany stood, moving away from the table. She had to find him, to warn him. Edward’s home wasn’t safe for him anymore.  
 
    Music followed her as she left the hall. The dancing had begun. Bethany regretted not being to stay and watch but she had to be sure that Albert was safe. She would forever hate herself if she didn’t try to warn him. She grabbed her skirts and ran down the hall, her dark hair flying behind her. She ran to the main hall, out the doors, and to the stables. The cool night air barely registered. A light in the stables told her someone was there and she let out a sigh of relief to find him safely inside, brushing down one of the many horses. “Oh, thank God.” 
 
    He turned, brush in hand, a look of concern on his face. “Bethany, what are you doing? If someone sees you…” 
 
    She shook her head, rushing toward him. “You have to leave, now.” 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    “Someone saw you get out of the carriage. A servant, who told their master. The master was spreading it all around dinner tonight. Your parents will find out and come for you. You have to leave.” 
 
    Indecision riddled his face. “I cannot just leave you. Besides, I am sure my parents have always suspected that I was here.” 
 
    Bethany shook her head, wishing he would understand. “Suspected, yes. But now they have proof. And that is all they need to come storming in here and take you by force. They want you to marry that princess, whether you want to or not.” 
 
    Albert reached for her hands, pulling her to him. “Where would I go? I do not have the funds to set us up as of yet. I am close but I need a little more time. I have to secure a house for us and find employment from someone who actually needs a Master of Horse. I have only been training here under Edward’s.” 
 
    Bethany bit her lip, her eyes watering. So close. They had been so close and now she might lose him. She pulled her hands free, threw her arms around him, and hugged him close. The baby kicked between them, bringing a small chuckle from them both. “We will figure it out. For now, you need to go.” She pushed away from him, heading out of the stable. “Send word once you are settled and it is safe.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for his response, leaving him to prepare for his escape. Instead, Bethany returned to the feast, her eyes wandering to the windows every few minutes, wondering if he had gotten away.  
 
    Dessert had been passed out and many were on their second helpings when the door to the hall burst open. Albert’s father strode inside, two men at his back. One man was tall and broad, with a scar traveling down one side of his face. The other was short and squat, with a squished nose and missing teeth.  
 
    Edward stood, a goblet of wine in his hand. “Ah, Duke Hereford. So glad you could join us.” He gestured to the food and drinks around them. “Come, enjoy the feast.” 
 
    The older duke halted near the back table, his hands loosely at his sides. “I am not here for your party, boy. I came here to claim what is mine.” 
 
    Eliza caught Bethany’s eye and raised an eyebrow at her. Bethany shook her head, glad she had been able to warn Albert. Eliza settled back in her chair, a satisfied smile on her lips. She reached out to squeeze Edward’s hand, the movement noticeable only because Bethany was watching her. “And what would that be?” Edward kept his voice steady, refusing to back down to the older man. 
 
    Albert’s father raised his lip in a snarl. Like his son, he had red hair that he kept trimmed and swept back from his face. They shared the same high cheeks and nose but Albert’s eyes were his mother’s, whereas the older man’s eyes were like glaciers, a piercing blue. “My son. I was informed that he was spotted here not long ago.” 
 
    A cough pulled Bethany’s attention down the table to an older man with a silver beard and pinched eyes. He must’ve been the one to inform the duke. Bethany turned back to the older man, biting her lip. 
 
    Edward let out a laugh, rubbing his stomach for emphasis. “Your son, you say? Albert was here?” He glanced around, a good-natured smile on his face. “I wish I had known. I had so hoped he would be able to join me in celebrating such a joyous day.” 
 
    The Duke of Hereford growled, taking a step forward. “You will produce him now or I will tear this place apart looking for him.”  
 
    Edward set down his goblet and crossed his arms. All smiles and joy had left his face. “You will do no such thing. This is my manor, my lands, and my celebration. Either sit and eat, or leave. The choice is yours.” Edward nodded to the side and several of the men who had been sitting now stood, all turning to face the older duke. So, Edward had been prepared for this. Bethany couldn’t keep the smirk off her face as she watched the older duke realize that he was outnumbered.  
 
    He glared at Edward, his face red. “I will find my son, one day soon. And when I do, you will never see him again.” 
 
    Edward shook his head. “He is a grown man, sir. Let him live his life.” 
 
    “He is my son and will do as he is told.” With those words ringing in the air, the older duke stormed out, his two men following. Bethany slid farther down her seat, relief flooding through her. She barely had time to gather her thoughts before Eliza was at her side, pulling her up.                
 
    “Come with me.”  
 
    Bethany took Eliza’s hand gratefully, following her from the hall. They didn’t speak until Eliza had Bethany secured in a room, behind a closed door. A servant had lit a fire in the hearth, for which Bethany was grateful. She huddled near it, rubbing her hands together to bring warmth back to them.  
 
    Eliza stepped up next to her, taking her hands. “Bethany, you are shaking. Are you alright?” 
 
    Bethany nodded. “I am. I warned Albert. He should be long gone by now.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “I overheard a man tell another that his servant had seen Albert leave a carriage. I feared that someone had gone to tell his family, so I went to the stables and told him to leave. I have no idea where he went, just that he did.” Bethany glanced around the room, found the closest chair, and sank into it, her shoulders slumping. Tears stung her eyes but she held them in, not ready to cry just yet. “It is all ruined, Eliza. All our carefully laid plans are gone.” 
 
    Eliza bent before Bethany, her golden hair glinting in the firelight. “Oh, Bethany, no. All is not lost. Albert is close to getting everything together. He will secure employment and a house, then come for you.” 
 
    Bethany laid a hand on her stomach. A lump formed in her throat. She swallowed, pushing the lump down. “And if I have already had the baby by then? What am I to do? So far no one suspects but I cannot very well hide a baby. And my sisters. Their prospects will dwindle if it were to be known.” 
 
    Eliza rolled her eyes, a clear blue that she shared with her father. “Your father will have no problem securing marriages for your sisters. They are much younger than you. By the time they debut, this will all be forgotten.” 
 
    Bethany tried to nod but her fears threatened to overwhelm her. Everything had gone wrong in one night. Her happiness from earlier in the day had disappeared. “But Eliza, you know my father. It will not be long before he comes for me, forces me to an abbey.” A sob escaped despite her best efforts. “He will try to force my baby from me. Take it and give it away.” The very idea of being separated from her child physically hurt.  
 
    Eliza shook her head, a new determination in her eyes. “Never. Bethany, you listen to me right now. Edward and I will never let him take you. We will never let him separate you from your baby. I promise.” 
 
    “How can you be sure? You cannot protect me all the time.” 
 
    Eliza reached up to brush away a tear that had escaped Bethany’s eye. “We can certainly try.”  
 
    Bethany gave her friend a nod, knowing in her heart that if her father decided to send her to an abbey, nothing would stop him from getting what he wanted. The only reason he had held off this long was because of the old Duke of Kensington and then Albert’s promise to wed her. If Albert didn’t come through in time, her father would handle the matter himself.  
 
    Eliza stood, giving Bethany a reassuring smile before going over to the bed and pulling back the thick blanket. “I’ll send in a servant with a hot pan for your feet and to help you undress. You need to rest.”  
 
    Bethany nodded, too tired to do much else.  
 
    Eliza headed to the door, pausing one more time to look back at her. “All will be well, Bethany. You will see.” She closed the door, leaving Bethany to her thoughts and fears. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THREE 
 
   B reakfast the next morning was a quiet affair. Edward grumbled as he ate. Eliza took small bites, glancing at Bethany every couple of minutes. For her part, Bethany sat in silence, her misery a tangible thing as it wrapped around her heart. She worried about Albert, afraid his father had caught up to him in the middle of the night.  
 
    She jumped when Henry, Edward’s elderly man-servant, entered the dining room, carrying a tray with letters on it. “For you, sir.” Edward took the letters, giving Henry a nod of thanks before opening them. Eliza and Bethany watched him, holding their breaths.  
 
    He shook his head, tossing down the letters before looking up. “Nothing. Where has he gone?” 
 
    Bethany gripped the edge of the wooden table to stop her hands from shaking. If Edward didn’t know where Albert was, how would he be able to offer his support to Albert? “What do we do?” 
 
    Edward ran a hand down his face, then looked to Eliza before answering. “We wait. Albert probably thinks we are doing wedding things, spending time together. He will contact us when he thinks it is safe to do so.” 
 
    Bethany’s breath caught in her throat. Something in his words worried her. “Do you think we are being watched?” 
 
    Edward nodded. “I know we are.” 
 
    From her spot next to Bethany, Victoria huffed. “This is ridiculous. Albert is a grown man. If his father cannot accept that, then that is his problem.” 
 
    Edward rubbed his forehead. “The problem is that if he gets his hands on Albert, there is no telling what he will do to get Albert to comply.” His gaze fell on Bethany. “He may even use those whom Albert loves to get him to do it.” 
 
    Bethany’s hands went to her stomach, where the babe kicked. “The baby?” 
 
    Edward’s lips thinned in response.  
 
    Victoria gasped, her thoughts matching Bethany’s. “He would not dare. His own grandchild?” 
 
    Edward leaned back in his chair, his eyes bouncing from one woman to the next. “Men like Albert’s father, they do not see people as people. They see them as pawns, a means to an end. When Albert was born, his father was happy not because he wanted a son and would love him. He was happy because he saw what he could gain by having a son. It was the same with the younger brother. He looks at them like pieces on a chess board.” 
 
    Eliza leaned forward, her brow furrowed. “And what does he ultimately want?” 
 
    Edward shrugged. “What they all want. Power. One of their own on the throne of England.” 
 
    Bethany felt the color drain from her face. Her hands shook as she set them on the table. “Men have died for that ambition. Besides, he wants Albert to marry a princess. A princess who is not set to inherit.” 
 
    “Yet. Accidents happen. Children get sick. Sons fall off horses.” He let out a long sigh, running a hand through his dark hair. “It is all speculation but all the same, there is always the hope that you will have managed to marry your child off to the right heir, the one who actually gets to sit on the throne.” 
 
    “And with Albert being a male, the hope is that he will get to rule for his wife.” The glower on Victoria’s face exposed how awful that thought was to her.  
 
    Bethany looked down at the table, her thoughts swirling. She had never considered the fact that Albert’s father would use her or the baby against him. She couldn’t bear it if Albert ended up unhappy because of her. She stood, drawing her shoulders back with resolution. “Then my decision is clear.” 
 
    The others at the table looked up at her in surprise. Eliza reached out for her, taking one of her hands. “Now, do not do anything rash, Bethany. Albert will send for you…” 
 
    “When? After the baby comes? After there is no way to hide my disgrace? After my family has completely disowned me? And what makes anyone here think that getting married will stop his father? With a sword or a shot, he could get rid of me easily enough and use the baby to make Albert do anything he wanted. I will not be the cause of his pain.” She pulled her hand free, stepping away from the table. “I’ll go to an abbey. I will give the baby up, hide it from Albert’s father, and then I will disappear. He cannot use us if he cannot find us.” She strode from the room, her chin set. She was not going to be a pawn in some lord’s game. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FOUR 
 
   E liza stood next to the carriage, her hand resting on the open door. “Bethany, are you sure I cannot convince you to stay? Albert may be on his way back here as we speak. What are we to tell him when he gets here and finds you gone?” 
 
    Although her chin quivered, Bethany’s eyes remained clear. “Tell him I love him and that I free him. He can go live his life, free from his family and from us.” 
 
    Eliza sighed, shaking her head. “Bethany, you know that will not work. He will find you. He loves you.” 
 
    “And I, him. But I must do this to protect him. To protect us.” She settled her hands on her stomach, feeling the baby move. “His father cannot use what he cannot find, Eliza. You know this as well as I do.” 
 
    Eliza stepped back from the carriage, watching as the footman closed the door. Bethany had barely had to do anything when she got back to her room, as her things had just arrived from Eliza’s father’s house. Instead, she had ordered the nearest guard and maid to load her things back up and put them in a carriage. She found a driver, ordering him to take her to the nearest abbey. Only as she was climbing into the carriage did Eliza rush out, her skirts whipping about her legs. Bethany, though she loved her friend, refused to be swayed.  
 
    “Where will you go after the baby comes?” Eliza asked through the open window of the carriage, stepping back as the driver prepared to leave. 
 
    “I can teach. I am sure plenty of families need a governess for their daughters. I will be fine, Eliza. I will write once I am settled.” The carriage took off, ending the conversation and giving Bethany a chance to breathe.  
 
    The whole plan was risky. Albert’s father could discover she wasn’t under Edward’s protection anymore and come for her at the abbey. He could wait until the baby was born and then take the baby by force. A multitude of scenarios raced through her mind but she shook them away. Right now she had to focus on keeping herself and the baby safe until it arrived. After that, she would figure out the rest.  
 
    The ride to the abbey took most of the day and Bethany passed it napping on and off. The carriage wasn’t a comfortable ride but with little else to do, she found herself nodding off. They stopped once for lunch at a small inn, where the innkeeper informed them that they should reach the abbey by dusk. Bethany breathed a sigh of relief, thankful that she would have a bed to sleep on that night. When she’d left Edward’s, she’d had no idea how far the abbey was. She’d planned to sleep on the ground if she had to.  
 
    True to what the innkeeper had said, they pulled into the abbey yard shortly before dusk, the sun slowly dipping below the horizon. A stable boy ran out to meet the carriage and took the reins from the driver. The footman helped Bethany from the carriage, then stepped away as soon as her feet hit the ground. She moved toward the doors of the abbey, a large stone building towering over her. There weren’t as many abbeys now as there used to be, thanks to King Henry VIII, but the ones that remained still tended to their flocks and offered refuge when needed. Bracing herself, she used the knocker on the large wooden door. The sound echoed on the other side.  
 
    The door was pulled open by a younger woman, maybe only three years older than Bethany. The woman’s dark eyes sparkled with curiosity when she noted Bethany’s fine clothes and the carriage behind her. “Yes, milady? How can I help you?” 
 
    “Is a priest or abbess about?” Bethany licked her lips, unsure if she was using the correct terms. 
 
    Nodding, the young woman stepped back to reveal the large hall behind her. She wore the dark brown tunic of a nun, with a white cincture, white coif, and black veil over her hair. In her hand, the woman clutched a rosary whose red and black beads drew Bethany’s eye. Her parents had never been overly religious, although they did attend Mass from time to time.  
 
    The nun motioned for Bethany to follow, then led her through the large entrance hall to a smaller room at the side of the stairs. She knocked on the door before pushing it open and placing her head inside. “Abbess Helen? We have a guest.” The nun pushed into the room, with Bethany right behind her.  
 
    One glance at the room and Bethany couldn’t help but smile. The abbess was definitely a scholar, as the shelves were covered in books and loose papers. Underneath the only window stood a table containing even more scattered papers. The desk wasn’t much neater, with an ink bottle sitting close to the edge.  
 
    The abbess stood, her eyebrows arched in surprise. “I see. Thank you, Madeline.”  
 
    The nun curtsied to Bethany before rushing from the room, closing the door behind her.  
 
    The abbess motioned for Bethany to take a seat, waiting to resume hers until Bethany did. She leaned forward, steepling her fingers under her chin as she took in Bethany’s appearance in one glance. “Milady, to what do we owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “I require sanctuary.” Bethany could barely hear her own words over the pounding of her heart in her ears. What if the abbess turned her away? 
 
    “And what is it that you are seeking sanctuary from?” The older woman’s eyes were drawn with worry. Bethany felt that maybe the abbess would understand why she had to do what she was doing.  
 
    Noting the laugh lines surrounding the abbess’s mouth and eyes, Bethany launched into her story, telling the woman every sordid detail. She spoke of her happiness at first, of the love that Albert and she had shared. Then the fear when she learned she was with child. Then happiness again when Albert told her he wanted to marry her and would go to any lengths to do so. Then her betrothal to the awful Duke of Kensington, her father’s disappointment, the duke’s death, and now her flight, all because Albert’s father wanted his son at any cost. The abbess listened in silence, nodding at some parts, scowling at the mention of the dead duke, and shaking her head when Bethany mentioned what Edward had told them at breakfast that morning. When Bethany finished speaking, she sat back, waiting for the abbess’s decision.  
 
    “You want to remain here? For how long?” 
 
    Licking her dry lips, Bethany looked down at her stomach. “Until the baby comes. By my reckoning, three months at most.” She tried to smile at the abbess but failed. “I can work for my keep. I just need somewhere safe to stay. Once the baby comes, I will leave.” 
 
    The abbess’s eyes narrowed. “And the child?” 
 
    Tears threatened to spill but Bethany held them in place even as her heart was breaking. “I was hoping you could find a place for him, whether that be an orphanage or a family in need of a healthy baby.”  
 
    The abbess continued to stare, not responding.  
 
    “It is the grandfather, you see. If he were to get his hands on the baby, he would use the child to force my Albert to do whatever he wanted him to do. I will not have that happen.” 
 
    “And you are willing to give up your child.”  
 
    Bethany started to nod but the abbess held up a hand to stop her.  
 
    “Many say they are but the reality is much harder. This is your child, one whom you have loved and grown inside of you. You may find that you will not be able to part with it once it is here.” 
 
    “I must. It will be easier for me to hide from Albert’s father if I am by myself. He will be looking for a woman with a child. It is what is best for the both of us.” A single tear escaped her eye, trickling down her cheek. She wiped it away, refusing to acknowledge how she felt.  
 
    The abbess stood, her hands folded in front of her. “We can take you in. I will find things for you to do, to earn your keep here. As for the baby, we will wait and see what happens in three months. You may change your mind.” The abbess reached over to a small bell on her desk and rang it briefly.  
 
    Madeline appeared, a smile on her face. “Yes, Abbess?” 
 
    “This young lady will be staying with us for the next several months. Please show her to an empty room and get her some food before she turns in for the evening.” The abbess turned back to Bethany. “You will need to give up all your trappings of wealth while here. I will have clean clothes brought up to you. We can store your trunks for you while you remain with us.” 
 
    Bethany glanced down at her dress, realizing that between it and the cloak she wore, she looked very out of place. “Thank you.” Her head bowed, she turned to follow Madeline out of the room. She had only ever known the finer things that being a noble’s daughter had provided to her. She worried that she would be unable to contribute but decided that, for tonight at least, she was too tired to care.  
 
    Madeline led her up the stairs and into a small corridor with several doors. The nun opened one on the right and led Bethany inside, using a candle to light the way. It was only then that Bethany realized the sun had gone down while she spoke to the abbess. Madeline set the candle on a small table near the door, then turned to the hearth to light a fire. As the blaze lit up the room, Bethany realized how stark it was: a small bed with a cot against one wall, the small table, and a rickety chair by the fire, along with a small wardrobe near the single window. No curtains, no rugs, nothing to show warmth.  
 
    Madeline looked toward the cot, then back at Bethany. “Do you need help undressing?” 
 
    Heat rushed to her face as she realized this girl assumed that someone dressed and undressed her every day. She straightened her shoulders, shaking her head. “No, thank you.” She looked toward the cot again. “Can I get an extra blanket? I get cold easily.”  
 
    Madeline nodded and rushed from the room. She returned in minutes, an extra blanket and some clothes piled in her arms. “These are for tomorrow. You can go through your trunks then and pick out anything you may need.” Madeline set the pile on the bed and checked the fire one last time before leaving Bethany alone.  
 
    Bethany sank into the chair, starting slightly when it creaked under her weight. She watched the fire for a long while, only realizing that they had forgotten food when her stomach grumbled. Groaning, she stood again and opened the door to call for someone. When she looked into the hall, she found a tray waiting with a jug of wine and bread on it, still warm from the oven. Smiling, she brought the tray inside and settled into the chair again to eat. The food wasn’t the elaborate fare she was used to but it sated her hunger. She set the tray back outside and closed the door, then moved back toward the fire. As exhaustion hit her, she undressed, resting her cloak and dress on the chair. Then she removed the new clothes from the bed, placing them on top of her old ones. Using the extra blanket, she climbed into the bed in nothing but her shift, pulling both blankets up to her chin. Sleep came quickly. Her eyes had been closed for mere minutes when darkness over took her and she knew no more. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FIVE 
 
   E arly the next morning, Madeline knocked on her door, calling for her before opening it. Bethany sat up in confusion, her hair matted to one side of her head. She glanced around the room, confused as to where she was. Madeline stirred the embers of the fire, trying to hide the smile on her face. “Good morning, milady. It is time to wake. Breakfast will be ready soon.” 
 
    Bethany rubbed her face, her back aching from the long carriage ride and the night in the hard bed. “Morning already?”  
 
    The girl nodded.  
 
    Remembering herself, Bethany added, “Call me Bethany, please. I am going to be living here, too.” 
 
    “Bethany.” Madeline smiled, her eyes growing big when Bethany climbed out of bed, revealing her condition. Bethany looked down at her bump and then back up, a sheepish look on her face.  
 
    “Sorry. I forget that my dresses have been tailored to hide it.” She reached for the brown dress Madeline had brought her the night before and pulled it over her head. It fell to her ankles, sitting snuggly around her midsection. A white apron accompanied it, giving Bethany a little coverage.  
 
    Madeline frowned, taking Bethany in. “Your shoes are too fine but there is not much we can do about that. As for the dress, it will not last long given your condition, I am afraid. But it will do for now.” Madeline gave her a quick nod, then led her out of the room, down the corridor, and back to the stairs. Once they were in the main hall, she took Bethany in the direction opposite the abbess’s office, to a large room lined with tables. Most were empty, although a few nuns sat scattered around.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” Bethany asked. 
 
    Madeline grabbed a bowl for herself and handed another to Bethany, ladling some porridge into hers before answering. “Off doing the Lord’s work, of course. Most come here only to recover or pray, or for the winter.” She gestured to the young women seated at the tables. “Some of these are girls like you, here for refuge. Others want to become nuns.” 
 
    Bethany sat next to Madeline at one of the tables and stared down at her porridge. Its unappealing appearance made the thought of eating it rather unappetizing.  
 
    Madeline dug into hers, pausing only when she realized how perplexed Bethany looked. “Have you never had porridge?” 
 
    Bethany raised her spoon, causing a portion to splash back down into the bowl. “Not that I can remember.” 
 
    Madeline frowned. “Porridge may be bland but it is filling. We add honey to ours, so that helps.” She took another bite for emphasis. 
 
    Bethany turned wide eyes on the girl. “Honey? You have bees here?” 
 
    Madeline nodded, her veil bouncing with the motion. “We are self-sufficient. We grow or raise all our food.” 
 
    Bethany took a small bite of the porridge, thinking over those words. The added honey made the porridge sweeter than she expected. It was a sludgy, sweet mess. When her stomach didn’t reject the bite, she took another. After a sip of tea, she looked up. “I have always wanted to work with bees. I love gardening and had a small patch at home. My mother thought it was a waste of my time but it kept me busy, so ultimately she let me keep it.”  
 
    A large smile broke out on Madeline’s face. “Then that is exactly where we should put you. The abbess was going to have me show you around all day and let you get a feel for things here but if you already have experience in a garden, then that is the perfect spot.” She paused, glancing down at her bowl before continuing. “I am also sure that if you asked about the bees, you could be shown.” 
 
    Sensing something amiss, Bethany reached out to touch Madeline’s hand. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Madeline sighed, looking up from her bowl. “I would love to work with the bees but a single sting could kill me. I do not react to them like others. I will not be able to take you to their hives.” She put on a brave smile, winking at Bethany. “But I can take you to the gardens.”  
 
    Bethany nodded, hurrying to finish her porridge.  
 
    After they had finished eating, Madeline rushed Bethany through the kitchens, to the back of the abbey, where someone had built a fence to separate the garden from the rest of the surrounding area. A small barn sat at the back as well. From it, Bethany could hear the sounds of goats bleating. An older nun stood near the barn, holding a hand on her hip as she glanced inside.  
 
    Madeline stepped up to her, clearing her throat to get her attention. “Sister Ruth?” 
 
    The sister in question turned, a frown on her face. Her eyes were dark and piercing. Age spots marked her face and hands. Her eyebrows were completely white. “Yes, Sister Madeline, what is it?” 
 
    “We have a new guest. She says she has some experience in gardening. I thought she would be able to help you out here.” Madeline stepped back to let Bethany step forward.  
 
    Bethany smiled at the sister, unsure whether she should curtsy. Deciding against it, she stuck out her hand for a shake the way she had seen merchants greet each other. “My name is Bethany.” Her hand hung before her, waiting for a responding shake.  
 
    The sister eyed her warily for a moment before taking the proffered hand in a brisk shake. “So you are who we heard pulling in last night in that fancy carriage.” 
 
    Heat crept up Bethany’s neck. “Yes, that was me. I borrowed the carriage from a friend of mine.” 
 
    The sister gave her an appraising look. “What, pray tell, do you know of gardening?” 
 
    Bethany twisted her hands in front of her, trying to formulate her thoughts. “I know how to work the soil and get things to grow. I grew vegetables in my own backyard. I was so good at it, our cook never had to buy any when she went shopping.” It had been a point of pride for Bethany, something she could do that the rest of her family couldn’t. Her father’s only comment on it had been that it saved him money. Now she hoped she could use it to contribute while she lived here. 
 
    Sister Ruth nodded, seeming satisfied. “This will not be much different than that, except on a larger scale. I have the garden organized into sections. I will walk you through and show you how it is set up.” She gave a dismissing nod to Madeline, then turned to lead Bethany away. 
 
    “And the bees?” 
 
    Sister Ruth stopped and looked back at Bethany, a single eyebrow raised.  
 
    “I heard that you have your own hives. I have always been interested in beekeeping. I would love to learn, if possible.” The more skills she learned, the better she could provide for herself once she left the abbey. 
 
    Sister Ruth gave a single nod. “That can be arranged.” She continued to walk, not waiting to see if Bethany followed her. Madeline smiled at Bethany before slipping away, leaving Bethany to follow the older sister to the garden. 
 
    They spent the next hour discussing where Sister Ruth had planted everything. Bethany quickly realized that she hadn’t done it in any sort of order. Simply, every vegetable was planted with those that were the same. She also learned that the abbey had a well and that she would have to carry water to the garden every day in a bucket. “The cook likes to have her vegetables early in the morning, so the sooner you get outside and pick them, the happier she will be.” 
 
    Bethany nodded. She had always risen early at home and she saw no reason for that to change here.  
 
    After a quick break for lunch, which consisted of fresh cheese and vegetables from the garden, Sister Ruth led Bethany to a small clearing behind the barn, out of sight of the abbey. She pointed to a netted hat that rested against the wall of the barn. “The bees are back here. You must wear that whenever you go near them. I will have another made for you. Today, just watch.” Bethany stood back and watched as Sister Ruth donned the hat and then approached the bees, humming softly to herself. Bethany watched as she worked, fascinated by the process. Excitement sang through her as she realized that she would get to learn how to do this, too. 
 
    After dinner, Bethany fell into her bed. The day had been a full one. At dinner, Madeline had told her that the abbess had approved of her working in the garden and learning about the bees. Bethany had been relieved to find something that she could actually do, and she fell asleep with a satisfied smile on her lips. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Very gently, pick up the top.”  
 
    Bethany tried to calm the shaking of her hand as she reached for the top of the nearest bee hive. Sister Ruth stood behind her, wearing a net hat, just like Bethany was. It had taken Sister Ruth only a week to get Bethany her own hat.  
 
    The top came away in Bethany’s hand easily enough. The bees that surrounded her didn’t seem to mind her presence, buzzing by without paying her much attention. She set the top on a nearby stool, then turned back to the beehive, or skep, as Sister Ruth called it. “You can scoop the honey off the top.” Sister Ruth gave Bethany a jar, which Bethany used to scoop the honey. Once she had finished, she put the top back on and handed the jar to Sister Ruth. 
 
    “And you do this with every hive?” Bethany looked at the sister in amazement. Fifteen skeps were set up on tables behind the barn. The thought that Sister Ruth regularly did this on her own was amazing.  
 
    “There is more to beekeeping than collecting honey. Sometimes, hives become ill or infected. If that happens, you must cull them. Swarming can also be a problem.” 
 
    Bethany scrunched up her nose. “Swarming?” 
 
    “That is how the bees reproduce. A single colony splits into two. They typically do it around the same time each year. It is our job to catch the swarm and relocate it if need be.” Sister Ruth looked at the skeps. “I try to prevent that by ensuring I have plenty of skeps for the bees in case that happens.” 
 
    Bethany bit her lip. “There will be more hives than this?” 
 
    Sister Ruth shook her head. “Fifteen is my limit. I tried twenty hives one year and lost over half. I couldn’t keep up with them. Now, all extra hives, if I do not need them, are given to the surrounding villages.” 
 
    Bethany gave her a surprised looked, her mouth falling open. “You give them away?” 
 
    Sister Ruth huffed, like that shouldn’t have been a surprise. “We do not need much here at the abbey. The honey provides enough extra income for us that we do not need to sell the extra hives.”  
 
    Bethany nodded, bowing her head to hide her embarrassment. She had spent enough time at her father’s dinner table to know what a resource the beehives were. The fact that the nuns gave away the extra honey would have appalled her father. Shaking her head, she smiled up at Sister Ruth. “I think it is a sweet thing to do.”  
 
    Sister Ruth rolled her eyes at Bethany but smiled. Over the last several weeks, Bethany had come to realize that although Sister Ruth was strict and very devout, she had a sweet side. She also held a lot of pain but Bethany had yet to ask her about it. She didn’t feel it was her place to pry.  
 
    After collecting the honey, Bethany and Sister Ruth carried the jars to the barn, where they prepped them for sale. They sealed the jars and tied bows around them. A cart would take them to the nearest village for sale but Sister Ruth kept some back for people who wanted to buy the honey in person.  
 
    Once they were stacked, Bethany placed her hands on her back, stretching her sore muscles. Bending down in the garden most of the day and carrying buckets of water had started to take its toll. Her hands were no longer smooth. Calluses had appeared from all the hard work.  
 
    Sister Ruth glanced over at her, a frown marring her face. “How long until the babe arrives?” 
 
    Bethany placed a hand on her stomach, unable to keep a smile from her face. She had been at the abbey for a month, so did the calculation. “Two months, I think. He will be here before I know it.” 
 
    Sister Ruth kept silent, nodding and turning away.  
 
    Bethany turned toward the abbey, unsure of what else to say. She didn’t know Sister Ruth’s past or how she felt about children out of wedlock. She had come to respect the sister and didn’t want to see the judgment in her eyes.  
 
    As she neared the barn door, a grunt made her turn back. Sister Ruth sat on a bale of hay, her hands on her knees. “Have you decided what to do with the child?” 
 
    Bethany sighed, hating the question more and more. “I planned to leave the child here or have it taken to an orphanage.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But I am not sure that I can part with it. I know in my heart I must but a part of me still does not want to.” 
 
    “Sometimes our hearts are smarter than our heads.” Sister Ruth gave her a knowing smile before standing and leaving.  
 
    Bethany watched her hobble away, confusion causing her to blink several times in the pale afternoon light. A story was hiding behind Sister Ruth’s austere facade. Bethany wasn’t sure she would get to hear it before she left but she hoped she would. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SIX 
 
   T he sun had just started to rise over the tree tops when Bethany exited the kitchen, basket in hand. Over the last two and a half months at the abbey, she had become accustomed to rising early and going to bed early. Her days spent in the gardens and with the bees wore her out, not to mention the growing child she carried. She had written Eliza once, asking after Albert and assuring her that she was safe. When Eliza’s response had stated that Albert had all but disappeared, Bethany refused to write again, not wanting to tempt fate. She couldn’t take the chance that her letter would fall into Albert’s father’s hands.  
 
    She bent over to check on the tomatoes, happy to see that several were ripe and ready for picking. She plucked them from the vine and placed them in her basket. Bethany moved down the garden toward the potatoes, stopping to check those. As she bent over, a pain shot through her stomach, surprising her so much that she dropped her basket. She stood, taking deep breaths until the sensation disappeared. Once it was gone, she continued. She had been feeling some discomfort for the last day or so but assumed it was related to her being with child. 
 
    The next burst of pain drove her to her knees in the dirt The basket fell for a second time. Tears came to her eyes and she cursed herself for being so fragile. She did not handle pain well, to which her many headaches would attest. Since coming to the abbey, she had suffered only one truly bad headache and Madeline had brought her something to drink that had made it go away within hours. This pain, however, was ten times worse than any headache she had ever experienced. Her thoughts drifted to the baby. Could the baby survive this pain? 
 
    When she heard the door to the kitchens open, Bethany stood, clenching her jaw. She turned to see Sister Ruth watching her with concern. “Bethany, child, come here.”  
 
    Bethany walked toward her, her basket discarded in the dirt.  
 
    When Bethany reached her, Sister Ruth grabbed her arm, searching her face. “How long?” 
 
    “Since yesterday. It was not so bad then but today it is worse.” 
 
    Sister Ruth wrapped an arm around Bethany, something she had never done before. “The child is coming. You must get to bed.”  
 
    Bethany stumbled at the words, shock running through her. “Now? Already? I thought I had more time.” 
 
    Sister Ruth chuckled, then steered Bethany through the kitchen and toward the stairs. “Children come on their own time.” She led Bethany up to her room and got her into bed, helping her to remove most of her clothing. She left briefly, returning with Madeline and several armfuls of cloths. Madeline left again, then returned with buckets of warm water. Bethany watched in fear as Madeline handed a leather strap to Sister Ruth. 
 
    “What is that for?” 
 
    Sister Ruth held it up near Bethany’s face. “For you, my dear. You will bite down on it when you need to.” Then they settled in for the day, neither one leaving Bethany’s side as she labored in bed. Hour after hour, the pain seemed to grow, her body struggling to get the baby out. Sister Ruth assured her that the baby was in the correct position and that when she felt the need to push, she had to do so. Madeline spent the time wiping the sweat from Bethany’s face, offering her water, and whispering calming words into her ear. Never in her life had Bethany wanted Albert as badly as she did then. Through the pain, she cursed his father and hers for ruining what could’ve been a wonderful union.  
 
    It was well after dark when Bethany felt the need to push. She cried out, clutching Madeline’s hand. Sister Ruth stood at the end of the bed between Bethany’s legs, calling out words of encouragement. When at last the child emerged, Bethany fell back on the bed in exhaustion, barely able to raise her head. Her heart soared when a small cry sounded from where Sister Ruth was cleaning and wrapping the child. “How is he? Is he okay?” She looked to Madeline for reassurance but Madeline was watching Sister Ruth, concern etched on her face. 
 
    Sister Ruth stepped forward, placing the baby in Bethany’s arms. “He is, in fact, a girl.”  
 
    Bethany let out the breath she had been holding and looked down at her daughter for the first time. Her heart filled with so much love, she didn’t know what to do with herself. A pair of blue eyes peeked up at her from a pink and scrunched-up face. She reached out to touch the copper fuzz atop the baby’s head.  
 
    “She has hair.”  
 
    Sister Ruth snorted. “Yes, some babies do have hair. It seems that she may be a redhead. Was the father a redhead?” 
 
    Bethany nodded, tears of happiness flowing down her cheeks. “He was.” She kissed the child’s head, inhaling her sweet scent. “I cannot leave her. I thought I could but now that she is here and in my arms, the idea of leaving her breaks me.” Her eyes met Sister Ruth’s. “And I have been broken enough for one lifetime.” 
 
    Sister Ruth nodded in understanding. “I will inform the abbess. We will let you sleep now.” The women gathered everything, then left mother and child alone. Bethany gazed at her daughter – such a tiny bundle to bring such joy. 
 
    “It will be you and me against the world. I promise.” She spent the rest of the night formulating a plan that would allow her to support herself and her child without outside help. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
   M adeline passed her another basket, wincing when it bumped against a cart and a buzz sounded. “Are you sure this is safe?” 
 
    Bethany grinned, glancing at the sleeping baby at her feet. “We will be fine. I have managed to secure a place of employment and a small house for us. Working as a governess for two small children will be easy enough. And the mistress of the house did not seem to mind that I have a child of my own.” 
 
    Madeline narrowed her eyes. “You did not tell her the child was born out of wedlock, did you?” 
 
    Bethany sighed, slumping down into the seat. “I did not. I left out the father entirely. If she inferred from that that I am widowed, then that is on her. I did not see fit to correct her.” 
 
    Madeline shook her head but stepped back, giving Bethany an encouraging smile. “Sister Ruth put something in that basket for you. She said to tell you to look later, when you are settled and alone.”  
 
    Bethany raised an eyebrow but Madeline wouldn’t say more. She gave a nod of thanks, then settled onto the bench seat of the cart. A young man sat next to her, the reins in his hands. He had agreed to accompany her, promising to bring the cart back once he had safely delivered her to her new home. The abbess had offered the cart when Bethany had informed her that she had acquired employment in Wales, far from Albert’s father’s reach. At first, Bethany had refused the offer but when the abbess had asked her how she planned to get to Wales with an infant, and Bethany had no response, she was forced to realize that the abbess spoke sense and that she needed the cart. Now it sat full of provisions for the journey, coin to stay in inns along the way, and several skeps full of bees. Sister Ruth had assured her that the bees would be fine for the journey, although she did warn Bethany that she may lose a skep or two. Along with the bees, Sister Ruth had included several bags of seeds and vegetables, to help Bethany start her own garden once she got to her new home. The family she would be working for was providing a small cottage for her on their property. There, she would be able to raise her child.  
 
    The mule hooked up to the cart snorted when the boy urged him forward. He took on a slow pace, making the leaving even more excruciating than if Bethany had galloped away on horseback. The abbess stood at the door of the abbey, her hand raised in goodbye. Sister Ruth had refused to see her off, claiming that she hated goodbyes. However, she had provided more than enough for Bethany and the child to survive.  
 
    The baby dozed on, the gentle jostling of the cart keeping her sleeping. When she did wake, she ate hungrily before dropping back off. At only two months old, she slept more than anything else. The sisters had all assured Bethany that this was normal for babies and so she had settled into the routine. The abbess had provided her with a roughly drawn map, one that a villager had given them several years ago. It had taken Bethany a month to learn to read it, figure out landmarks, and determine what direction she should be heading. Now she could only pray that the inns were where the map claimed they were.  
 
    Both Madeline and the abbess had tried to make Bethany wait for a warmer time of year before heading out. With Christmas having recently passed, it was wet and cold, with snow in many parts. Bethany had assured them that as long as she made it to the inns, she and the baby would be fine. They had tried to talk her into taking someone with her, a guide to help her, but she had refused, afraid that anyone would be willing to give her up for a little bit of coin if Albert’s father came asking. She had to push on alone. It was the only way to keep the child safe.  
 
    They reached the first inn late that evening, the wind biting with cold. A stable boy took the mule and cart and Bethany directed him on what to do with the bees. She paid for two rooms for the night and, after a warm meal, burrowed down in the bed with her baby, thankful they had made it. Before she left the abbey, she had attempted to learn how to make a fire but her skills were shaky, and with the way the wind had been blowing, she was sure it wouldn’t have worked. She could only hope that things continued on this way as her journey progresses. 
 
    Over the next week, they stopped at many inns. Most days, they barely made it to the next village before the cold became too much and she worried about the baby. At night, they huddled in a room together, Bethany trying to give her baby as much of her body heat as she could. Thankfully, most rooms were equipped with a hearth, and a roaring fire always chased away the cold. Bethany worried about running out of coin but found that many places didn’t mind an extra helping hand for a place to sleep. In those cases, she bedded down with the other workers from the inn, back to back with a girl she had never met to keep warm.  
 
    When she finally reached Wales, she breathed a sigh of relief. The family lived on a large manor in Welshpool. This meant, now that they were in Wales, the journey was near its end. She stopped at one final inn, waiting until morning to ask after the family. The innkeeper was all too happy to direct her, telling her she should reach them by mid-afternoon. Bethany was relieved. She had worried the whole trip that she had made the wrong decision, that bringing her child on this journey had been foolish. Now, she was thrilled to be so close to her goal.  
 
    True to the innkeeper’s word, the manor appeared right after lunch. The dreary weather hadn’t let up and in the late morning, the baby had started to cry. Nothing Bethany did would calm her. Knowing that they were so close, Bethany refused to stop, pushing on toward the manor. As she pulled up in front of the large stone building, she was grateful that she had kept on. Inside would be warm blankets and fires. She sat in the cart for a moment, waiting, but when no one came out to greet her, she climbed down, picked up the baby, and took the child with her to the front door. She dropped the knocker three times, then stepped back to wait.  
 
    Finally, the door opened to reveal an older gentleman with a kind face and sad eyes. “How can I help you?” 
 
    Bethany licked her lips, her nerves getting the best of her. What if this was the wrong manor? What if they no longer needed her? The baby wouldn’t survive a trip back. “My name is Bethany Davies. I was hired to be a governess. I am in the right place, am I not?” She tried to look past him into the manor but the darkness from inside made it hard to see. 
 
    A bright grin broke out on his face, making him look younger than she had originally thought. He took a step back, sweeping his arm out for her. “Yes, yes, this is it. We were wondering where you had gotten to.” 
 
    She stepped inside, where the darkness gave way to a beautiful entrance hall with thick rugs and tapestries hanging from the ceilings. A fire burned in the hearth, its crackle chasing away the cold from outside. Bethany stepped toward it, the baby calming. “I think she was just cold.” She smiled up at him, forgetting for a moment where she was.  
 
    He reached out a hand, pausing near the baby’s face. “May I?” She nodded and he caressed the baby’s cheek, smiling again. The man’s dark hair was long, pulled back from his face by a thong of leather. His dark eyes still held sadness but they sparkled when he looked at the baby. “Her name?” 
 
    “Marie.” Bethany had chosen a simple name, Albert’s grandmother’s name, to honor him, even if he couldn’t be a part of her life.  
 
    “Lovely name. Shall I give you a tour?” He gestured to the manor and she nodded, following him from room to room. There were the kitchens, bustling with people. The dining room, large enough to hold the entire household. He informed her that everyone ate together, which she rather liked. A large set of stairs led up to the bedrooms, where he and the children slept. It was then that she realized she had yet to see anything of his wife, with whom she had been corresponding.  
 
    “And the lady of the house?” 
 
    His smile fell and Bethany worried that she had said something wrong. Before she could correct herself, he sighed. “My wife passed two weeks ago. Probably right around the time you set out to join us.”  
 
    Bethany took a step back, clutching the baby tighter. “Died? How?” 
 
    “She had always been sickly. She did not fully recover from the last childbirth and I am afraid it ultimately took her life.”  
 
    A hand covering her mouth, Bethany fought the surprise that threatened to overwhelm her. The poor man, left to raise his children alone. “And the children?” 
 
    “They are fine. Emily is three and very inquisitive. Little Jane just turned one and really does not know that anything is missing. At least, I do not think she does.” He shook himself, turning to her. “That is why I wanted to ask that you remain here, in the manor. I know my wife had arranged for you to stay in the cottage but the children are so young, I would rather you were closer.” 
 
    “With them being so young, I am more a nanny than a governess, am I not?” The mother hadn’t mentioned the children’s ages and Bethany hadn’t asked. Now she wondered if the woman had known she was dying and had secured Bethany to care for her children.  
 
    “You are. My wife may have hired you knowing she did not have much time left, I am afraid.” 
 
    Bethany squared her shoulders and put on a brave face. “It will not be a problem. I will work with the children and look after them.” She glanced around. “Do they have a nurse as well?” 
 
    “They used to. She left before my wife died. She was getting on in years and went to stay with her family.” He chuckled darkly. “I am afraid that most of the work is going to be on your shoulders.” 
 
    Hoisting the baby a little higher in her arms, Bethany smiled. “I can manage. Show me to the girls.”  
 
    He led her to the nursery, pushing open the door with bravado. Two little girls came running to him, the older squealing, the younger toddling behind on shaky legs. He bent down on their level, then picked up both and swung them around. “Girls, have you been behaving yourselves?”  
 
    A young maid appeared, a look of relief on her face.  
 
    “Of course we have,” the older girl, Emily, crowed.  
 
    He turned to Bethany, setting the girls down to face her. “Girls, this is Bethany. She is going to be taking care of you and teaching you how to be a lady. Bethany, this is Emily and Jane.”  
 
    Emily grinned, her big brown eyes sparkling, her golden curls falling in ringlets around her face. Jane appeared to have the same golden hair but it was still in its baby phase, short and spiky. Her eyes were more green, like gems on a crown. When she smiled, several teeth showed through. “Is she our new mommy?” Emily looked from Bethany to her father, hope on her little face.  
 
    The lord laughed, squatting down next to her. “No, darling, she is not. She is your governess and you will do as she says, yes?”  
 
    The little girl nodded, sticking a thumb in her mouth.  
 
    He sighed, standing back up. “She started doing that after her mother died. I think it comforts her but I am not entirely sure.” 
 
    Bethany squatted down, balancing the baby on her legs as she came face to face with the child. “We are going to have loads of fun and learn a lot of new things, okay?”  
 
    Emily nodded, squeezing against her father’s leg.  
 
    Bethany stood, giving him a reassuring smile. “It will take time but they will warm up to me.” She glanced around, noticing that the room contained only two beds. “Now, if you do not mind, I would like to get to my room and get settled in.”  
 
    He agreed, shooing the girls back to the waiting maid before leading Bethany out of the nursery. He took her down the hall, where a large room sat open, waiting for them. Inside, the big four-poster bed was reminiscent of her old one back home. Lush carpets covered the floor and a large fire burned in the hearth. “I had the servants prepare it while we walked around. I wanted it to be warm enough for you.” A small cradle sat near the bed, ready for the baby. Bethany sighed in relief as she set the baby down, shaking the feeling back into her arms.  
 
    “Before I forget, milord, the young man outside with the cart will need fresh food before he heads back. I was hoping he could bed down here tonight before leaving tomorrow.” The young man had grown on her, looking after her and the baby as best he could.  
 
    The lord nodded. “I will see to it that he is taken care of and sent on his way with everything he needs.” 
 
    He turned to leave the room but she called out, stopping him. “What do I call you, milord?” 
 
    He chuckled, shaking his head and waving his hands at her. “Not that, please. Call me Ambrose.”  
 
    “Ambrose it is.”  
 
    He gave her a bow and left the room, closing the door behind him.  
 
    She turned to find that her trunk and baskets had been delivered to the room, so she set about putting away her things. Realizing that the bees weren’t there, she sighed, knowing she would have to leave the warmth of the room soon to handle them. Deciding she could ask after them during the evening meal, she settled into a chair near the fire, holding Marie close and thanking the Lord that they had made it in one piece. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
   L ife fell into a routine after that first day. Bethany had lost many of her bees on the journey but some had survived and she was able to set them up behind the barn, similar to how Sister Ruth had kept them at the abbey. Every morning before breakfast, she headed out and checked on them, collecting honey that she gave to the cook of the manor to add to their food. After breakfast, she spent the morning with the children, playing games and drawing. The babies took naps throughout the day but little Emily had a great amount of energy and a desire for knowledge. Bethany worried that she wouldn’t be able to quench it.  
 
    The maid took the girls after lunch, giving Bethany a break in the afternoon. At first, she had napped with the baby, too exhausted to do much else. However, as she grew used to the girls' antics, she found herself wandering around the manor, exploring places that the initial tour hadn’t included. She found that if she hovered in the kitchens, she could pick up on a lot of the manor gossip and even get news from the surrounding towns. After three days of hovering, the cook had handed her a potato and set her to work, something Bethany had never done in her life.  
 
    Other days, when she needed time to herself, Bethany wandered the halls, looking for something to occupy her time. She considered starting a garden but wanted to get settled in more before taking over parts of the lord’s land. The cook had a garden of her own and Bethany didn’t want to overstep. This thought prompted her to wander from room to room, taking in the view from different windows. As she left one empty room and headed to another, a door she hadn’t noticed before caught her attention. She walked over to it, curiosity getting the better of her. The lord hadn’t told her that anything was off-limits, so she pulled open the door and stepped into a large room full of books. Even Eliza would be impressed with the number of books that Bethany saw. 
 
    Shelves ran the length of the room, stacked from floor to ceiling with tomes. At the back, near another door, scrolls had been rolled and piled into a cabinet of sorts. Several large windows offered light during the day, while lamps would provide light at night. Some of the windows even had benches to sit on if one so wished. Bethany walked the aisles, taking in titles and subjects, surprised at how well it was organized. She picked a book a random, its leather cover smooth in her hand, and took a seat, curious to see what she had chosen. Eliza was more of the reader but Bethany enjoyed a good book now and then. 
 
    Before she knew it, hours had passed. The dinner bell rang and she jumped, her aching breasts telling her it was well past time to feed Marie. Surprised no one had come looking for her, she placed the book back where she’d found it and left the room, vowing to return. Bethany rushed to the nursery to find the maid bouncing a sobbing Marie, with Emily running circles around the pair. Jane sat on the floor, babbling to herself.  
 
    “I am so sorry. I lost track of time.” 
 
    The maid passed Marie to her, letting out a sigh of relief. “It is okay, ma’am.” The maid gave a small curtsey before leaving the room. Bethany watched her go, a guilty feeling eating at her. It wasn’t the maid’s job to care for Marie but why hadn’t she come to get her when the baby woke up like she normally did? Shaking her head, Bethany settled onto the bed and fed Marie while the other two girls played. Once the baby was finished, Bethany gathered everyone up and ushered them downstairs to the dining room, where Ambrose sat waiting for them, food piled on his plate. Emily hopped up into her chair, chattering away about her day, while Bethany got both the baby and the toddler settled. When she finally took her seat, she blew out her breath, her cheeks flushed from the exertion. Ambrose raised a questioning eyebrow at her.  
 
    “It is nothing. I lost track of time in the library.” 
 
    “Ah. That explains it.” 
 
    “Explains what?” She took a bite of stew, savoring the spices the cook had used as they exploded in her mouth. 
 
    “Why Marie was crying. The maid didn’t come to get you, did she?” 
 
    Bethany shook her head. “No, she did not. Why?” 
 
    “My wife used the library as a shelter. If she was in there, she did not want to be disturbed. The maid must have assumed you felt the same way.” He took a sip of wine, watching her over the cup.  
 
    “I would never. I was so embarrassed when I got back to the room and realized how long it had been.” 
 
    “I will make sure to inform the maid. No need for it to happen again, and she may not believe it if it comes from you.”  
 
    Bethany gave him a nod of thanks, confusion filling her mind. What could his wife have needed sheltering from? Certainly, the children could be a handful but nothing that seemed serious. For the thousandth time, Bethany wished she had been able to meet the woman. She had so many questions that she wanted to ask.  
 
    After dinner, Ambrose rose, offering her his hand. “Care for a walk?”  
 
    Bethany looked back at the children but another maid had rushed into the room and gathered them up, taking them to the nursery. Realizing she had no excuse not to, Bethany agreed. He led her to the back of the manor, where he opened two large doors that led to a back patio and a garden. It rivaled any garden she had seen at the many parties she had attended back home. For a moment, her breath caught in her throat.  
 
    “This is gorgeous.” 
 
    “I commissioned it for my late wife. She could spend hours walking out here.” He led her along one of the stone paths, stopping to point out different flowers as they walked. “I take it you escaped to the library today for a distraction?” 
 
    She nodded, the cool night air blowing through her hair. “I did. Before finding the library, I spent some time in the kitchens but the cook put me to work the last time I was there.” She chuckled to herself as she thought about all the potatoes she had mangled while trying to peel them. 
 
    “How about I take you for a ride tomorrow? You do ride horses, do you not?” 
 
    Bethany’s heart pounded at the thought. She loved to ride. It was the one thing she and her father had shared when she was younger. “I do. That would be wonderful.” 
 
    “Splendid. Once you hand the children over to the maid tomorrow, we will go for a ride.” They spent the rest of the walk in companionable silence, Bethany’s excitement over the ride making any sort of conversation almost impossible. When they parted ways at the garden doors, he kissed her hand, bringing a blush to her cheeks. Bethany pushed away those thoughts, refusing to think about them. She was his governess and he was newly widowed. Besides, there was always hope that Albert would come to get her. 
 
    *** 
 
    The following day, after the maid took over caring for the children, he met her at the stables. The maid had apologized for not coming to get her the day before, not realizing that what the previous mistress had desired wasn’t something that all ladies desired. Bethany tried to assure her that no harm had been done but the girl would barely look at her as she left the room. Bethany wondered how harsh Ambrose had been with the girl but all thoughts of the conversation left her mind when she saw the horse Ambrose had waiting for her.  
 
    The mare he had chosen was roughly fifteen hands high, with a silky black coat and a black mane and tail to match. Dark eyes watched Bethany with curiosity as she approached, an apple in hand. Once the treat had been accepted, Bethany ran her hands over the velvety snout, enjoying the feel of it beneath her fingers. “She is gorgeous.” 
 
    He chuckled from where he sat on his own horse, a large stallion with a dappled coat. “I am glad you like her. I bought her for my wife after we married but she never seemed to have a use for her.” A stable hand rushed forward to help Bethany into the saddle, waiting to step away until she was situated. She nodded her thanks and turned the horse to follow Ambrose as he started trotting off toward the fields.  
 
    After several moments of silence, Bethany decided it couldn’t hurt to ask questions about the girls’ mother. “Did you know your wife well before you married?” 
 
    He glanced at her, then away, a small smile on his face. “No, not really. Ours was an arranged marriage. My wife’s father had several daughters and was looking to marry her off. I was in need of a wife. She was nice enough. We got on as well as one can expect. And she gave me two beautiful girls, so I cannot really complain.” 
 
    “But?” She leaned forward, making the horse's ears flick back at her.  
 
    “But we were never close. She did her duty and then wanted to be alone. When she never fully recovered from Jane’s birth, I tried to give her space and time to heal. The maids cared for the girls more than she did. That’s why she was able to hide in the library or walk in the garden for hours. I thought that those things were part of her healing. I was wrong. She wasted away and no one could have done anything to save her.” 
 
    Bethany wiped away a tear. “That is so sad. Do you think she just gave up?” 
 
    He shook his head, looking out over the fields. “I am honestly not sure. She never talked to me about it. I was surprised when she told me about you but now that I think on it, she must have known how sick she was.” 
 
    They spent the rest of the ride in silence, Bethany thinking about the woman who had come before her. There hadn’t been much between Ambrose and his wife, although he did seem to care for her, at least a little bit. She, in turn, had seemed to care for the girls, at least enough to hire Bethany for them. Bethany resolved to find out all she could about their mother so that one day she could tell the girls about her. The servants might know more than the woman’s husband, as the couple hadn’t seemed to know each other very well at all.  
 
    At the conclusion of the ride, Ambrose helped her off her horse, his warm hands encircling her waist and lifting her off. She couldn’t hide the blush that crept up her cheeks. Having a baby had changed her body in ways she hadn’t expected and her waist wasn’t as small as it used to be. Once her feet touched the ground, she moved to take a step back but he held her place, his eyes boring into hers. “Do not be embarrassed. There is nothing wrong with the way you look.”  
 
    She ducked her head, surprised at his words. She had been in his home for less than a month and already the man was complimenting her. Either he was very nice or very lonely. “I am not embarrassed. Just a little shy.” With those words, she turned and went inside, hoping to clear her head while caring for the children.  
 
    Bethany sat in the nursery, the girls playing around her, the baby in her lap. Her thoughts wandered to Ambrose and his words. She hadn’t spoken to Albert in months. For all she knew, he had gone back to his family and married the princess as they wanted. Or he was wandering the countryside looking for her? Even if he did find her, what did he really have to offer them? A job working as a horse master? What lord would agree to let a disgraced earl do that job? She felt foolish for thinking that their lives could be what they wanted them to be. 
 
    Emily tugged on her skirt. “Are you sad?” 
 
    Bethany smiled, bouncing baby Marie. “No, I am just thinking. How could I be sad with you here?”  
 
    Emily giggled and went back to playing, Jane crawling after her. Bethany smiled at them, for a moment letting her mind wander, imagining what it would be like to be the lady of the house with three girls to raise. The idea didn’t upset her, even if her heart stung a bit at the exclusion of Albert. Certainly, Ambrose was a handsome man but he wasn’t her Albert. Bethany banished the thoughts, realizing that daydreaming about something that would never happen wouldn’t make her stay there any easier. She had to focus on her job and on the girls. There wasn’t time for anything else, even if the handsome gentleman smiled at her all the time. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER NINE 
 
   S everal weeks later, a letter arrived with Bethany’s name on it. The seal seemed familiar but her stomach rolled with nerves as she opened it in the quiet of the library during the girls’ naptime. As the letter opened before her, she let out a sigh of relief. Eliza had found her and decided to reprimand her.  
 
    My dearest Bethany, 
 
    It took months for Edward to find you for me. Those sisters really took a liking to you while you stayed with them. They were hesitant to tell us where you were but once we told them that it was us who sent you to them, they gave in. How I have worried for you over these last few months. I did not know what to do without you here. Anne and Victoria have been great friends but they are not you and it is obvious at times.  
 
    The sisters told us about the baby and the posting you took. I wish you had written me. I could have told you that Albert came to us, telling us that he was ready. He was going to ride off to the abbey to get you but Edward stopped him, telling him that he needed to be smarter about this. He had to come to get you in secrecy and take you to Gretna Green before his father found out. Edward helped him put everything in place but by the time he got to the abbey, you were gone. We feared the worst until the sisters reassured us. 
 
    All this to say that Albert is waiting for you. He wants to marry you and he wants to be a father to his daughter. He has a job, a good one, and a house ready for you. All he needs is you. Send your response immediately. We are awaiting your reply. 
 
    Always yours, 
 
    Eliza 
 
    Bethany leaned back in her favorite seat in the library, the letter falling to her lap. Albert was ready for her. After months of doubts and worries, he was ready. His father was still a threat but if they could make it to Gretna Green, everything would be fine. Or so Eliza seemed to think. Doubt made Bethany pause. It didn’t matter whether she and Albert married. His father could still use their child against him if he really wanted to. Maybe it was better if she stayed where she was, away from it all.  
 
    She was so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t hear anyone enter the library. Only when Ambrose cleared his throat did she notice his presence. She jumped up, her letter falling to the floor. They both stooped to retrieve it at the same time, banging their heads together in the process. Ambrose cursed, taking a step back as he rubbed his head. Bethany mumbled an apology as she snatched up the letter and put it away, her cheeks burning.  
 
    “Something interesting from back home?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded, keeping her eyes down. “My closest friend. She was worried about me.” 
 
    “Did she not know where you were?” 
 
    Bethany paused. How much did she really want to tell him? And what would he think of her once she did? He had to suspect that she’d had her baby out of wedlock, as she went by “Miss” Instead of “Missus” but he had never asked her about it. Would he judge her? Deciding to find out, she met his gaze, her cheeks heating even more as she spoke. “My baby’s father was looking for me. I fled my best friend’s house after we were threatened by Marie’s grandfather. When I left the abbey for here, I asked them to not tell anyone. If the baby’s grandfather could not find us, he could not use us against Albert.” 
 
    “But the sisters gave you up?” 
 
    A small smile crossed Bethany’s lips. “My best friend’s husband can be very persuasive. And they were worried, which I am sure convinced the sisters they meant us no harm. They have been helping Albert prepare for us. Eliza says he is ready.” 
 
    Ambrose stepped closer, placing a warm hand on her shoulder. A shiver traveled down her spine. “You are unsure about marrying him?” 
 
    Bethany shook her head. “I want to with all my heart but what if his father comes after us? How can I protect him and Marie? Getting married will not stop the man.” 
 
    “Getting married to Albert will not stop him. But getting married to me would. I could claim Marie as my own. Albert would never have to know.” Ambrose leaned forward, his lips inches from hers. “I could protect the two of you.” He kissed her, a hand caressing her cheek as he pressed his lips to hers. Bethany melted into him for a moment, letting herself believe this would be the right choice. But thoughts of Albert kept intruding. She pushed back, putting some space between them. 
 
    “I cannot. It is a lovely and generous offer but I love Albert with all my heart. This would break him. He has given up so much for me.” 
 
    “So you are going to him, then?” His voice seemed to contain a challenge.                
 
    Bethany shook her head. “No, not yet. I have to be sure, and right now I do not feel it would be safe for me or Marie. I would like to keep working here if that is alright.” 
 
    He hesitated for only a moment before nodding. “If that is what you want.” 
 
    “It is.”  
 
    He turned and strode out, leaving her standing in the library, her knees shaking.  
 
    She couldn’t believe she had turned him down. He had offered safety to her and Marie, and she had said no. She sat down abruptly, clutching her hand to her chest as tears spilled down her cheeks. If she went to Albert, they might never be safe. Was that really what she wanted? 
 
    Unsure of herself, she fled the library for the bees. Donning her bee hat, she hummed, letting their soft sounds soothe her. As she worked, she realized that she never wanted to give up on Albert. She had run for her safety and for that of her child but in the back of her mind she had always assumed Albert would come for her. The fact that it had been Edward and Eliza to go to the abbey meant that his father was still looking for him, or her, or both of them. Until that was no longer a problem, she couldn’t risk being with him. And he deserved to know that. Setting aside her hat, she marched back inside the manor and up to her room, where she grabbed a quill, some ink, and parchment. She wrote a note to Eliza, thanking her for all she and Edward had done for her and asking her to pass on a letter to Albert. Trusting that her friend would be discrete, she wrote to Albert, hoping to convey all the love she felt for him.                
 
    My darling love, 
 
    I know these last few months have been hard. Please know that I am safe and that I love you. Marie is healthy and thriving. The sisters were good to me. I have found work in the home of a kind man and he looks out for me. We are safe. Do not ever forget that. 
 
    Because we are safe, I am afraid I cannot come to you. The threat of your father is too great and I do not want to ever have to flee from him again. As long as he is still looking for you, he will be a threat. He will not rest until he gets what he wants and the thought that he could use us to do so makes me feel ill. I will wait however long it takes to be with you. I promise. But for now, stay hidden and safe. We will do the same. 
 
    Until we meet again, 
 
    Your Bethany 
 
    After spreading sand over the ink and sealing the letters, she found the man who had brought Eliza’s letter to her and gave him her replies. He promised to deliver them as soon as he could, leaving the following morning after a light breakfast in the kitchen. Bethany watched him go, her heart in her throat. This would kill Albert but he had to know that it was for the best. They had to protect Marie no matter what. There was no telling what his father would do if he got his hands on her.  
 
    *** 
 
    Eliza’s reply arrived a month later. Unlike her first letter, this one was more clipped, admonishing Bethany for whatever she had written to Albert. Eliza repeatedly promised that Bethany would be safe but how could she know that? How could she or Edward or even Albert guarantee that his father wouldn’t do something to them? He had the money and the power. If he got an idea in his head, there would be no stopping him. 
 
    Deciding that there was nothing she could say to convince Eliza that she was right, Bethany didn’t respond. Instead, she turned back to her duties, working with the bees and caring for the children. As the weather warmed up, she picked a spot for her garden, using her free time to till the soil and plant her seeds instead of reading in the library. She went to dinner tired and dirty but happy with the results.  
 
    Dinner was another matter altogether. At first, after the kiss in the library, Ambrose avoided her, taking his meals in his study and leaving her to sit at the table alone. After about a week of that, she took her food to his study as well, sitting in a seat with her plate balanced on her knees. When he gave her a surprised look, she simply said, “I spend most of my time with children. Do not take away the one time I get to talk to another adult.” He didn’t press further and the next night resumed eating with her in the dining room. He didn’t say much, and he ate rather quickly, but he always seemed interested in the children and asked after them frequently.  
 
    It was hard to admit but he was the only friend she had. The servants didn’t know how to treat her. Was she a lady? Was she a servant like them? Their lord treated her differently than he did the maids and the cook, so it seemed that she was more lady than servant to them. This led to many curtsies and smiles but no conversations. Even the maid who helped her with the children rarely talked to her, rushing out of the room as soon as she could. It made for a very lonely existence.  
 
    One night, Ambrose met her eyes and frowned, his forehead creasing in concern. “Bethany, whatever is the matter?” 
 
    She looked down at her soup and then back up at him, trying to put a smile on her face. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You look so sad sitting there. What could have you so upset?” 
 
    Her lip trembled as she realized for the first time that she truly felt alone. “I have no friends here, Ambrose. None but you, and you barely speak to me.” As her first tears fell, he jumped up from his seat, rushing to her side.  
 
    “Bethany, no. I thought I was respecting you. I worried that I had overstepped and I wanted to give you some space. I never meant to hurt you.” He reached up with a napkin to wipe at her tears.  
 
    “I understand why you did it. That does not make it hurt any less.” She sniffled, reaching to take the napkin from him. “You are the only one I can talk to.” 
 
    “Tell me. What is on your heart?” 
 
    “I feel I have made a grave mistake.” She launched into her concerns, telling him about Eliza’s short letter and how her friend had been upset about what Bethany had told Albert. She railed against Albert’s father, describing her frustration at his actions. By the time she had gotten out all her feelings, the napkin was wet and Ambrose was patting her shoulder.  
 
    “While that all may seem hard to handle, you are strong enough, Bethany. And I believe that even though you have told him to stay away, your Albert is not likely to listen to you.” He grunted as he stood, moving back to his chair. “If I were in his place and I knew exactly where you were, nothing would keep me from you. Nasty father or not.” 
 
    Bethany sniffled some more, giving him a watery smile. “That is very kind of you to say but I am afraid that Albert fears his father. I only hope he took my words to heart. I do plan to marry him, just not right now.” She went back to her food, her thoughts still in turmoil, but she felt much better. She knew Albert loved her, so she just had to be patient and wait for the right time for them to be together. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TEN 
 
   A lbert stormed through Edward’s manor, Bethany’s letter clutched in his hand. He rushed up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Throwing open Edward’s study door, he marched in, then slammed the letter down on Edward’s desk. Edward looked from the letter to Albert’s face, keeping his own visage clear of all emotion. “Eliza knows where she is.” The words came out clipped, Albert’s face red. 
 
    Edward waved to the chair in front of his desk, then stood and moved to the sidebar to pour them both a drink. He handed Albert a glass before retaking his seat, giving his friend time to gather his thoughts.  
 
    Albert’s hand shook as he brought the glass to his lips and sucked down the liquid in one gulp. Slamming down the glass, his eyes met Edward’s. “Eliza knows where Bethany and my child are.” 
 
    Edward gave him a single nod. “She does.” 
 
    “I need to go to her, Edward. She needs me.” He jabbed a finger at the letter. “She is working for a household, I know that much. The good Lord only knows what she is doing. She is a lady and should be treated as such.” 
 
    “A disgraced lady, Albert. You know that.” 
 
    “All because both our fathers are fools.” Albert leaned back in the chair, crossing his arms. “She is afraid of my father. You never told me what happened that night. What did he do to her?” 
 
    Edward sighed, giving his friend a sad look. “He made some threats. To Bethany and the baby. You know how he is. He will do anything to get his way. In Bethany’s mind, it sounded like he would hold your baby hostage to make you marry that princess.” 
 
    “That princess and I have an agreement.” Albert let the words hang between them for a moment. He had never told anyone this, not even Edward. “We decided we did not want to be forced to marry each other. Each of us has someone else we want. All I need is for her to marry. Once that is done, Bethany will have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Is that truly what you have been waiting for this whole time?” 
 
    Albert gave a slow nod. “She should be getting married later this month. Once she is no longer an option, my father will not have a choice.” 
 
    Edward ran a hand down his face. “Why did you never say anything? Bethany has been running scared for months. You could have gone to her long before now.” 
 
    “Why would this have changed anything?” The confusion on Albert’s face made Edward want to chuckle. 
 
    “Because your father cannot force a princess to marry you if she does not want to. The fact that she has someone else in mind means she has no interest in you. I am sure her mother would not take kindly to your father’s bullying tactics.” A small smile flitted across Edward’s face. To see Albert’s father put in his place would be priceless.  
 
    “Exactly my point. Now that the princess is set to marry, I can marry Bethany. Edward, I need to know where she is. I have to get her.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I have been renting a small cottage in Scotland, to establish my residency for the twenty-one days required so we can marry. I just need to get Bethany.” 
 
    “And if in doing so you lead your father right to her and the child?” Edward understood Bethany’s concern. Albert had never stood up to his father in his life.  
 
    “Then I will deal with him. He can threaten me all he likes. He does not threaten my love or my child.” The determination in his eyes left no doubt. If challenged, Albert would not back down.  
 
    “All right. I will tell you where they are. But do not tell her where you got the information from. Eliza made me swear to not say anything but in this case, I think I can use my own judgment and make an exception.” He pulled out some parchment, wrote the name of the lord on it, and passed it over. “You will need a map to find the place. It is rather far away.” 
 
    Albert stood, reaching out his hand to Edward. Edward clasped it, squeezing it firmly. “Thank you, old friend. I promise to bring them back safely.” 
 
    Edward gave him a nod, saying nothing. Albert might believe that his father would give up easily but Edward wasn’t so sure. Albert’s father tended to be sneaky, something Albert was not.  
 
    Albert strode from the room, a new confidence in him. He would get Bethany and bring her home with him, no matter what. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
   B ethany sat in her room late that evening, watching the fire crackle. The baby slept soundly in her cradle near the fire, the light making her hair sparkle. Bethany sighed, feeling the weight of everything on her shoulders. She looked over at her wardrobe, feeling like she was forgetting something. Then Madeline’s last words came back to her, something about a surprise left by Sister Ruth. Bethany rushed to the wardrobe, pulled out her back, and rummaged through it. She hadn’t paid much attention when she’d emptied it, so distracted had she been by all that was happening. 
 
    Her fingers brushed something and she pulled it out to find a letter in her hand. The seal wasn’t one she recognized but that didn’t matter to her. This had to be what Sister Ruth had left her. She broke the seal and settled back into the chair to read what the sister had written.  
 
    Bethany, 
 
    I write this as you are preparing to leave, taking a step I was never able to take. I, too, came to the abbey as a woman scorned, a lady with no other recourse. My love decided to abandon me, claiming that he could not wed me in the state I was in. I begged him to reconsider, threw myself at his mercy, and he turned me away. I shamed my family simply because of some pretty words he had whispered to me in the dark. 
 
    My babe came much as yours did, early. Perhaps it was the stress of a broken heart but arrive he did. He made it, much as yours did. I held him in those first few hours, promising him that we would never be parted but God has other plans for us sometimes. Someone at the abbey let the father know that my baby had arrived and he came, demanding I hand over his son. You see, he had only daughters and wanted my boy to be his heir. His wife had already agreed to take on the boy as her own. I was unable to fight him, for what could I possibly give my son? A life at the abbey? No prospects as he grew up? In my despair, I gave him to them. I have not seen him since. 
 
    All this to say, do not give up on your young man. If he truly loves you, as it seems he does, he will come for you. Do not do anything rash. Wait for him, no matter how bleak it may seem. Trust the words of someone who did not have that option.  
 
    Stay safe, 
 
    Sister Ruth 
 
    Bethany read the letter three times, something niggling at the back of her mind. A lord had taken Ruth’s baby? A married lord at that. Bethany clutched the letter to her chest, her thoughts whirling. Sister Ruth had been in Bethany’s position but even worse off. At least Bethany had Albert, who loved her more than anything in the world. He had already proven that by going against his father.  
 
    It hit Bethany then, the truth of it all. Albert had already done so much to defy his father. He had stood up to him, left behind his fortune for her. Why did she think he couldn’t protect her and the baby? Albert had already proven himself willing to do anything for her and the baby. Hating herself for doubting him, she rushed to the small desk and wrote two notes: one to Albert and another to Eliza. She hoped that they would reach the pair before he decided to give up on her. She tucked them away, determined to have them sent out in the morning. 
 
    Except when morning came, that didn’t happen. Emily had fallen sick in the night, coughing and running a fever. Bethany stayed by her side, asking the maid to take the two younger children out of the nursery. There was no sense in having all three get sick. Emily was strong and Bethany believed that she could recover. Ambrose sent for a doctor, the worry plain on his face. He had already lost his wife and didn’t want to lose one of his children, too.  
 
    Bethany lay in bed with Emily, pressing cool cloths to her head. She wracked her brain for anything that could be used to soothe the girl. Suddenly, she remembered that honey could, so she jumped out of the bed and pressed a kiss to Emily’s curls before charging out to the back of the barn. Ignoring her net hat, she went right to the first skep, hoping the bees had some honey she could use. Breathing a sigh of relief when she opened the top, she took what she needed and went back inside, holding the jar of precious liquid against her chest. 
 
    When she got back to her room, she propped up Emily and spooned honey into her mouth. The girl swallowed, her eyes drooping even as she sat up. Bethany set aside the honey and curled her body around Emily’s, holding her against her chest. The coughing subsided and Emily’s breathing sounded marginally better. Bethany thanked the Lord above, clutching the small girl to her. If anything happened to her, Bethany wasn’t sure how Ambrose would react. 
 
    By the next morning, because the honey had soothed her throat, Emily was taking liquids, sipping broths and teas. The doctor proclaimed that the fever had to run its course and left leeches to be used if necessary. Bethany tossed them out after he left, shuddering at the very idea of placing them on the young girl’s skin. Ambrose had let her, not arguing. He saw how her honey was making Emily better. 
 
    After her second night of staying up with Emily, Bethany left the nursery to get some air. She stood near the banister of the staircase, taking deep breaths. The fear of losing the child was passing but it still hurt to walk into the room and see how pathetic she looked.  
 
    A hand on her shoulder made her turn to find Ambrose behind her, worry etched on his face. Without thinking, she fell into his arms, tears escaping down her cheeks. Her fear and pain escaped with the tears, letting her breathe freely for the first time in two days. “She is going to be fine,” Bethany said. 
 
    “Thanks to you.” His hands ran up and down her back as he tried to soothe her.  
 
    “All I did was give her honey.” 
 
    “Which no one else thought to do. You came up with the idea. Not even the doctor thought of it.” 
 
    She pulled back from him, looking into his eyes. Their warmth seeped into her and for a moment she lost herself in them. Then Sister Ruth’s words flitted through her mind and she blinked, pulling away. “I had to do something. I was so afraid we were going to lose her.” Bethany turned back toward the room but his voice stopped her. 
 
    “Go lay down. I will stay with her now.” 
 
    She turned back, worry wrinkling her brow. “Are you sure?”  
 
    He nodded, stepping into the nursery and leaving her alone.  
 
    She shuffled to her room and climbed into her bed without removing her clothing. Sleep claimed her almost as soon as she closed her eyes.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
   E mily recovered slowly over the next several weeks. She clung to Bethany, never wanting to leave her side, even when it was time for Bethany to put her to bed at night. Jane seemed to sense that something had been wrong and clung to Bethany as well, leaving her with almost no time to do anything else. Bethany worried that Marie was being ignored but the baby seemed content to coo and watch the fire most days.  
 
    As the weather warmed, Bethany found herself drawn outside. She took the girls with her to the garden to pull weeds or out to the skeps to check on the bees. She made them stand back while she worked, explaining what she was doing as she did it. Neither seemed particularly interested. Emily even wandered into the barn a couple of times. She seemed drawn to the horses, something Bethany didn’t miss. When she pointed it out to Ambrose during one of their dinners, he smiled. It was the first real smile she had seen on his face since Emily had gotten sick. 
 
    “Then she will love the surprise I have for her.” 
 
    Bethany raised an eyebrow at him. “Oh, really? And what is that?” 
 
    “A pony. One just for her. I plan to have her learn to care for it. Once she has shown that she can, I will teach her to ride.” 
 
    “You do not think she is a little young for that?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. Her mother was a natural with horses, was around them her whole life. Emily will be fine.” He seemed so sure, Bethany didn’t want to dissuade him, even if it worried her a bit.  
 
    “When will the pony get here?” 
 
    He rubbed his hands together. “Two weeks at the most. The look on her face will be worth the wait.”  
 
    Bethany chuckled at his expression, like that of a child on Christmas morning. She hoped Emily would be as excited as he was. 
 
    *** 
 
    The morning the pony arrived, Bethany spent her time in the nursery, keeping the children occupied so they wouldn’t see the surprise before it was ready. They had heard the commotion outside but Bethany had distracted with them games, then an offer to style their hair. Jane’s still wasn’t long enough to do much with but Bethany pinned up Emily’s curls, loving the way they fell around her face.  
 
    When Ambrose appeared in the doorway, Bethany smiled with relief. The look on his face seemed odd. He was not as happy as she thought he would be. She worried that something was wrong with the pony but when he bent down next to Emily, his smile brightened and Bethany relaxed. Obviously, something else was on his mind.  
 
     “Now, I know you love horses, just like your mamma did,” Ambrose told his daughter. “I wanted to get you something special. Are you ready to see it?”  
 
    Emily clapped her hands, jumping up and down. “I am, I am.”  
 
    He took her hand, leading her out of the nursery.  
 
    Bethany gathered Marie and Jane, one baby per hip, and followed them out, her excitement almost as high as Emily’s. Ambrose led them to the barn, where voices could be heard. Inside, one of the stalls had been cleared, with fresh hay added. A velvety nose poked out, nipping at the air. Emily ran forward, squealing when she saw the pony. “It is my size.” Her exclamation elicited a laugh from everyone, even the men who had brought the pony.  
 
    Ambrose bent down next to her. “He is all yours. You will have to learn to care for him before you can ride him, okay?”  
 
    She nodded, her curls bouncing.  
 
    Ambrose opened the door to the stall, leading Emily inside. He handed her an apple, which she offered to the pony. When the animal took the apple from her, she giggled. Bethany smiled, bouncing the smaller children as she watched. This was exactly the reaction Ambrose had been hoping for.  
 
    A voice came from behind Bethany. “She looks really happy.” 
 
    Bethany’s smile froze and she stopped bouncing. She spun toward the voice and found Albert’s face inches from hers. “Albert,” she breathed out, unable to keep the shock from her face and the tears from her eyes.  
 
    Without her noticing, Ambrose stepped over and took Jane, leaving her and Marie to face Albert.  
 
    His eyes full of happiness, Albert reached out a hand to touch Marie’s red hair. “I promised I would make this right. I am here to do that.” 
 
    “But how? How did you find me? My letter…” 
 
    “Your letter left much to be desired. I made Edward tell me your location after revealing to him the agreement between the princess and me.” At Bethany’s confused look, he chuckled. “The princess has married someone else. All my father’s plans are ruined. He will have no choice but to accept our marriage. Not that I care whether he does or not.” He cupped her chin, his eyes searching her face. “I never want to be parted from either of you again.” His lips met hers, flooding her with hope and love and everything she had been missing. Bethany clung to him, her tears falling on Marie’s head as the child was held between them.  
 
    When they pulled apart, it was to an empty barn. Apparently, Ambrose had decided to give them some time alone. Bethany glanced around, concern etched on her face. “Emily did not get to sit on her pony.” 
 
    Albert chuckled. “Always thinking of others.” 
 
    Heat crept up Bethany’s face. “Ambrose was so excited to get it for her. Her mother had a love of horses and it seems she has inherited that. This was supposed to be a special moment for her.” 
 
    “That I managed to ruin.” 
 
    Bethany shook her head. “No, my love. You did not ruin anything. She will get her chance.”  
 
    Albert reached for Marie, taking her from Bethany and holding her close. “She’s so big. I expected a tiny little thing.” 
 
    “She was tiny when she was born. I was so worried she would not make it. But she is a fighter.” A smile played across Bethany’s lips as she watched Albert with their daughter, her heart full. 
 
    “Just like her papa.” Albert kissed the baby’s cheek and then turned to Bethany. “When do you want to leave?” 
 
    Bethany froze, her thoughts whirling. Seeing Albert had blinded her to what that truly meant. She would be leaving. Emily and Jane would be left alone with a maid who really wasn’t equipped to be a governess or even a nanny. “Leave? And go where?” On top of leaving the girls, there was uncertainty. Albert had yet to tell her where they would be living or what he would be doing. Would she have to find work once they settled? How would they support themselves? 
 
    “Not right away. We can stay here for a bit. But eventually, we will have to go to Gretna Green and be married. I have a house for us. And work. I will need to get back to it eventually.” 
 
    Bethany glanced at the pony. “You came with the pony? Are you really a master of horse?” 
 
    A huge grin spread across his face. “I am. Edward’s master of horse wrote me the best recommendation I could have asked for. I was hired almost immediately.” 
 
    “When you fled that night, I thought it was all over, that all our plans were gone. How did you manage it?”  
 
    Albert started out of the barn, the baby in his arms. Bethany followed, interested to hear what he had to say. She had always wondered where he had gone that night. “I fled back to Edward’s townhome. I figured that even if my father tracked me back there, he could not enter without Edward’s permission. Interestingly enough, he never showed up. I do not know if he assumed that was too obvious but after a week of hiding out and no sign of him, I got back on my horse and returned to Edward’s country estate.” 
 
    “A week? You hid for only a week? What if he was waiting for you along the road back?” Bethany wrung her hands, all the things that could have happened running through her mind.  
 
    “I had considered that but at the time, all I cared about was getting back to you. I did not even know you were gone until I got back. Eliza met me in the stables to tell me what you had decided to do. I could not blame you but it made the situation more difficult. Every day, I considered taking a horse and coming for you.” He sighed, looking down at the baby in his arms. “In the end, I saw sense. You were safer in the abbey, safer than you would ever be while the possibility of a marriage with the princess loomed over our heads. Now, there really is nothing else my father can do.” 
 
    “You’re still disowned.” 
 
    Albert chuckled. “Yes, I am. But I have a younger brother and he is more inclined to do as my father says than I ever was. He will make a fine duke someday.” 
 
    “And you would let him. You would give it all up just like that?” 
 
    He stopped and turned to her, his eyes burning with determination. “If it meant keeping you and Marie safe, yes, I would. I have no interest in my father’s fortune or title.” 
 
    Relief washed through Bethany. “That is all I needed to hear.” They smiled at each other, heading into the manor together, excited to finally be together as a family. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
   B ethany went down to dinner that night alone, as Albert wanted to spend as much time as possible with his daughter. Bethany had laughed at him but he had shooed her away, telling her that he could handle one infant.  
 
    She sat across from Ambrose, a fire crackling behind him as the food was served. Silence reigned. Bethany couldn’t tell if it was because there was nothing to say or because there was too much to say. Ambrose kept glancing at her but remained quiet, eating his food without so much as a word. 
 
    Finally unable to tolerate the silence, Bethany sighed. “He came for me, as you saw.” 
 
    Ambrose set down his knife, glancing up at her. “That he did. Is it safe?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. The princess whom his father wanted him to marry has married someone else. He is free to do as he wishes.” 
 
    “But not with a title or money.”  
 
    “He has a job. And he says he has a house ready for us. It will not be what I am used to but after living in the abbey, anything is nicer.” She laughed at her joke but stopped when she saw that he hadn’t even cracked a smile. “We are not leaving yet. I want to stay until you have found a replacement for me. I will not leave the girls like that.” 
 
    Ambrose sighed, running a hand down his face. “That could take up to six months. Are you really willing to wait that long? They are not your responsibility. They are mine.” 
 
    Bethany placed her hands on the table, leveling her gaze at him. “I have come to care for them. I will not abandon them.”  
 
    He gave her a nod, then stood and left without another word.  
 
    Bethany watched him go, her heart in her throat. He was taking this harder than she had expected and she didn’t understand why. She had never made any promises to him. In fact, she had told him that she was waiting for Albert. He had known that Albert would come for her, so why was he upset now that Albert was here? Leaving the table and heading up to her room, she wondered if Albert’s presence would cause problems. She hoped not, trying to banish the thoughts as they came. Albert and Ambrose were both gentlemen. They could behave as such.  
 
    Stepping into her bedroom, she paused with a smile on her face. Albert sat by the fire, Marie asleep on his chest. Their matching snores filled the room. Shaking her head, Bethany took a blanket from the bed and covered the two of them. Climbing into bed, she hoped that finding her replacement wouldn’t take as long as Ambrose seemed to think it would. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You keep bees?” Albert stood near the barn, his hands tucked behind his back as she stood in her net hat.  
 
    “I learned at the abbey. I figured I would need to learn skills to keep us fed. Honey sells well when the skeps produce it.” She pulled the top off one of the skeps to let him see. “Sister Ruth uses it to support the abbey.” 
 
    “So, we would have to take your bees with us?” Worry flickered across his face. 
 
    Bethany laughed. “Are you afraid of bees?” 
 
    “I do not like things that sting. I have an aversion to pain.”  
 
    She moved toward him, taking off her net hat and placing it on the back wall of the barn. “Aversion to pain, huh? I will keep that in mind.” She ran a finger along his vest, staring into his eyes. He leaned forward, capturing her lips with his, his hands running up and down her back. She leaned into him, a moan escaping her lips. While Ambrose’s kiss had been sweet, Albert’s ignited a fire in her that wasn’t easily quenched.  
 
    Albert spun her around, pressing her against the outer barn wall. The rough wood dug into her back. His hands clutched her waist, holding her tightly to him. “I have missed you.” His warm breath tickled her skin, sending shivers down her spine.  
 
    She pulled away, looking up at him. “I have missed you too but we cannot do this. Not here.” 
 
    He glanced around. “No one is about. Do you think we will be caught?” A mischievous grin appeared on his face.  
 
    She shook her head, leaning into the barn wall, letting the coarse wood at her back return her to reality. “No, it is not that. We are not yet married. If I were to be with child again…the disgrace.” She ducked her head, shuddering at the very thought of going through all of that again. 
 
    He tipped her head up by the chin, searching her eyes. “It would never be like that again. I would marry you right now if you would let me.”  
 
    Pain gripped her heart, as she knew that wasn’t possible. Without her father’s permission, they could not marry unless they went to Gretna Green. “Soon, we will married soon and then I will be all yours.” She kissed him lightly, then slipped underneath his arm and headed back to the house.  
 
    Ambrose met her in the entryway, several letters in his hand. “Bethany, good, I need your help.” 
 
    She paused, glancing over her shoulder before looking back at him. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    He handed her the letters. “I have some possible candidates for your position. Would you mind looking them over for me?” He gave her a hopeful smile. “You know the girls and what they require. You would be able to pick out a better caregiver than I ever could.” 
 
    Bethany bowed her head, accepting the letters. “Yes, I can do that.”  
 
    He gave her a nod, leaving her standing there alone.  
 
    She glanced at the letters, amazed at how quickly they had arrived. Albert had arrived only the week prior. Opening the first one, she was surprised to see that the date at the top was from over three weeks ago. Why on Earth had he been looking for a replacement three weeks ago? 
 
    Those thoughts disappeared as she read the letters. Each woman had many qualifications but some had more experience than others. Bethany put those at the top of the pile. The girls were getting bigger and would need someone who knew how to handle that. Babies were easy to care for. However, once they started walking and talking, they became more difficult. Bethany smiled as she thought of Emily’s face the first time she had ridden her pony, her squeals of delight ringing out.  
 
    By dinner time, Bethany had selected three solid candidates. Albert stayed with Marie, enjoying their time alone. Bethany sat across from Ambrose, the three letters next to her plate. “I think I have narrowed down the choices for you. All three are experienced. They will know how to handle the girls as they grow up.” She handed the letters to a servant, who carried them to Ambrose. He took the letters, reading them in silence. “I did have one question, though.” 
 
    He glanced up. “Yes?” 
 
    “Those letters were all posted over three weeks ago. Albert showed up only last week. Why were you looking for my replacement before that?” 
 
    He leaned back, shaking his head. “It is unimportant.” 
 
    She frowned, detecting the lie in his words. “I think it is. Were you planning to get rid of me? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    He stood, walking over to the hearth and staring into the fire. “I was falling for you, Bethany. I wanted to make you my wife.” He turned to glare at her. “I know you said he would come for you but I did not believe it. I have seen too many women wait for men who never come. I had planned to woo you, convince you to marry me. Even if you did not love me, I was confident that you would grow to do so. You already loved my children, as evidenced by your presence here still. He came for you and yet you have not left. That says something, does it not?” 
 
    Bethany sighed. “It says I care for them and worry. I do not want to leave them to just anyone.” She stood and joined him by the fire, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You will find someone someday, I promise. It is not me. I am sorry.” She turned to leave, her shoulders slumped. She hadn’t realized the depth of his feelings when he had offered to be her safe place. It hurt to know that he had spent all this time thinking he had a chance.  
 
    “It could have been you.” His words followed her out the door as she headed back to her room, where she found Albert in the chair with Marie. Even with her heart hurting for Ambrose, the sight of them flooded her with warmth. Her little family, together as it should be. For a minute, she wondered how Albert had managed to be the one to bring the pony here but decided not to question it. Fate did funny things sometimes.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Four weeks prior 
 
   A lbert stood in Edward’s study, pacing back and forth. “I have to get to her, Edward. She has to know that she is safe now.” 
 
    “But the princess is not married yet.” The confusion on Edward’s face matched Eliza’s own from where she sat by the fire. 
 
    “But it will be. Within the next two weeks. If I get to Bethany now, we can be married as soon as the princess is. Then nothing can part us.” Albert saw the look Edward exchanged with Eliza. “Do not look like that. It will work.” 
 
    “And if your father follows you? You cannot go out there alone.” Edward couldn’t keep the worry from his voice. 
 
    Albert slammed a hand on the desk. “I do not care what he does anymore. We have waited long enough because of him.” 
 
    Eliza stood, setting a calming hand on Albert’s arm. “We know, Albert. But you must be smart about this. You cannot go running there without a plan.” 
 
    Albert threw his hands in the air. “Plan. That is all I seem to do. Make plans. I am tired of making plans. I want to take action.” 
 
    Edward sighed. “I may have a way…”  
 
    Albert spun to look at him. “Tell me.” 
 
    “The lord she works for has put in an order for some horses and a pony. They will need to be delivered. You could go on the delivery and get to Bethany that way, without raising any suspicion.” 
 
    Albert narrowed his eyes. “How did you find this out?” 
 
    “You have worked with my master of horse. He hears things.” Edward chuckled. “I also may have given the lord’s name to him in case he ever heard anything of him.” 
 
    A smile broke out on Albert’s face as relief washed through him. “Edward, you genius. I will most certainly go with the horses. Then I can take Bethany and the baby to Gretna Green.” 
 
    Eliza cleared her throat, glancing at Edward before speaking. “Be warned, Albert. The lord has also put out a request for a replacement for Bethany. I do not know why he would but it may mean that she has decided to move on with him.” Color rose to her cheeks. “I did not want you going there only to be blindsided.” 
 
    Albert shook his head. “Bethany would never do that. She loves me. We will have a life together. I am going to get her back. Nothing will stop me.” He marched from the room.  
 
    Anger and worry raged through him, competing for his attention. What if he got there and she was married? What if she turned him away? After everything they had been through, would she really do that? Would she keep his child from him? He grabbed a brush, then entered the first stall he came to. He began brushing the horse, not paying attention to what he was doing, just needing to do something.  
 
    “Brushing like that, you are going to make her bald.” 
 
    Albert looked up to find Charlie, Edward’s master of horse, standing outside the stall. Albert sighed, stepping back from the horse. “Sorry, I was lost in my thoughts.” 
 
    “I heard. Going to get your girl?” 
 
    Albert nodded. “Yes. It is far past time we were together.” 
 
    “Then why are you so worried? The way you are acting, something is wrong.” 
 
    Albert leaned against the wall of the stall, twisting the brush in his hands. “What if she has moved on? Decided that she cannot wait for me?” 
 
    “Do you love her?”  
 
    Albert nodded.  
 
    “Then you must have hope. Without hope, it was all for nothing. The two of you have been through so much. What makes you think she would give up now?” 
 
    “The lord she is working for…” 
 
    “Has gotten some crazy idea in his head about the single woman living under his roof. That is all.” Charlie gave him a hard look. “From all that you have told me of her, she does not strike me as someone prone to giving up so easily.” 
 
    Albert snorted. “You are not wrong. She can be stubborn.” He straightened, setting aside the brush. “There is no way she would give up on us so easily.” 
 
    Charlie gave him a nod, then stepped back to let Albert leave the stall. He had been in charge of Edward’s horses for almost longer than Edward had been alive. With his salt and pepper hair and stooped back, he looked like a grandfather, but the mischievous twinkle in his eye gave him away. He could keep up with the best of them when it was called for. “Before you go off to get her, I want to talk to you about something.” 
 
    Albert followed Charlie as he headed out of the stables, back toward the estate. “About what?” 
 
    Charlie paused, his hands resting on his lower back as he glanced back at the stables. “I think the time has come for me to retire.” Albert started to protest but Charlie shook his head. “I am not a young man anymore, Albert. My body aches every day. I love what I do but I almost cannot do it anymore. And I do not want to keep doing it until I cannot. That would break my heart.” He sighed. “I have already spoken to the duke but I asked him to let me discuss it with you myself. I want you to take over my position.” 
 
    Albert’s mouth hung open. His thoughts raced with the understanding of what this really meant. He had been struggling for weeks to find a position with a well-off family in need of a horse master. Many seemed interested but the minute they realized who he was, they backed out, claiming to have found someone else. He knew his father had a reputation but was it really that bad to go against him? Albert had managed to find a small townhome for them to live in but without proper employment, he hadn’t been able to justify asking Bethany to return yet. “Charlie, I do not know what to say.” 
 
    “Say you will take the position. It comes with a small cottage, too. I know you were looking at that townhome but you really need to live on the estate. My oldest and his wife have offered to let me move in with them. I will get to spend my golden years watching my grandchildren grow up. And Edward has given me a tidy sum for all my loyal years of service.” Charlie grinned, puffing out his chest with pride. 
 
    “Charlie, that is amazing. That is everything we need.” 
 
    “I know. I was in love once, long ago. I remember what it was like. Now, accept my offer.” 
 
    Albert reached out, taking Charlie’s hand in his and shaking it. “I do, I accept. Thank you.” Charlie pulled him in for a hug, making Albert laugh.  
 
    “Now that is settled. Go get your girl.”  
 
    Albert slapped him on the back, then walked him to his cottage behind the manor. Soon, he and Bethany would make this their home. He couldn’t wait to show it to her and see her face. She would get to live near Eliza. He chuckled at the thought of the two of them being inseparable.  
 
    *** 
 
    The horses the lord had ordered, along with a small white pony, left later that week for Wales. Charlie promised to have all his things out of the cottage by the time Albert returned with Bethany. Albert had wished him well, thanking him again for the position and home. Charlie had made him promise to make as many happy memories as possible there. Edward had given Albert one of his best horses, wishing him good luck as he headed out.  
 
    Because of the number of horses they were bringing and the small pony, the going was slow. They stopped frequently, staying at inns when they could. They didn’t spend the night under the stars until they got to Wales, where the inns became more scarce. As they rode, Albert couldn’t help but be amazed that Bethany had made this journey with the baby. And it had been cold when she had come this way.  
 
    On one of the nights they ended up outside, Albert was sitting as the lookout. Bandits weren’t common but they were a large group and their horses were quite tempting. Albert balanced a rifle on his lap, chewing on dried meat as he glanced around. The cool night breeze carried the scent of spring, causing new hope to wash over him. He would see Bethany soon and meet his child for the first time. The possibilities were endless.  
 
    A snap grabbed his attention and he turned to glance into the woods behind him. A shadow moved behind the nearest tree. Albert suspected that a group of bandits was moving into position. Not wanting to alert them, he stood, stretching as best he could while still holding the rifle. He shuffled over to the fire and bent down to push some more wood into it. As he did, he kicked the man lying next to it, causing him to grunt in response. “We have company.”  
 
    Barely moving, the man pulled a pistol from underneath his blanket. He let out a loud snore, a signal they had worked out when they first set out to let the others know to be ready.  
 
    The bandits decided to attack then, charging from the woods. The group responded by springing up from their sleeping mats, weapons ready. The attackers faltered, realizing for the first time that not only were they outmanned but they were also outgunned. They attempted to slip back into the trees but the other lookouts stepped out from cover, forcing them to their knees. Albert stepped up, getting a good look at the men who had thought to rob them.  
 
    Six men in total huddled on the ground, their weapons at their feet. Their clothes were barely more than rags, hanging off their bodies. Dirt caked most of their exposed skin, and their hair and beards were dirty. One spat at Albert’s feet, glaring up at him through a gaunt face. These men may have been bandits but they weren’t any good at it.  
 
    The man whom Albert had woken by the fire bent down in front of one of the men, looking him over. “Do you know what they will do to you in the next village, son?”  
 
    The bandit kept quiet, glaring at the man.  
 
    “They will hang you. Why risk that? It does not seem as if you are doing so well.” 
 
    A timid voice spoke up from the group. “What else are we to do?” 
 
    “Find honest employment like everyone else.” 
 
    “Doing what? Working at the docks? Or in a field? Get paid barely enough to survive?” The voice grew in confidence and one of the bandits stood, anger radiating off him in waves.  
 
    The man whom Albert had come to view as the leader of their horse transporting operation gestured to his own men. “Or work with us. We get decent meals. Make decent money.”  
 
    All the bandits looked at him in surprise. “You are offering us a job?” The confident one sounded surprised at this turn of events. 
 
    “I am. I believe in second chances. You will need to clean yourselves up at the nearest stream. And we will have to buy you some clean clothes. I can loan you the coin for that. Should not be too much trouble.” He looked at each man, waiting for an answer.  
 
    It took the bandits less than a minute to decide. “We can agree to that.”  
 
    The leader let the bandits stand, then ushered them toward the fire, where a pot of stew sat. He passed out bowls to them, letting them eat their fill before sending them down to the nearest stream to bathe.  
 
    Once they were out of earshot, Albert sat next to him, confused. “I have never seen anyone do something like that before.” 
 
    “Everyone deserves a chance. If they had refused, I would have turned them when we reached the lord’s manor. They only needed someone to show them that there was another way.” He took a swig from a flask he kept in his pocket. 
 
    “Not many men think the way you do. Especially not my father.” 
 
    The leader glanced at Albert. “Some highborn lord who thinks he knows what is best?” 
 
    Albert chuckled. “You could say that.”  
 
    The man slapped Albert on the back before lying back down on his sleeping mat. “He may come around in time. Give him a chance.” 
 
    Albert snorted but didn’t say anything else, resuming his watch. The bandits returned from the stream, clean and refreshed. They laid down near the fire, soaking up its warmth. Soon, real snores filled the air, the men now one big group. Albert spent the rest of the night tossing about the leader’s words. The idea that his father would eventually come around to accepting his choices was an enticing thought. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
   W hen the manor finally came into sight, Albert’s breath caught in his throat. It was a gorgeous place, a large stone building with dozens of windows. The building was almost larger than Edward’s place. A large stable sat near the back, its door standing open. They were expected, as the leader had sent a rider on the night before to let the lord know they would be there in the morning.  
 
    The addition of the extra men had made sharing duties much easier. Someone was always willing to stand watch or take care of the horses. Albert had enjoyed the extra camaraderie but now he bounced in his saddle, his nerves getting the best of him. It had been months since he had seen Bethany. Would she be happy to see him? Or would she turn him away, her choice already made?  
 
    The leader pulled his horse up next to Albert’s, giving him a once-over. “You look like you are about to be sick, son. What has you all twisted up?” 
 
    Albert sighed. “The mother of my child, the love of my life, is here. I came with you so I could get them and bring them home with me.” 
 
    “Ahh, so that is what Charlie meant when he asked me to take you on. He told me you had a dual purpose. I did not know what he meant but I trust Charlie when he tells me to take someone. He certainly was not wrong about you.” The leader clapped Albert on the back. “If you ever need employment, let me know. I would be glad to have you.”  
 
    Albert gave him a nod, the words barely registering.  
 
    They led the horses around the back of the manor to the stables, where they untacked them all and put them in stalls. The exception was the pony, which they left tied up near the front of the stables. The leader left the men tending to the horses while he went up to the manor to get the lord. When the two men came walking back, Albert couldn’t help but admit that the lord was an imposing man, someone who would be scary to face in a fight. Even Albert’s father would be intimidated. It was no wonder that Bethany felt safe with him. 
 
    The leader introduced the men to the lord, saving Albert for last. When he said Albert’s name, the lord started, looking closer. He seemed to want to ask a question but instead turned to inspect the pony. Once satisfied with the delivery, he paid the leader, thanking him for his services. The leader gathered his men, promising that they would be gone after a brief rest and some food. The lord offered to show them the kitchen and started to lead them from the stables. He paused when Albert stayed where he was, near the pony. “Are you not hungry?” 
 
    Albert shook his head. “I am, milord, but not for food.” 
 
    “So you are Albert.” The man moved closer to him. “Have you come for her?” 
 
    “I have, if she will still have me. It is high time we were married and became a family. Do you not think so?” 
 
    The lord didn’t respond, simply letting out a dejected sigh. “I will go get her.” He turned back to the rest of the men, leading them into the manor. Albert’s heart soared with hope. The lord had seemed upset to see him. Maybe Bethany hadn’t made her choice yet.  
 
    When he next saw the lord, the latter was leading a woman and three children toward the stables. A little blonde toddler skipped ahead of the lord, her voice ringing out. The woman followed, two babies in her arms, balanced on her hips. One seemed bigger than the other, wiggling to be let down. The woman laughed, holding onto the child. Her dark brown hair was swept back from her face and her eyes sparkled. Seeing her again took his breath away.  
 
    He stayed back, watching as the little girl squealed over the pony. The right words didn’t seem to want to come as he stood near her. When Albert finally spoke, he saw her freeze, both children clasped to her. When she turned, the tears in her eyes told him she still loved him. Taking her in his arms was the most natural thing in the world. He barely noticed when the lord took his own child from her, leaving him with his two loves. He wanted to drink her in, hold her, and never let her go. He could finally tell her that they could be together.  
 
    The reunion was bittersweet. He had been so happy to have her that he had never considered that certain things would have to be taken care of before they left. She refused to leave before a replacement came, as she wanted to make sure the girls were settled. He understood but it still chafed at him. While the princess had married, his father might still try to force him into something he didn’t want. The sooner he and Bethany were married, the better.  
 
    The day Bethany’s replacement arrived, Albert breathed a sigh of relief. They could finally be on their way. The woman was older, with graying brown hair and laugh lines around her eyes. She charmed the little girls immediately, letting them show her around their nursery with enthusiasm. Bethany stood back, watching the scene with a small smile on her face. She then turned to him with hope in her eyes. “Now we can go.”  
 
    He didn’t waste any time. While he had appreciated the lord letting him stay, there was a tension that he didn’t want to address. The lord looked at Bethany with longing. It was something Albert could understand but he didn’t want to tolerate it for much longer. The sooner they left, the better.  
 
    Knowing he would have to swallow his pride, Albert found the lord in his study, poring over documents in front of him. He knocked on the open door, clearing his throat for good measure.  
 
    The lord glanced up, a frown crossing his face. “Yes, Albert, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Bethany’s replacement has arrived.”  
 
    The lord’s frown deepened. “I saw.” 
 
    “We will be leaving in the morning. We have lingered here too long, I fear. My father is cunning. Certainly, he knows where I am. Getting Bethany to Gretna Green sooner rather than later is the best course of action.” 
 
    The lord leaned back, concern etched on his chiseled features. “And what do you need from me?” 
 
    “A cart or a carriage. I will need to borrow some horses as well. They will be returned, I promise. But I cannot expect Bethany and the baby to ride on horseback.” Albert held his breath, praying the man wouldn’t hold a grudge. 
 
    The lord nodded. “I can do that. In fact, keep the carriage and horses, as a wedding gift from me. I wish you both all the best.” The words were sincere but Albert could see the sadness in the man’s eyes.  
 
    He nodded his thanks. Not wanting to witness the lord’s pain any longer, Albert left the study without another word. He strode toward the stables, hope blossoming in his chest. They were so close. Soon they would be husband and wife. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
   B ethany stood near the carriage that Ambrose had given them, Marie bundled in her arms. Onto the back of the carriage, Albert loaded the trunk full of her things. Then he stood back to give her a chance to say goodbye to the girls. The new nanny, Miss Janine, stood with Jane on one hip as Emily attempted to leave her side, crying for Bethany. Tears streamed down the young girl’s cheeks, her face red with frustration. Bethany turned to Albert, passing Marie to him with a sad smile. Ambrose had yet to come to say goodbye. She hadn’t seen him the night before either, as she had eaten dinner by herself in the dining room.  
 
    She crouched in front of Emily, cupping the girl’s small face in her hands. “Oh, dear child, do not cry. I will write you as often as possible. And once you learn to write, you will write to me. Agreed?” 
 
    Emily nodded, sniffling. “But why can you not stay? If you stay, Daddy would love you.” She glared over Bethany’s shoulder at Albert, who tried to smile at her. 
 
    Brushing away her tears, Bethany chuckled. “I do not love your father and he deserves someone who can give him her full heart. But we will always remain friends.” She pulled the child into a hug, holding her tightly against her chest, inhaling her sweet scent one last time. Then, standing, she turned Emily over to Miss Janine and reached for Jane for one last hug. The small child smiled at her, cooing in her face. “It is good she is too young to understand.” 
 
    Miss Janine nodded, looking down at Emily and patting her small head. “Miss Emily will soon forget as well. She is young, too. Children are surprisingly resilient.” 
 
    Bethany handed Jane back, giving Miss Janine a sad smile. She knew that Emily would eventually forget her but it hurt to think about. She glanced at the house one more time, expecting to see Ambrose. When he didn’t appear, she gave a resolute nod and turned to the carriage. If he didn’t want to say goodbye, that was his choice. Albert helped her into the carriage before handing Marie to her.  
 
    Bethany glanced out the open door at the horses. “Can you really drive this by yourself?” 
 
    Albert grinned at her, adjusting his hat. “I have acquired many skills over the last several months.” He winked, then closed the door, climbed up at the front of the carriage, and gathered the reins in his hands. He looked back at the manor but Miss Janine had already started to herd the children back inside. There was no need for them to watch Bethany leave. 
 
    They headed out, the horses going at an easy canter. Knowing that a long journey lay ahead of them, Albert didn’t want to push the horses too much. Her heart in her throat, Bethany watched out the window of the carriage as the land moved past. This had been her save haven, the place where she had felt most protected. She wasn’t sure she would ever find another place like it, and leaving it hurt more than she thought it would. 
 
    The sound of a galloping horse pulled her attention away from her thoughts. She looked out the other window to see Ambrose in the distance, on the back of his large horse. He didn’t move close, only kept pace enough to give her a nod and a wave. Bethany waved back, saddened that he had been unable to say goodbye to her but appreciative that he was seeing her off anyway. She hoped that in time he would welcome someone else into his heart, as she felt he deserved to be loved and give his love in return. 
 
    Sighing, she turned away from the window, then settled into the cushioned carriage seat, clutching Marie to her. At least this time they were in a carriage and not a cart. And it was warmer now, the weather having finally turned. Albert had suggested she leave her bees behind, promising to acquire more for her once they reached the home he had prepared for them. She had spoken to Miss Janine, who had promised to look after them. Bethany wasn’t sure how much experience the woman had with bees but it was the best she could do under the circumstances. They were going to Gretna Green first to be married and this wasn’t a journey she was sure her bees would survive. 
 
    *** 
 
    The first inn they came to that afternoon boasted warm stew and plenty of ale. Albert inquired within and found a room for them to sleep in. He helped the young boy who met them in the stable to unload the carriage and untack the horses. Bethany went inside the inn, securing a table and food for them. When he joined her, Albert ordered an ale, letting out a deep sigh. She watched as he gulped down half the drink before taking a bite of the warm stew. “I did not know you liked ale,” she said. 
 
    He looked at the mug, then back at her. “Since not much else is available, I will take what they have.” 
 
    She nodded, sipping the hot tea that had been brought out to her. Marie cooed in her lap, trying to reach out and grab things on the table. Bethany smiled down at her, bending to kiss the top of her head.  
 
    Albert watched her, a small smile on his lips. “You look truly marvelous with her.” 
 
    Bethany took another bite of the stew, letting it warm her insides as the spices rolled over her tongue. “She makes me happy just by existing. I did not know that was possible.” 
 
    He reached out to touch the baby’s cheek, nodding. “I understand. I had not realized it either until I held her in my arms.” 
 
    They ate the rest of the meal in silence, enjoying each other’s company. As the evening grew late, Marie fell asleep in Bethany’s arms, her tiny snores filling the air.  
 
    Albert raised an eyebrow. “I think it is time we got some sleep.” 
 
    Bethany laughed, standing and heading up to the room that Albert had secured for them. The inn wasn’t a large one. It was made entirely of wood, with the front of the building housing the small dining area while the back held the kitchen. The upper level contained six rooms in total, with four set aside for travelers who needed a place to stay. Bethany opened the door to the room to find the baby cradle at the foot of the bed. She laid Marie down, resting a hand on the baby’s chest until she settled. Glancing around the room, she found a small bed pushed against the wall, a threadbare rug on the floor, a small table holding a basin of water, a tiny hearth with a flickering fire, and a rickety wardrobe. Her trunk sat near the wardrobe, pushed against one of the other walls.  
 
    “It is small but it will do for the night.”  
 
    Albert’s voice made Bethany jump. For a moment, she had forgotten that he was right behind her.  
 
    “It is fine.” She turned to him, smiling.  
 
    He closed the door behind him, then moved to grab her trunk and place it in front of the door. She gave him a curious look, forcing him to explain. “In case anyone tries to get in here. At least we will have a warning.” 
 
    She nodded, moving to the bed. There, she removed her dress, leaving only her shift between her and the cool night air. She laid down on the bed, moving so that her back was against the wall. The blanket felt coarse as she pulled it up to her shoulders. She looked up at Albert expectantly as he stood near the door, gripping his hat in his hands. She patted the spot next to her, giving him what she hoped was an inviting smile. “Come to bed.” 
 
    He looked at her, then at the fire. “If I join you, I cannot guarantee I will be able to keep my hands off you.” 
 
    She chuckled darkly, desire rising inside her. “Who says I want you to keep your hands off me?” 
 
    He looked back at her, his eyebrows raised. “I thought…” 
 
    “We already have a child together. And are going to be married. Come to bed, Albert.”  
 
    He slid in beside her, removing his trousers as he did. Underneath the thin blanket, her hands felt like ice. He held them between his own, gazing down at her. She licked her lips, wishing that he would kiss her. Seeming to read her mind, he bent his head down, his lips capturing hers. She pressed herself against him, feeling his desire against her thigh. She breathed a sigh, reaching up to run her fingers through his hair. “I have missed you.”  
 
    He kissed her harder, his tongue pressing into her mouth. She opened for him, soft and sweet. He reached down, pushing up her shift, his hands slipping up her thigh to her center, waiting for him between her legs. Gently, he pushed his fingers against her, making her gasp against his mouth. He continued kissing her, making her gasp more. Warmth started spreading through her body, her release building. When his fingers disappeared, she let out a moan that quickly turned into another gasp when he pressed something bigger and throbbing against her. She threw her leg over his hip, opening herself to him, taking him into her warmth. He thrust, joining them as one, his lips never leaving her mouth, moving in a smooth rhythm. Her moans came slow and steady, urging him on, one hand gripping his hip as he moved inside her.  
 
    Her release came, spreading a delicious warmth through her whole body as she shook against him. He reached his own shortly after, gripping her hip hard and holding her as close to him as he could. They laid back, him on his back, her pressed against him, letting out sighs of satisfaction. As he ran his fingers through her hair, her eyes fluttered as sleep claimed her, happiness settling over her and accompanying her into sleep. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
   T he next several days involved the same routine: heading off in the carriage early in the morning, breaking for a quick meal around lunch, and then stopping for the night at an inn in the late afternoon. If they couldn’t find an inn, they camped out, Albert building a fire and pulling out dried meat and vegetables to make a stew. It never tasted as good as one at any of the inns they stopped at but it was better than no food at all. After supper, they would curl up together, sometimes holding Marie between them if they were outside. If they were at an inn, they clung together, taking pleasure in each other, making up for all the time they had been separated.  
 
    A week into their journey, they came to a village that Bethany recognized as one she had stopped at on her way to Wales. “We are getting closer.” 
 
    Albert smiled at her, the late afternoon sun making his eyes look almost yellow. “We are. Soon we will be husband and wife.” 
 
    Bethany raised her chin. “My father cannot be ashamed of me then. At least not in public.” It had been ages since she had thought about her father and the way he had treated her. She understood his disappointment but if he had only had faith in Albert, believed the promises he had made, he wouldn’t have acted the way he had. However, her father had always been a harsh man, far tougher than Eliza’s father had ever been. She always thought he was just being protective. He never beat her the way Anne’s father did but now she realized that he used her fear of him to keep her in line all the same.  
 
    “Your father will regret what he did to you. Almost marrying you off to that monster? If Edward had not had a plan to stop him, I would have killed the man myself.” 
 
    Bethany shook her head. “He was worried about the family’s reputation more than my feelings. I thought he loved me but now I am not so sure.” 
 
    Albert reached over, taking her hand in his. “I think in his own way, he did. But he should have treated you better.” 
 
    Bethany agreed, following him inside. They secured a room, and Bethany took a seat, ordering food while Albert went to see to the horses. Bethany settled into the chair with Marie in her lap, thanking the girl who dropped off the two bowls of stew, mug of ale, and cup of tea. A platter of bread sat on the table, so Bethany grabbed a piece, breaking it into chunks to dip into the stew. She glanced around her, taking in the deer head hanging over the large hearth, along with a bar along the far wall that boasted more than just ale. She considered ordering Albert something special when a man staring at her caught her attention. 
 
    His broad shoulders were turned in her direction and she might have passed him over if not for the large scar across one side of his face. She continued glancing around the room, not wanting him to know she had seen him. She knew him, had seen him before, and her blood ran cold as she realized where. He had been one of the men with Albert’s father when the latter had charged into Edward’s estate, looking for Albert. If he was here, Albert’s father had to be close by. She took a sip of tea, trying to calm her nerves. They wouldn’t be able to remain at the inn. As soon as they could, they would have to slip away.  
 
    Albert joined her at their table, his appearance making the large man at the bar smile even wider. Bethany glanced down at Marie, keeping her voice low. “Do not turn around. We are being watched.”  
 
    Albert froze, the mug of ale halfway to his lips. “Who?” 
 
    “A large man at the bar. He works for your father. I saw him at Edward’s when your father came for you.” 
 
    “So, he is still looking for me. I wondered if he was.” Albert took a sip of the ale, relaxing his shoulders. “Father is not here. That man is probably here as a lookout. Meant to keep me in his sights until my father can join him.” 
 
    “So, he will follow us?” 
 
    Albert nodded, taking a bite of stew. “Yes. He will hire someone to take our location back to my father. Once Father realizes where we are heading, he will make his move.” 
 
    Worry ate at Bethany. They had been caught. There was no way they would make it to Gretna Green before his father intercepted them. “So, it was all for naught.” 
 
    Albert shook his head, a determined gleam in his eyes. “No. Father can try to stop us but it will not work. We will get there before he can catch us, I promise.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    Albert gave her a small smile. “Now that we are back near London, I have friends. We will not need to stay in an inn every night. He cannot follow us to places he cannot go. He will have to guess where we are staying, and that will make our path harder to determine. By the time my father figures it out, it will be too late.” He reached out, placing his hand on top of hers. “We will make it, I promise.” 
 
    Bethany nodded but the worry didn’t dissipate. The man continued to watch them, drinking from a mug as he did. Bethany found that her appetite had disappeared, the stew bland in her mouth. She pushed away the bowl, letting out a sigh. “I cannot eat with him watching us.” 
 
    Albert reached over and took Marie from her. “Head up to the room. I will have the girl bring your food to you so that you can eat in peace. Marie and I will wait down here for a bit before we join you. That way, he will not suspect anything.”  
 
    Bethany nodded her thanks, then headed up to the room. 
 
    Once she closed the door behind her, she let out a sigh of relief. The man watching her had made her skin crawl. She shook her head, moving closer to the hearth in the room, soaking up the warmth from the fire. This room looked like all the others. It was bare, except someone had attempted to brighten it a bit with green curtains that stood out against the rest of the drabness. She sat on the bed, waiting for the girl to appear with her food.  
 
    Upon hearing a knock on the door, she jumped up and rushed over to open it. The girl handed her a tray of food, then gave a small curtsey before disappearing the way she had come. Bethany closed the door behind her. She took the tray to the bed, where she ate slowly, her appetite having returned now that she was away from the man’s glare. The stew filled her, making her sleepy. She placed the tray on the floor outside the door, then curled into a ball on the bed, trying to banish her fears.  
 
    Albert brought up Marie as darkness descended. He gave the baby to Bethany to feed before placing her in the cradle and lying on the bed with Bethany. He wrapped his arms around her. “The man left shortly after you did. I think he had to find a messenger to send to my father. Tomorrow night, we will call upon a friend of mine. It should make tracking us much harder for him.” 
 
    Bethany nodded, unable to voice her fears. Instead, she clung to Albert, letting his steady breathing lull her to sleep. If she dreamed about her fears that night, she didn’t remember them come morning. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
   A lbert’s friend, a wealthy viscount, threw open his doors in welcome to them when their carriage pulled up the following afternoon. He grabbed Albert in a hug, squeezing the air out of him. When he turned to Bethany, his eyes lit up. “Ah, so this is the beautiful lady you have been writing me about.” 
 
    Albert ducked his head, giving a small nod. Bethany looked from Albert to the viscount, confused. “Written about?” 
 
    The viscount bowed over her hand, smacking it with his lips. “Yes, my dear. Your lovely man here had written to me about you quite often. We used to run around together with Edward, the Duke of Hartwell. Then he went and got married, the traitor.” He winked at her, bringing a blush to her cheeks. “My Albert, I think you did not do her justice at all.”  
 
    As she followed the viscount into his home, Bethany tried to calm the overwhelming anxiety that threatened to choke her. The ride from the inn that morning had been silent and tense. There had been no sign of Albert’s father’s man but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been lurking. Bethany had been on pins and needles, imagining all sorts of awful things happening as they rode along. The worst was Albert’s father appearing from nowhere and taking him away, leaving her and Marie abandoned on the road.  
 
    When none of that happened and they arrived safely at the viscount’s home, Bethany tried to relax. The viscount ushered them through his home, showing them everything he could think of, from his paintings to his sculptures. He took them out to the garden, leading them through a small maze he had set up. In the center sat a fountain, with a statue of a naked Aphrodite holding a bowl out of which water poured. The viscount smiled up at the goddess. “And this, the love of my life.”  
 
    Bethany raised her eyebrows at him. She thought he was eccentric, with his flashy way of dressing and over-exuberant manner of speaking but in love with a statue? She glanced at Albert, who had bent over to laugh. 
 
    “Gregory, you are going to scare away Bethany. She will hide in the carriage if you do not stop.” Albert stood, a hand on his chest as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    Gregory glared at Albert. “You spoil all my fun.” He turned to Bethany, giving her a small bow. “I am sorry, milady, for acting so. I was only having some fun.” 
 
    “So you really are not in love with a statue?” 
 
    Gregory snorted, shaking his head. “No, but I must be a better actor than I thought if you believed that.” He offered her his arm, leading her back through the maze. “I told the truth when I said that Albert and I have been friends for a long time. He has been writing me about the issues he is having with his father. I know how scary that man can be. I was hoping to distract you for a time.” 
 
    Bethany smiled, gratefulness and relief running through her. “And you really know Edward?” 
 
    “Know him? I lived with him for a time. Good man. Not surprised he married.” He smiled at her, patting the hand she had rested on his arm. Albert followed them, carrying Marie, who gurgled at everything she saw.  
 
    Gregory showed them to a room where they could stay for the night, then left them to refresh themselves before supper. Bethany fed Marie before laying her down for a nap. Then she turned to the vanity to check her own appearance. Despite what Gregory had said, she looked a mess, with her hair coming out of its pins and her face pale. She pinched her cheeks, trying to get some color back into them. “I look exhausted.” 
 
    “You spent all morning worrying.” Albert came up behind, wrapping his arms around her. The room was one of the nicest she had stayed in, even nicer than her room at Ambrose’s manor. Red curtains draped the four-poster bed, while a lush red carpet covered the floor. A large fire crackled in the stone hearth near where the baby slept. The vanity had a gilded mirror that sparkled in the firelight.  
 
    “I could not help it. Your father knows we are together by now.” She turned, searching Albert’s face. “And you have been writing Gregory. What if he told your father? Or your father intercepted the letters? He would know everything.” 
 
    Albert cupped her face, pressing his forehead to hers. “I did not tell Gregory our plans. I told him only of my love for you. If my father intercepted the letters, he obviously found them useless and sent them on anyway.” 
 
    Bethany blew out a breath, pulling herself together. They were so close, a week at most away from Gretna Green. They could make it if they kept going. “We are staying only the night?” 
 
    He nodded, bending to kiss her. “One night. I do not want to take any more time than necessary to make you my wife.” 
 
    Bethany pulled away, going to her trunk and grabbing a fresh dress. Albert helped her into it, kissing the back of her neck as he did. She giggled. It was the first happy sound she had made all day. Even Gregory’s antics hadn’t managed to get a laugh out of her. “Is Gregory really as eccentric as he seems?” 
 
    Albert grunted, offering his arm as they stepped out of the room. “He is. He knows people find him odd, so he plays it up, going over the top sometimes. It drove his father mad. Now they barely speak, so I guess it does not bother him anymore.” 
 
    “Why are they not speaking?” 
 
    “That, my dear girl, is a very long and boring story.” Gregory appeared from around the corner, three glasses of wine in his hands. “Wine?”  
 
    Bethany took a goblet thankfully, gulping down half the wine before taking a breath. Albert and Gregory watched her, Albert in surprise, Gregory with a grin. “Sorry, it has been a long day,” she said. 
 
    Gregory waved a hand, shaking his head. “No need to apologize. Albert’s father can lead anyone to drink. The man is relentless.” Gregory led them to the dining room, where they were served a three-course meal made for the king. The chicken melted in her mouth, almost making her moan. The pea soup was smooth, with a hint of mint. When tarts were brought out for dessert, she shook her head, pushing away her plate. “I will not be able to walk if I eat anymore.” 
 
    Gregory grinned at Albert. “I am sure Albert here can carry you.”  
 
    Bethany laughed, covering her mouth with a napkin. “Viscount, you are quite the character.” 
 
    “Just Gregory, please. Only my father calls me ‘Viscount,’ to remind me of my place.” 
 
     Bethany stared at him in surprise. “Wait. Your father calls you ‘Viscount’?” 
 
    Albert and Gregory shared a glance, one full of meaning and a lifetime of stories. “Yes, he does. He feels that it reminds me of my station in life and my responsibilities.” 
 
    Bethany frowned. “That sounds sad.” 
 
    Gregory waved away her concern. “That is how my father is. My mother was much sweeter, although she preferred to call me Greggie, a name I abhor.” 
 
    Albert chuckled, coughing on his wine. “Greggie. I have not heard that name in years.” 
 
    Gregory glared at Albert. “And you would be wise to forget it.”  
 
    Albert patted Gregory’s shoulder, promising to banish it from his thoughts.  
 
    Bethany sipped her wine, watching the two of them. They sat together, talking and laughing, an ease between them. She had only ever seen Albert so calm with Edward before now, and it amazed her to think that she had never heard him mention the viscount before.  
 
    Albert glanced up, catching her stare. “What is it, dear? You look confused.” 
 
    Bethany shook her head, smiling at him. “Just thinking. You had never mentioned Gregory to me before. In fact, I have never seen him at any of the parties we attended. I was just thinking about how curious that is.” 
 
    Gregory shook his head, setting down his goblet. “Not curious. I hate those parties. Everyone on their best behavior, mothers throwing their daughters at all the eligible men. I know Albert went because his father expected him to. And Edward had his sights set on the lovely Eliza. Because neither of those things applies to me, I do not feel the need to participate.” 
 
    “You are not interested in finding a wife?” She found that curious. Staying single could be a lonely existence at times, as she had learned.  
 
    Gregory winked at her before replying, “Not from among the gentry. Irks my father to no end but most of my wealth and what I have, I gained myself. My mother’s father was a merchant, and I learned everything I could from him when I was young. When I came of age, my father told me that my grandfather had left me a small sum to go with the lands my father granted me. I took that money and grew it on my own. My father could not control me even if he wanted to. As long as I do not embarrass him, he does not care what I do.” 
 
    Bethany tilted her head, thinking about his words. Something stuck out to her. He had stated that he wouldn’t take a wife from the gentry. Did that mean what she thought it did? “So, you love a commoner?” 
 
    The words hung in the air, surprising both men. Albert looked confused, his brow wrinkled as he looked at his friend. Gregory tried to hide his shock but failed, his eyes wide. “How did you guess?” 
 
    Bethany shrugged, taking another sip of wine. “You never said you would not marry, just that you would not marry one of the gentry. That leaves only commoners. Not that there is anything wrong with a commoner. They are people, just like the rest of us.” Heat rose to her cheeks, the words sounding horrible to her ears. Eliza would be ashamed of her but she didn’t know what else to say and didn’t want to make things worse. 
 
    Gregory eyed her, his face losing all cheerfulness. “Yes, they are.” He stood, wishing both of them a good night. Bethany watched him leave the room, her heart in her throat. She had definitely said the wrong thing. Albert walked her to their room in silence, the tension high. She had upset his friend and he knew it. Would he be mad at her? 
 
    A maid handed Marie to Bethany as she walked through the door, forestalling any conversation they could have had. Albert climbed into bed, saying nothing as she fed and tended to the baby. Once Marie was settled again, Bethany climbed in beside him, bracing herself. “I did not mean anything by what I said. It came out all wrong. I will apologize in the morning.” 
 
    “His mother was a commoner.” Albert said the words quietly. Bethany scooted closer to him so she could hear him. “It has always been something that his father reminded him of.” 
 
    “But his father married her, so her status must not have mattered.” 
 
    “It did not at first. She had Gregory and his sister before she fell ill. After she died, his father remarried quickly, not wanting to leave his children without a mother.”  
 
    For a moment, Bethany’s thoughts drifted to Ambrose, who had faced a similar situation. She prayed that he and the girls were doing well.  
 
    Albert’s words brought her back to his story. “His second wife gave him three boys. All of who would not inherit because Gregory was the firstborn. This irritated his stepmother to no end. She commented on their mother’s commoner heritage all the time, ignoring the fact that her father had been a merchant and had done rather well for himself.” 
 
    “So, the fact that he has fallen for a commoner will rankle his family?” 
 
    “Yes. His father may be more understanding but his stepmother will claim that it is just more proof that he is not worthy of the title and lands. She is the reason why Gregory and his father rarely speak. She creates problems wherever she goes.” 
 
    “Poor Gregory.” Bethany couldn’t imagine not having a loving mother. Her father may have been harsh but her mother had always been a balm to her soul, making sure Bethany felt loved. When Bethany had discovered she was with child, her mother had been disappointed and had gone along with her father’s wishes but had never not loved her. Bethany missed her more than ever. She wished she could tell her all that had happened to her so far, as she wanted her to meet Marie.  
 
    “He will be fine in the morning. He knows that marrying a commoner will make the ton talk but at this point that does not matter to him.” 
 
    “Is that why he avoids all the parties and such?” 
 
    “Yes. His stepmother attends most of them. It is easier for him to stay away.”  
 
    Bethany snuggled against Albert, her head pressed against his chest, his heart beating in her ear. “I will still apologize to him in the morning.” 
 
    “He will appreciate it.” They fell into a light sleep, the worries of the day following Bethany into her dreams. 
 
    *** 
 
    Gregory met them at breakfast the next morning, a smile on his lips. “I am so glad we got this chance to see each other.” 
 
    Bethany took a bite of egg before saying, “I am, too. Any friend of Albert’s is a friend of mine.” She paused, glancing at Albert for support. “Gregory, about what I said last night. It came out completely wrong. I do not begrudge you your love. I feel we should all be allowed to marry for love, no matter who that person is. I do not think you should be judged for loving someone, commoner or nobility. And if you love her, I am sure she is worthy of it.” 
 
    Gregory smiled, his eyes twinkling. “You are right, she is.” They finished the meal in companionable silence, Marie cooing and giggling in Albert’s lap.  
 
    Soon after that, they were bundling into the carriage, ready to depart. Gregory looked over the carriage, surprise on his face. “Quite the fancy ride you have here.”  
 
    Albert patted one of the horses, turning with a smile. “Bethany’s previous employer gave it to us as a wedding gift.” 
 
    Gregory let out a low whistle. “What a gift.” 
 
    Albert nodded his agreement, then shook Gregory’s hand before climbing to his seat. Bethany leaned out of the window of the carriage, smiling at Gregory.  
 
    He took her hand in his, kissing it gently. “Thank you for your kind words.” 
 
    “Thank you for hosting us. And forgiving me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing to forgive. I should have reacted better.” He glanced at Albert’s back before turning to her. “Take care of him for me?” 
 
    “Always.”  
 
    He stepped back, watching them pull away from his estate, a small smile on his lips.  
 
    Bethany settled back into the carriage seat, nibbling on her bottom lip. They may have lost the man from the inn but most likely he would be waiting for them on the road. Bethany sent up a silent prayer, asking that they make it to Gretna Green before Albert’s father caught up to them.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
   A  week later, they pulled into an inn late in the evening. Marie had been crying for most of the afternoon, as she was tired of being stuck in the carriage another day. Bethany felt dirty and tired, and her shoulders ached. She tried to smile at Albert but the constant anxiety was wearing on her. Albert led her inside, where he found a table to sit at and ordered them some food. Then he went out to care for the horses, leaving Bethany and Marie to wait for him. Bethany glanced around the dining room, searching for Albert’s father or his men. Not seeing anyone she recognized, she relaxed and took a couple bites of the stew as Albert came back inside. 
 
    “No sign of anyone. I asked the stable boy about the man with the scar. He said that no one of that description has been around here recently. We may be safe.” 
 
    “And we will be there tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, in the morning. We are not far now. I stopped only because I could hear Marie crying.” 
 
    Bethany winced, glancing down at her daughter, who, now that she was free from the carriage was smiling. “I could not get her to settle. I am sorry.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It has been a long journey. I think we are all tired of the carriage.” They ate, then hurried up to the room that Albert had secured to bed down for the night. Both fell asleep within moments of their heads hitting the pillows. The days of travel had taken their toll.  
 
    Bethany awoke to a banging on the door to their room. She sat up, her breath coming in gasps. She watched as Albert jumped from the bed, reaching for the sword he kept by the door. He grabbed the knob, holding it tight. “Who is there?” 
 
    “It is me, sir. The stable boy,” a small voice said through the door. 
 
    Albert visibly relaxed, then opened the door and let the boy in. He closed the door behind the lad, setting aside the sword. “It is the middle of the night. What are you doing?” 
 
    “You asked about a man with a scar earlier. Well, one showed up about a half hour ago. I had to take his horse from him. And he did not come alone. Others were with him.” The boy was clutching his hat, twisting it round and round.  
 
    Bethany sat up in the bed, the thin blanket clutched to her chest, her eyes wide. “They have come for us.” 
 
    Albert balled his hands into fists and let out a breath. He smiled at the boy, then reached into his trouser pocket to pull out a coin. He gave it to the boy, ushering him to the door. “Thank you for the warning, son. Now go find someplace to hide.” He closed the door behind the boy before turning to Bethany with a grimace. “We need to leave now.” 
 
    Bethany jumped from the bed, grabbing her dress and pulling it back on. Albert helped her into it, then reached for his clothes. Bethany picked up Marie and wrapped her in a blanket. She glanced at her trunk, a look of sadness crossing her face. “I cannot bring it. We must leave the carriage as well.” 
 
    Albert glanced at her trunk and back at her. “We can take the horses. I will send a message to Edward to have him come to collect our things.” 
 
    Bethany nodded as she headed to the door. Albert stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. He pulled the door open and looked out into the hall.  
 
    “It is clear. They have probably gone to find the innkeeper first. We must leave before they do.”  
 
    Marie fussed in Bethany’s arms, wiggling in her sleep. They rushed down the hall to the stairs, taking them two at a time. Through the dining room they ran, the dim light casting shadows in their path.  
 
    Out in the stables, Albert grabbed reins and pulled two saddles from the carriage. He saddled the horses, then handed one set of reins to Bethany. “We will have to split up. I can lead them away. You continue on to Gretna Green. I am who they want.” 
 
    Tears gathered in Bethany’s eyes but she blinked them away. Now was not the time to cry. Albert took the baby so she could get on the horse. He kissed Marie’s soft cheek before passing her up to Bethany, worry creasing his brow.  
 
    “We will meet at the first inn in Gretna Green tonight. We will find two witnesses and marry. I swear it.” He patted the rump of her horse, sending it into a trot out of the stable.  
 
    Bethany clutched the baby in one arm and the reins in her other hand. The wind blew past her as she encouraged the horse into a gallop. She had to get a head start on the men so that they were less inclined to follow her. Albert may have believed that his father wanted him but what better way to force him than to hold his child captive? Bethany had no doubts about her own fate. If they got their hands on her, she didn’t think she would live. 
 
    Shouts rang out behind her but she was far enough away that she couldn’t hear the words. She kept her ears tuned for sounds of pursuit but heard nothing. 
 
    The early morning sun started peeking over the horizon. Birds chirped nearby, soothing her nerves. Once she was sure they weren’t pursuing her, she slowed the horse to a trot, knowing she had to avoid tiring it out before she reached Scotland.  
 
    Marie fussed in her arms, breaking free of the blanket and stretching her little arms wide. Bethany smiled down at her, grateful they had gotten away. Worry ate at her, thinking that Albert had not, but he had been right behind her. She prayed that he would be able to get away from the men and make it to Scotland to meet her. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
   A lbert watched Bethany ride away, his heart in his throat. He knew his father could be cruel. There was no telling what he would do if he got his hands on Bethany. Assured that she was far enough away, he climbed onto his own horse, turning it in the opposite direction. He would ride out, then cut back around to head in the correct direction. The men could follow him all they liked. He didn’t plan on letting them catch him.  
 
    He left the stable at a gallop, rounding the inn to head away from Bethany and the baby. A shout caught his attention, making him look behind to see the man with the scar running from the inn to the stable, pointing a finger at him. The man didn’t even look behind him. He never saw Bethany ride away. Albert’s heart rose with hope. Before leaving, he had managed to cut the reins of all the horses in the stable, knowing it would buy him some time.  
 
    He galloped away, chuckling to himself. His father may be smart but Albert had learned over the years that there were ways around him. He rode down the road for a good thirty minutes before turning to the woods nearby. He slowed the horse, letting it pick its way through the foliage at a safer pace. The men would try to follow him, he was sure. However, he’d had a decent head start and he knew where he was going. They would have to follow him and that would take them longer since they didn’t know the area.  
 
    The only problem he could think of was if his father had gone on ahead. The man wasn’t an idiot. By now, he would realize what Albert and Bethany were attempting to do. Albert could only pray that Bethany would slip past him unnoticed. His father had never really paid attention to her, having decided long ago that Albert would marry a princess, so Albert doubted he would recognize her. The only issue would be the fact that she was carrying the baby. However, Albert suspected even that would not alert his father, as he would be expecting them to arrive in a carriage, not on horseback. 
 
    Albert crossed a small stream, then turned the horse to walk through the water for several yards so that their tracks would be harder to find. He had yet to hear any sounds of pursuit, which encouraged him. It meant they hadn’t caught up to him yet. If he was lucky, he would lose them altogether and meet Bethany in Scotland without delay.  
 
    These thoughts consumed him as he rode for most of the day. In the early afternoon, he left the woods for the road, easing the horse into a gallop for a bit. It had been slow going and he wanted to make up for lost time. As the border of Scotland appeared, his heart soared. There was no sign of his father, and no sign of the men either.  
 
    Hunger ate at him but he ignored it, pushing forward. Luckily, his saddle bag contained dried meat, which he pulled out and munched on as he rode. He hoped Bethany would check her bag as well. He had managed to drop most of his coin in there, along with some food. It wasn’t much but it would be enough.  
 
    Albert crossed the border into Scotland without issue, relief hitting him as he did. He let out a breath and smiled. The hills looked taller, the grass greener. He was sure it was just his mind appreciating the freedom he felt but he welcomed it nonetheless.  
 
    He stopped at the first inn he came to, handing over his horse to the stable boy. He asked about Bethany, and relief again flooded him when the lad said that a young lady had indeed shown up shortly before he did, a baby in her arms. He went inside the inn, looking for the innkeeper. He had to send a letter to Edward about collecting their things. He also had to find two witnesses. If his father wasn’t here yet, he would be soon.  
 
    A young girl was wiping down a table as he approached her. “Excuse me, miss, I am looking for the owner of this establishment.” 
 
    The girl couldn’t have been more than thirteen. She had a slight build and wide blue eyes. “He is in the back.” Her heavy brogue made it hard to understand her but Albert got the gist. 
 
    He gave her a nod of thanks, then headed to the back of the inn. He found the man seated at a small desk, a bag of coins in front of him. When he looked up at Albert, it was with an oily smile and a predatory gleam in his beady eyes. “Yes, sir, how can I help you?” 
 
    Albert licked his lips, worry eating at him. Something felt off about this man but he wasn’t sure what it was. “I must send a message to a friend of mine. Would that be possible?” 
 
    The man nodded, rubbing his large hands together. “Why, yes, we can manage that.” 
 
    “I also need two witnesses. My love and I would like to get married.” 
 
    The man let out a chuckle. “I bet you would.” He passed Albert parchment and a quill dipped in ink, waiting as Albert wrote out his note to Edward. When he took the note from Albert, his eyes widened after he saw to whom the letter was going. “I will see this is sent. Anything else?” 
 
    Albert nodded, the worry still eating at him. Something was definitely wrong. “Yes, the young woman. I am supposed to meet her here. She arrived a short while ago with a baby. She should have asked for a room when she arrived. Please direct me to that room.” 
 
    The big man laid a hand on the bag of coins, drawing Albert’s eyes to it. The bag was black velvet, with a crest, something Albert should have noticed immediately. It was his father’s crest. Albert’s heart sank. This man had sold out Bethany to his father. “You are the second person today to ask after a girl with a baby. She is here. But what are you going to give me in exchange for that information? The other man gave me quite a bit of coin.” He fingered the letter Albert had just handed him. “I see you have wealthy friends. I am sure we could work out an arrangement.” 
 
    “You have not told the other man what room she is in?” 
 
    The big man grinned. “I am a businessman, sir. A woman comes into my inn clutching a baby and asks for a room? I see an opportunity. I told the other man that she had not shown up yet but that I would let him know once she did. He is at another inn so as not to spook her, or you for that matter. Now, I could send one of my boys to go get him. Or I could forget, at least until the two of you have done what you came here to do. But what do I get in return?” 
 
    Albert licked his lips. At the moment, the only things he was sure would really interest the man were the two horses in his stable. He would have to ask Edward to get them but it would be worth it if he could keep Bethany away from his father. “I have two horses in your stable, fine ones that were gifted to me. You can have them, to do with as you please. I bet you will get more gold selling them than what is in that purse before you.” Albert held his breath, praying the man would accept his offer. 
 
    The man scratched his chest, his sweat-stained shirt stretching over his large girth. His bottom lip protruded from his top, giving him an even more sinister appearance. “Accepted. Leave the horses where they are. She is in the third room to the right up the stairs. I will give you an hour to do what you need to do, then will be informing the other man of your presence.” He gave Albert a slimy smile. “It was a pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    Albert gave him a curt nod, then headed out the door and to the stairs without pause. An hour. They had an hour to find two people to witness for them. He pushed open the door to the room and breathed a sigh of relief when Bethany stood from the bed, a log from the hearth in her hand. When she saw it was him, she dropped the log, then ran to him and grabbed him. A sob escaped her throat as he folded her into his arms. “It is just me. You are safe.” 
 
    “He is here. I saw him.” 
 
    Albert pulled back, searching her face. Tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks. He wiped them away, silently cursing his father. “He is at another inn, waiting for the innkeeper here to alert him to our presence. I have managed to buy us an hour. We need to find witnesses.” 
 
    Bethany glanced over to where Marie lay on the bed, sleeping. “I asked the girl downstairs when I first arrived. Two blacksmiths are willing. One’s forge is right across the street.” 
 
    Albert gathered Marie in his arms and smiled. “Good, let us go.” They rushed out of the room, down the stairs, through the dining room, and onto the street. There, they paused to glance around. Not seeing any sign of Albert’s father, they rushed over to the blacksmith’s forge, the ringing of metal on metal leading the way.  
 
    Albert stepped in first, the baby in his arms. Bethany followed closely, glancing around with wide eyes. The forge held weapons on the walls and an anvil. The heat hit them in the face as they stepped inside. A large man wearing leather worked on what appeared to be a sword. Not wanting to interrupt, Albert waited for the man to notice them. When the blacksmith finally looked up, it was with a kind face. “Aye, can I help you?” His brogue matched that of the girl from the inn.  
 
    “Yes, we are looking to be married. We were told that you could do that for us?” Albert reached into his pocket, pulling out the last of his coin. He knew that any coin in Bethany’s saddle bags now belonged to the innkeeper. 
 
    The blacksmith set aside his tools, wiping his hands on his trousers. “I can.” He took the coin, looking it over before setting it aside. “Wait here.” He disappeared into the back of the forge, making Albert twitch. What could he possibly need? Albert glanced at Bethany, who gave him a reassuring smile.  
 
    When the blacksmith returned, a smiling woman followed him. She was shorter than Bethany, with wide hips and broad shoulders, and her red hair was pulled back from her face in a braid that went down her back. “My husband says you want to be married?” 
 
    Albert and Bethany nodded. Bethany stepped up to Albert, taking his hand in her own, while Marie continued to sleep.  
 
    The woman stepped up, reaching for the baby. Albert hesitated, afraid to let the child go. The woman gave him an encouraging smile, her green eyes sparkling. “I have three babes of my own. I can care for her for a few minutes.” Her voice was softer than her husband’s, calming them both. Albert handed her the baby, giving her his thanks.  
 
    The blacksmith motioned for them to step up to the anvil, a tartan cloth in his hands. “This is a simple ceremony, nothing fancy like what a priest would do. All you have to do is announce for us to hear that you wish to be married.”  
 
    Albert turned to Bethany, looking into her eyes. “Bethany, I have wanted to marry you since the first time we danced together. Nothing would make me happier.” 
 
    She smiled up at him, licking her lips. “Albert, I have wanted to marry you since I saw you standing across the room with a smirk on your face. I told Eliza you would be mine. Now it is true.” 
 
    The blacksmith said some words about loyalty and blessings from God, then tied the tartan around their hands. His wife bounced Marie in her arms, a huge smile on her face.  
 
    Albert pulled Bethany to him in a kiss, his heart soaring. They had done it. They had beat his father and managed to marry. He turned and reached for Marie, pulling her into their embrace. The blacksmith pulled his wife to him, watching them with a smile.  
 
    Albert turned to the blacksmith. “Thank you, sir. You do not know how much this means to us.” 
 
    The blacksmith and his wife exchanged a glance. “I think we do. We wish you all the best.”  
 
    Albert nodded to them, then turned and led Bethany out of the forge. They stepped out into the fresh air of the village, smiles on their faces. Albert looked down at Bethany, his heart full. “We did it. You are mine.” 
 
    “And you are mine.” He leaned down and kissed her, amazed that they had made it. Happiness settled over him. The knowledge that his father couldn’t do anything settled his nerves. For the first time in months, his shoulders relaxed. Until a voice pulled him and Bethany apart. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
   B ethany’s breath caught in her throat at the sound of the voice. Turning, Albert’s hand clutched in her own, she found his father standing in the middle of the road, anger marring his features. His gaze roved over the two of them, narrowing at their clasped hands. “Son, I have been looking for you.” 
 
    Albert squared his shoulders, turning to face his father. Bethany could see the determination on his face, and her heart swelled with pride. “Father.” Albert pulled his hand from Bethany’s, moving to block her and the baby from his father’s view. 
 
    “It is time to come home, son.” Several men stepped into the road from behind his father, each looking bigger and tougher than the last. The man with the scar was there, eyeing Bethany.  
 
    “I think not, Father. My wife and I are going to spend the night in the inn and then we will be on our way home.” Albert raised his chin, a challenge in his eyes.  
 
    Bethany held her breath, looking from father to son and back. She knew they didn’t have the horses anymore but Albert must have had another plan. 
 
    Albert’s father barked out a laugh. “Wife? She is not your wife.”  
 
    A smile spread across Albert’s face. His father must have thought he’d beaten them. “Oh, but she is, Father. We were just married.” He looked over his shoulder at the blacksmith’s forge before turning back to his father. “It was a small ceremony but seeing as how I have been renting a house here for the last month and we had two witnesses, it is fully legal and binding.”  
 
     His father’s scowl deepened. “Foolish boy.” He practically spat out the words, taking another step toward the couple. “Selfish child. After all I have done for you, all I have given you, you treat me this way? Betray me like this?” 
 
    “I gave you a chance, Father. I came to you and told you I loved her. I asked you to bless our marriage. When she found that she was with child, I again asked for your blessing. You refused to listen. That is not my fault.” Albert settled his hand on the pistol at his side. Bethany blinked, having only noticed it at that moment. She didn’t remember him even putting it on.  
 
    “I had bigger plans for you, son. Plans that had been in the works for years. And you threw them away for a trollop.” His father sneered in Bethany’s direction, making her cringe and clutch Marie closer.  
 
    “Do not speak about my wife that way. You will show her respect.” Albert moved to wrap his arm around Bethany, pulling her to his side. She pressed herself closer, feeling safe next to him.  
 
    “We can do this the easy way, son. I do not want to hurt you. Leave the girl and the child and come with me.” 
 
    “Did you not hear, Father? The princess has married someone else.” Albert couldn’t keep the triumph from his voice.  
 
    Understanding dawned on his father’s face. “She what?” 
 
    “She and I had an understanding, Father. Neither one of us wanted the marriage you were trying to foist upon us. We are our own people and we wanted to marry for love, which both of us had managed to find. There is no princess for me to marry.” Albert cracked a smile. “I am surprised that you had not heard.” 
 
    “I have been otherwise preoccupied scouring the countryside for you.” He clenched his fists at his sides.  
 
    Bethany sucked a breath through her teeth, worry bubbling in her stomach. What would his father do now?  
 
    “So, as you can see, Father, even if I went back with you and you were able to annul my marriage, there is no one for me to marry. It is best to cut your losses and focus on the son you have left.”  
 
    Bethany started, having forgotten about Albert’s younger brother. He was barely fourteen and thus hadn’t been in society yet.  
 
    “Your brother is a foolish child. He does not have the head for business that you do.” Bethany could hear the resignation in his voice. The man was finally coming to realize how futile all this was.  
 
    “That is unfortunate for you, Father. I have a life to lead and a family to care for.” Albert turned with Bethany to head back to the inn, leaving his father in the middle of the road with his failure. Albert’s steps were confident, so sure was he of his success. At the door of the inn, he turned back to look at his father. “I hope someday you will come to recognize my marriage and my family.” Then he stepped inside, letting the door swing shut behind them.  
 
    *** 
 
    Albert leaned against the door, sighing in relief. He smiled down at Bethany. “That went better than expected.” Relief coursed through him. Throughout the last two weeks of travel, he had been dreading the confrontation with his father.  
 
    “Are we really free?” Hope sprung up in Bethany’s eyes, making his heart soar. 
 
    “We are. No one else ranks as high as the princess and he knows it. If your father is willing to pay your dowry, I am sure my father will come around in time.” 
 
    Bethany licked her lips, worry in her eyes. “My dowry?”  
 
    Albert bent down, kissing her forehead. “Let us not worry about that right now. That is something we will deal with when we get back home.” 
 
    She smiled up at him, her eyes shining. “Home. I like the sound of that.” 
 
    He led her farther into the dining room, selecting a table for them and helping her sit down. “I cannot wait for you to see the place and put your touch on it. I am sure it will look like a real home in no time.” 
 
    Bethany tilted her head at him, narrowing her eyes. “And where is this home? And this job you have secured?” 
 
    He grinned, spreading his hands on the table. The girl came to take their order before Albert could reply, stalling his response. Once they had ordered, he glanced back at Bethany, seeing the look of annoyance on her face. “It is a cottage on Edward’s land. His master of horse has decided to retire and turn the job over to me. It came with a cottage on the grounds of the estate.” 
 
    “Edward’s estate? As in Eliza’s Edward?” 
 
    Albert nodded. “Yes, that Edward.” 
 
    “I will be near Eliza?” The happiness that spread across Bethany’s features brightened her face and made her look even more beautiful than she already did.  
 
    “You will.” He leaned back, glancing around the inn. “I will have to send another letter to Edward. We will need horses to get back to his estate.” 
 
    A noise from behind him made both turn to find the scarred man standing with his hands behind his back. His hard glare caused the hairs on the back of Albert’s neck to stand up.  
 
    “Do you need something, good sir?” Albert tried to keep his voice cordial, not wanting to provoke the man.  
 
    The man tossed a purse full of money on the table, coins spilling out of it. “These should get you some horses.” 
 
    Albert looked at Bethany, then back at the man in confusion. “Why?” 
 
    The man smirked, nodding in the direction of the inn’s entrance. “Your father pays good, that is true. But the Duke of Hartwell pays better. He asked me to keep an eye on you and gave me money to help you out if needed.” 
 
    “So, when we saw you at that inn, were you there for the duke or my father?” Albert couldn’t hide the suspicion in his voice.  
 
    “Both. I reported to the Duke of Hartwell first, then waited to give you a head start before reporting to your father.” The man frowned. “Unfortunately, he had already anticipated where you were going, so my stalling did no good. But that coin should get you what you need to return to the duke’s estate.” The man turned and left, leaving Bethany and Albert to stare at the money. 
 
    Albert fingered one of the coins. “We could buy back the horses from the innkeeper.” 
 
    Bethany shook her head. “I do not think so. He will raise the price until we have nothing left. The blacksmith seemed like a fair man. In the morning, we will ask him where we can find a good pair of horses.”  
 
    Albert smiled at her sense, then gathered up the coin and tucked away the purse.  
 
    Shortly thereafter, the girl appeared with their drink and food, not bothering to linger long at the table. They ate, barely paying attention as they did, with shy looks passing between the two. 
 
    Once they were in their room and Marie was settled for the night, they fell into bed, coming together for the first time as husband and wife. As he kissed Bethany senseless, Albert reveled in the fact that she was his. He couldn’t wait to spend the rest of his life loving her. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
   T he trip back to Edward’s estate took less time and was less taxing. No longer was Bethany glancing out the window, worrying that Albert’s father was chasing them. She had been correct about the blacksmith, who had directed them to someone who would sell, at a fair price, a pair of strong horses to pull their carriage. When they had appeared with the horses at the stables in the late morning to gather their carriage, the innkeeper had blustered about, demanding to know why they had sold him their horses if they had the coin to purchase more. 
 
    Albert had calmly informed the man that they had not had the coin at that time. He watched the grooms hook the new horses up to the carriage. They weren’t as fine as the ones Ambrose had given them but they would do. Bethany couldn’t wait to be settled in her own place. She also couldn’t wait to see Eliza. She had so much to share with her friend. 
 
    Pulling into Edward’s estate after a little over a week of travel brought happiness and relief to Bethany. As Albert helped her from the carriage, with Marie clutched in her arms, Eliza ran from the house, her skirts flying about her. Without pausing she threw herself at Bethany, pulling her close and hugging her as tightly as she could without hurting the baby. “Oh, Bethany, I was so worried about you.” 
 
    Tears fell down Bethany’s cheeks as she hugged her best friend. “Thank you. Everything worked out for the best.” She pulled away so she could show her baby to Eliza. “She is as strong as any baby. And cute as well.” 
 
    Eliza bent to admire Marie, cooing at her.  
 
    Edward walked toward them at a much slower pace than his wife, a smile spreading across his face. He shook Albert’s hand, chuckling. “I see I will not need to send someone to collect you.”  
 
    Albert coughed, scratching the back of his neck. “I had hoped to beat the message here.” 
 
    “It arrived two days ago. I was going to give you another week before I came after you.” He looked at the carriage with its fine wood treatments and the horses. “I know the viscount to be a wealthy man but those horses are rather poor ones to be pulling a carriage so fine.” 
 
    Albert scowled, huffing out a breath. “My father paid the innkeeper to apprise him of our arrival. I had to counter it, and the only thing I had of worth were the horses. Once we were married and the altercation with my father was over, your man gave us enough coin to purchase new horses and get back here safely.”  
 
    “Good. That was why I hired him.” Edward leaned over to admire Marie, his voice rising in pitch.  
 
    “I will pay you back, I swear.” 
 
    Edward shook his head, slapping Albert on the back. “No need. Take it as a wedding present from Eliza and me.”  
 
    Albert let out a low whistle. “Another wedding present. Thank you.” 
 
    Edward raised his eyebrows. “Another?” 
 
    Albert indicated the carriage. “The carriage and horses were also a wedding gift from the viscount.”  
 
    Edward nodded. “I see.” He reached for Eliza, pulling her to his side. “Shall we show you to your new home? Charlie cleaned it out and moved in with his children two weeks ago.” 
 
    Bethany smiled up at Albert, her heart full. “Our new home.”  
 
    Albert chuckled. He offered her his arm, then they followed Edward and Eliza along a path leading around the back of the manor, past the stables to a small cottage. The windows were clean, the stone covered in moss and vines.  
 
    “It has been here as long as the manor has. I hope you like it.” Edward pulled open the door, stepping back to let the couple enter.  
 
    Bethany swept past him, spinning in place as she gazed around her. The bottom level had solid wood floors, stone hearths, and a suitable kitchen to prepare meals. Going upstairs, she found several rooms ready to be filled with love and laughter. She turned to face Albert, who stood behind her with a look of apprehension on his face.  
 
    “Albert, it is perfect.” She kissed his cheek, her eyes sparkling. “Imagine raising a family here.” 
 
    “Charlie took most of the furniture with him but we can remedy that immediately.” Eliza twisted her hands in front of her. “Until it is ready, you are more than welcome to stay with us in the manor.”  
 
    Bethany gave her friend a big smile, nodding her thanks. “That would be wonderful.” She gave the cottage one more glance before following the rest out, excitement coursing through her. Soon, it would be her very own. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
   E liza sat in a chair near the counter where Bethany was chopping vegetables, Marie bouncing on her knee. “Still no word from them?”  
 
    Marie giggled, making both women smile. 
 
    Bethany shook her head, concentrating on the task before her. “I sent them a letter when we first arrived, letting them know that I had married, had a child, and was living here. I made no mention of my dowry, knowing it would not look good to do so yet. I expected at least my mother to visit.” 
 
    Eliza frowned. “Unless your father has forbidden her. Your poor sisters. I bet they miss you fiercely.” 
 
    Bethany sighed, thinking of her three younger sisters. “I hope they are not cross with me. I did not do any of this to hurt them or tarnish the family’s reputation. But because I have not spoken to them, I do not know how they feel.” 
 
    A mischievous glint sparkled in Eliza’s eyes. “Let us ask them.” 
 
    Bethany giggled, setting down the knife. “My father would not let me through the door. He is most likely still very cross with me.” 
 
    “So, we will ask Anne to make sure he is not at home when we visit. Your mother surely would not turn you away. Or her grandchild.” Eliza held up Marie as proof of said grandchild. 
 
    Bethany bit her lip, thinking it over. Her mother had not approved of what had happened but neither had she been as cross at Bethany as her father had been. When Bethany had claimed that Albert would marry her, her mother had believed her. “Mother may agree to see me if Father is not at home.” 
 
    Eliza lifted Marie above her head, smiling up at her. “Perfect. I will send directions to Anne. She can accompany us as well.” 
 
    Bethany smiled wistfully. “Just like old times.” 
 
    Eliza agreed, handing the baby back to Bethany and heading out to send her letter.  
 
    Bethany’s heart rose with anticipation. Anne had been out to visit her twice, fawning over the baby and the house, since she and Albert had married. Anne had said little about Bethany’s family but Bethany hadn’t minded at the time, as she had wanted to hear about everything that Anne had been doing. Anne seemed to be keeping something from her but Bethany didn’t want to push her yet.  
 
    When Eliza came back with a response three days later, her smile brightened the whole room. “Anne writes and says that your father will be away on business next week and that we should come to stay with her in town. We can visit your mother and sisters while we are there.”  
 
    Bethany grinned, excitement coursing through her. It had been so long since she had seen her family. She was sure her sisters had grown in her absence. She could not wait to introduce them to her daughter and to tell them about her marriage and her home. She hoped she could invite them to visit and that they would say yes.  
 
    The following week, they arrived in town in Eliza’s carriage, a trunk full of dresses with them. They pulled up to Anne’s home, barely waiting for the footman to help them out. Anne came rushing down the front steps, her face glowing with happiness. “Oh, Bethany, Eliza, how I have missed you.” She hugged both girls before taking Marie from Bethany. “And such a beautiful baby, too.”  
 
    Bethany glanced up at Anne’s house, worry crossing her mind for the first time. “Anne, your father…is he here?” 
 
    Anne shook her head. “No, dear cousin, he went with your father. How else do you think I managed to get Mother to agree to let you stay?” 
 
    “Is he angry at me as well?”  
 
    Anne considered the question for a moment before answering. “Not angry. Disappointed maybe. Definitely forbidding me from doing the same, mind you.”  
 
    Anne ushered Bethany and Eliza into her townhome, chattering away as they stepped inside. Bethany glanced around, her heart warming at the familiar sight. Being Anne’s cousin, she had spent many hours in this home, playing and growing. Anne’s father was stricter than her own but he still loved his family and could refuse them nothing.  
 
    The house was decorated in dark reds, with gold accents. The runner in the front entry felt thick beneath her feet and she smiled at the memory of taking off her shoes and walking barefoot, her feet sinking into it.  
 
    Anne led them to the drawing room, where the pianoforte sat, a light sheen of dust on top of it. Bethany frowned, walking over to run her fingers over the keys. “Anne, have you not played recently?” 
 
    Anne shook her head. “I refused after you left. I told Papa I would play again only once Uncle had forgiven you.”  
 
    “Anne!” Bethany spun to face her cousin with surprise on her face. “How could you?” 
 
    Anne shrugged. “Your father has treated you abysmally and my father knows it. He has not asked me to play since I declared my intentions.” She grinned. “Your father did, though.” 
 
    Bethany raised a brow, curiosity getting the better of her. “And what did you say to him?” 
 
    “I informed him of my declaration. I told him that once he had seen the error of his ways and forgiven you, I would play again. His mouth snapped shut and he left shortly thereafter.” Anne sat on a red velvet settee, ringing a bell for one of her maids.  
 
    The girl appeared, giving a small curtsey to all three women. “Yes, miss?” 
 
    “Tea, please, Rose, if you would.”  
 
    The maid curtseyed again before scrambling from the room. With her light blond hair and small figure, she was a cute thing. Bethany didn’t recognize her.  
 
    “Did your parents hire new staff?” 
 
    Anne shook her head. “No, she was gifted to me. Her service was gifted to me, I should say.” 
 
    Bethany and Eliza shared a concerned look. “Anne, what are you talking about?” 
 
    Anne huffed out a breath. “The two of you have missed much these last few months. I am being courted. She was an indentured servant to my suitor. He gifted her time to me.” Anne glanced down at her fingernails before continuing. “Honestly, she is such a sweet thing and so hard working, I am going to forgive her time and ask Papa to hire her on instead.” 
 
    “Anne, he would agree to that?” Eliza couldn’t help but sound surprised. Freeing an indentured servant early and paying them was unheard of. 
 
    Anne smiled. “Papa is so proud of me, he will do anything I ask right now. That is partially why he has said nothing about the declaration I told you of earlier.” 
 
    Bethany bounced baby Marie on her knee, unable to keep from asking, “And who is this suitor of yours?” 
 
    Before Anne could answer, Rose appeared with tea and biscuits. She set them before the trio, then poured the tea for them before slipping back out. Anne took her cup, taking a sip before finally replying. “The Duke of Kensington.”  
 
    Silence filled the room. Bethany tried and failed to say something nice. The new duke wasn’t an evil man, not like his father, but he wasn’t someone she had thought her cousin would fall for. He wasn’t dashing like Albert or Edward, nor was he very brave, although he had stood up to his father for Edward and Eliza. To Bethany, his eyes seemed a little too close together, and he talked about ships far more than she liked. Licking her lips, she searched for the right words to say.  
 
    Eliza recovered first, reaching out to touch Anne’s hand. “He did seem very taken with you months ago. I had wondered about that.” 
 
    Anne nodded, a pink tint to her cheeks. “He is ever so kind to me. He never treats me like I am just an ornament. He even took me sailing and taught me how to do it instead of expecting me to sit there and admire him. No one else has had such consideration for me.” 
 
    “And you think he will make you happy?” Bethany finally found a question she could ask.  
 
    Anne smiled. “Every day, more so. He is always thinking of me. If he is this attentive now, imagine when we are married.” 
 
    Eliza nibbled on a biscuit before asking, “And he intends to marry you? You are sure of it?” 
 
    “He has not said it in so many words but I feel he has implied it many times. Why else would he pay me such attention?”  
 
    Bethany could certainly think of reasons why the gentleman would pay attention to her cousin but she kept them to herself. She did not have it in her to hurt Anne like that. If Anne was happy, she would let her be so.  
 
    The conversation turned to other topics. Bethany sat back and let Eliza and Anne lead. She enjoyed the tea and biscuits, giving small pieces to Marie to try. The baby spat out more than she ate but she giggled all the same. Shortly after, the girls went upstairs to get refreshed for dinner, then came back down in evening gowns with their hair repinned.  
 
    Dinner was a somber affair, with Anne’s stepmother darting glances at Bethany but refusing to say anything. Anne’s younger sister sat silently, nibbling on her food. Bethany had tried to engage the girl several times, to no avail. Finally, Bethany gave up, knowing the girl was probably only doing as her mother instructed her. The woman had never been very warm to Bethany. She was Bethany’s uncle’s second wife and thus not Anne’s mother. She felt no connection to Bethany and had never attempted to establish one.  
 
    Anne and Eliza kept up the conversation, trying to cover the tension in the room. When she could stand it no more, Bethany looked at Anne’s stepmother and asked, “Pray tell, milady, but what have you heard of me in the ton?” 
 
    Silence filled the room as both Eliza and Anne looked at Bethany in surprise. Bethany gave them a shrug. She had to know what her mother and sisters had been hearing about her, and what better person to tell her than the aunt who refused to speak to her? Surely, something she had heard had made her so cold toward Bethany.  
 
    The woman looked up, her posture regal, her gaze cold. Anne’s father certainly had a thing for redheads, having married two of them, but Anne’s stepmother stayed out of the sun, as evidenced by her alabaster skin. Her brown eyes and thin nose gave her an uncaring look. She sighed, rolling her eyes. “So, it is gossip you wish to discuss?” 
 
    Bethany raised her chin. “It is. I must know what my family has been hearing of me if I am to defend myself to them.” 
 
    The woman set down her utensils and folded her hands in front of her. “Fine. They are saying that you had a child out of wedlock and that you lied to the earl, telling him it was his when, in reality, it is the child of a lowly servant. Many suspect one of your father’s servants. They claim that is why his father was so against the match, that he did not want his son raising another man’s child. They say that after you birthed the child, you went to another man and seduced him while you worked for him, caring for his poor children. They say you intended to marry him, turning him down only when Albert showed up to collect you. And they say that you believe Albert will still be a duke someday, which is why you married him.” 
 
    Gasps sounded around the table. Even Anne’s sister seemed surprised at her mother’s words. Bethany felt tears threatening to spill but she kept them in. She couldn’t set the ton straight but she could this one woman. “Lies. The whole lot of them. Do you want to know the real truth?”  
 
    The woman nodded, leaning toward Bethany. Gossip or not, she wanted to hear it.  
 
    “The child is Albert’s. I have been with no one else. Albert has wanted to marry me from the start and made promises to me that his father tried to make him break because his father wanted him to marry a princess. Albert gave up much for me. I would never ask him to try to take it back. He has a job, we have a home, and we are together, which is all that matters. As for the viscount…” She gathered her thoughts, sadness filling her at the thought of Ambrose. “Ambrose is a dear friend. He came to care for me but I did not return his feelings and I never made him any promises. I knew Albert would come for me. Tell that to the ton.” Bethany stood, tossing down her napkin. She curtseyed to the other women. “The food was lovely, Cousin, but I find I am tired. I am going to bed. Goodnight.” Bethany rushed from the room, finally letting her tears fall. If her mother and sisters had heard all these things, what did they think of her? And her father? Despair filled Bethany as she realized she might never talk to him again. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
   B ethany sat in the carriage in front of her childhood home, gathering her courage. Anne and Eliza sat across from her, Marie in Eliza’s lap. Bethany looked at Anne, worry in her eyes. “Are you sure they do not know I am coming?” 
 
    Anne shook her head. “I did not mention it. I only asked to come to tea. They think I am alone.”  
 
    Bethany blew out a breath, squaring her shoulders. “Good. They are less likely to turn me away if they are surprised.” 
 
    Eliza’s brow furrowed in confusion. “You believe they would turn you away?” 
 
    “If my father has told them to do so, they will. They dare not disobey him.” Bethany tapped on the roof of the carriage, indicating she was ready to get out. The footman pulled open the door, offering his hand to each woman as she stepped out of the carriage. Anne led the group to the door, where she slammed the knocker three times. Bethany held her breath as the door opened, hungering for the sight of her family. 
 
    The housekeeper glanced at the group, a smile lighting her face when she spotted Bethany among them. “Miss Anne, Duchess Eliza, Miss Bethany, what a pleasant surprise.” The woman had been with her family for years, helping Bethany’s mother run the house. She had always had a pleasant smile for the girls and had comforted them when their father had been particularly angry.  
 
    “It is Mrs. Wilson now, Ingrid.” 
 
    Ingrid bobbed a curtsey, her dark hair bobbing with her. Ingrid’s dark eyes sparkled with happiness. “My apologizes. Congratulations are in order, then?” 
 
    Bethany nodded, clutching her hands before her. “Yes, they are. Albert and I are married.” 
 
    Ingrid clapped her hands in delight. “Oh, the missus will be so happy to hear it. Come in, come in.” She ushered the women inside and down the hall to the drawing room, where she made them sit while she went to get her mistress. The pianoforte sat where it always had, with the last piece Bethany had been practicing still where she had left it. The settee also sat in its usual spot, the cushion as soft and plush as she remembered. The drawing room was brighter than Anne’s, her mother preferring bright colors of yellow and green as décor. Bethany turned in place, taking in the familiar room, soaking up the feeling of being there again after so long.  
 
    “Are you alright, Bethany?” Eliza watched her friend, holding Marie close. 
 
    Bethany smiled, taking a seat. “I am. I thought it would be odd to be back here after all that happened but it does not. It does not feel like home anymore either, if that makes sense.” 
 
    Eliza patted her hand. “Of course it does. It is not your home anymore.”  
 
    They quieted when the drawing room door opened and Bethany’s mother stepped inside. With the same dark hair and blue eyes, she was an older version of Bethany. Age had added some pounds, as had bearing children, but her back was still straight and her face kind. She rushed forward, taking Bethany’s hands in hers, pulling Bethany to her feet and into a hug. “My dear girl, my baby, you have come home.”  
 
    Bethany closed her eyes, soaking up the love her mother gave her. She held on for several minutes, letting her tears flow. “Oh, Mama.” 
 
    Her mother pulled back, searching Bethany’s face. “Are you well?” 
 
    Bethany smiled, wiping away her tears. “I am. I am settled.” She reached out, taking Marie from Eliza. “I have a daughter. Her name is Marie.” 
 
    A smile broke out on her mother’s face. “She is gorgeous, Bethany.” She took the child, talking to her as she walked the room. “My first grandchild. Can you believe it?” 
 
    Eliza looked from Bethany to her mother, her brow furrowed. Bethany caught the look and the meaning along with it. Before Bethany had left, her mother had been much more reserved and disappointed in her, caring for Bethany but barely speaking to her. It had mostly been to appease her father, and Bethany suspected that her mother’s change of heart had to do with his absence. “There is more, Mother. I have so much to tell you.” 
 
    Her mother sat across from her, bouncing the baby on her knee. “Then tell me, you will. I will be glad to hear of all that you have been through. I do not believe the gossip running through the ton.” 
 
    Bethany winced. “So, you have heard it, too?” 
 
    Her mother raised her chin, a proud smile on her face. “I have but I do not believe it. My daughter, seducing a viscount? Please.” 
 
    Bethany laughed, relief washing through her. If her mother didn’t believe the gossip, maybe her father didn’t either. She could only hope that was the case.  
 
    Bethany told her story, leaving out nothing. Her mother needed to know everything and it was better she heard it from Bethany rather than a stranger on the street.  
 
    At the end of her tale, her mother reached out to clasp her hand. “My brave, smart girl. I am so proud of you.”  
 
    Tears threatened Bethany again. “You are? When I left, you were barely speaking to me. I was afraid you would be angry with me forever.” 
 
    “I am sorry you felt that way, dear girl. I was foolish. Your father was angry and I thought that by acting the way I did, I would be able to mitigate that anger. I am afraid I was wrong.” 
 
    Bethany sucked in a breath, clutching at her skirts. “Is Father still angry with me?” She prayed it was not so. She was a married woman now, married to the father of her child. What was there for him to be angry about? The ton would soon forget the scandal and move on.  
 
    Her mother shook her head. “His anger has faded over time. The disappointment is there and the gossip does not help but I am sure that if you tell him the truth, he will believe you. You know he always wants to believe the best of his girls.” Her mother gave her an encouraging smile. “He will return at the end of the week. You should see him once he gets back.” 
 
    Eliza and Bethany shared a glance. They hadn’t planned on staying that long but if Bethany’s mother thought it was a good idea, Bethany didn’t see the harm in it. At a nod from Eliza, Bethany gave her mother her agreement. “I will call on Father after he returns. We are staying with Anne for the duration of our visit.” She looked toward the door of the drawing room. “I was hoping to see my sisters while I was here. Where are they?” 
 
    Her mother waved a hand, shaking her head. “Those girls. They are out walking the park. You could catch them if you like. I will watch little Marie.” 
 
    Bethany raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Are you sure, Mother?” 
 
    Her mother snuggled against the baby, making kissing noises. “Of course I am. I want to spend time with my grandchild.” She waved away the women, barely looking up when they left the room. 
 
    As they gathered their bonnets and gloves at the door, Bethany looked back toward the drawing room. Eliza grabbed her hand, pulling her along. “Come. She will be fine here. Let us go find your sisters.” 
 
    Bethany followed Eliza, pained to leave behind her baby but hopeful at seeing her sisters. The four of them had been so close before everything had happened. She could only hope they would understand and not hold anything against her.  
 
    Eliza led them to the park, walking at a brisk pace. She seemed almost as excited to reunite with Bethany’s sisters as Bethany was. They turned toward the lake in the middle of the park and were watching the ducks flap around when three young women near the water caught Bethany’s eye. All three had her dark hair and petite build. Just from seeing them from behind, Bethany knew they were her sisters. She rushed to them, a smile breaking out on her face. “Sisters?” 
 
    All three turned, looks of surprise on their faces. It could be said that Bethany’s parents made beautiful daughters, all with large, expressive eyes and graceful postures. “Bethany!” Caroline, the sister right behind Bethany in age, ran to her, wrapping Bethany in a warm hug. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Mother told me you were out walking. I had to see you.” Bethany returned the hug, soaking up her sister’s warmth and floral scent. Then she pulled back to search her sister’s face. “All is well?” 
 
    Caroline nodded. “All is well. We are well. And you?” The younger two joined them, standing back and watching. Both seemed hesitant to say anything, making Bethany’s heart throb with pain.  
 
    “More than well. I am married now. Albert and I are living in a cottage on Eliza’s estate where he works as Edward’s master of horse.” She grabbed Caroline’s hands, holding them tightly. “I have a daughter, the most beautiful baby you have ever seen.” 
 
    “I knew the gossipers were wrong.” Caroline glanced over her shoulder at her younger sisters. “Did I not say so?” 
 
    Both girls nodded, stepping up to join them. “She did, Bethany, she really did say they were lying.” 
 
    Bethany blew out a breath, relief filling her. “So, you never believed them?” 
 
    Caroline waved a hand. “What servant would you have lain with? All our male servants are much older men. I think Father did that on purpose for this very reason.” Caroline chuckled at her younger sisters’ horrified expressions. “It makes perfect sense when you think about it.” 
 
    Bethany shook her head, turning and pulling Caroline along the path with her. “I cannot believe they are still talking of me. Has nothing else exciting happened since I left?” 
 
    Caroline wiggled her eyebrows at Bethany. “Oh, it has. But you know how the ton is. Albert’s father did not help the situation, declaring no son of his would marry a daughter of our father.” 
 
    Bethany’s mouth fell open. “And how did Father respond?” 
 
    Caroline smirked. “How do you think? He has decided to never do business with the man again nor speak to him.” 
 
    “They share a grandchild. How can they maintain that?” 
 
    “You know Father’s stubbornness.” Caroline paused, searching Bethany’s face before continuing. “You should see him. He would be happy to know you are alright.” 
 
    “I intend to. I will come to see him once he returns.” Bethany turned to stare at the water. “Do you think he will see me?” 
 
    Caroline patted her hand. “I guarantee it. He misses you.”  
 
    Bethany smiled, the words comforting her. If her father didn’t turn her away at the door, maybe she could speak to him about her dowry. The worst he could do was tell her no and send her away. Albert wasn’t the lord her father had hoped she would marry but that was no fault of Albert’s.  
 
    Bethany linked arms with Caroline, pulling her to walk down a path around the lake. “So, tell me, how have you been? What have you been doing?” 
 
    Caroline’s face shined as she spoke of the sowing she had been doing for the poor and the balls and parties she had been attending. Caroline and Bethany were a little over a year apart, so if Bethany’s actions were to affect anyone, it would be Caroline. However, as Bethany listened to her sister, she realized that her actions seemed to have had no effect at all. “And no one has turned you away because of me?” Worry puckered Bethany’s brow. 
 
    Caroline laughed, the sound tinkling and light. “Heavens, no, sister. I have gotten more invitations because of you. Many of the ton admire you for chasing love. Your determination is admirable.” Caroline leaned in closer, dropping her voice. “I honestly do not know why Father is so surprised. You are exactly like him, stubborn as a mule.” 
 
    Bethany chuckled, shaking her head. “I think he admires it in himself but despises it in me. It makes it hard for him to get me to do what he wants.” She glanced over at her sister’s pretty face. “Please promise me that you will not make a hasty match. Marry for love if you can.” 
 
    Caroline patted her hand. “After seeing what you went through to marry for love, I expect to marry for no less. Father will be frustrated but he will come around.” 
 
    Bethany, Eliza, and Anne left Bethany’s sisters soon after, promising to stop over for tea during the next several days. Her mother had been reluctant to part with the baby and had done so only upon receiving a promise to see her again soon.  
 
    Bethany let out a sigh as they climbed into the carriage and headed back to Anne’s townhome. Eliza patted her knee. “Your sisters did not seem to hold any animosity toward you.” 
 
    Bethany smiled. “I dare say I worried about that. But Caroline assures me that they never believed the gossip of the ton. Father is another story.” She looked out the window as they rode, butterflies in her stomach. Would her father agree to see her? Or would he turn her away? There was only one way to find out. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
   B ethany stood in front of the mirror in the room Anne had provided for her. Her nerves were getting the best of her. She had changed her dress three times, finally settling on a light blue one with small white flowers adorning it. She had tossed all her bonnets on the bed, unsure which to put on.  
 
    Eliza knocked on the door, entering when Bethany didn’t respond. “Bethany, darling, it is time to leave. Are you ready?” 
 
    Bethany turned to Eliza, tears in her eyes. “What if he turns me away? What if he forbids my sisters and mother from seeing me again?” 
 
    Eliza grabbed Bethany’s hands, holding them tightly. “Then that is his loss. And no fault of yours.” She glanced at the bed. “Now, let us pick a bonnet for you.” Eliza selected a white one with blue lace that complimented Bethany’s dress, then helped her put it on. She handed Bethany her gloves, waiting until she had donned them before taking her arm and leading her from the room. “Anne and I will be there. Everything will be fine.” 
 
    Anne’s father had returned the night before, showing up to supper much to the surprise of the household. He had greeted Eliza as a duchess with much respect. Then his gaze had turned to Bethany and she had held her breath as she waited for him to speak. Given that he was the harsher of the two brothers, Bethany had expected a sharp word. Instead, he had said, “Niece, you look well. I trust that husband of yours is taking good care of you?” It had taken all her poise to not fall out of her chair. She had agreed that Albert was, in fact, properly caring for her and her uncle had smiled, a rare sight indeed.  
 
    Now she had to face her own father and her mind overflowed with all the ways he could refuse her. She barely paid attention when Eliza and Anne helped her into the carriage and she barely saw anything out the window as they went to her parents’ townhome. When the footman helped her out of the carriage, she barely acknowledged him, her eyes on the front of the house. Anne led the way up to the front door, using the knocker while Bethany stood back, struggling to breathe.  
 
    The housekeeper opened the door, smiling at the three women. “Miladies, the duchess is in the drawing room.” As the three women entered the house, the housekeeper stopped Bethany with a hand on her arm. “Your father is waiting for you in his study.” 
 
    Bethany nodded, then turned to her friends. Both had paused at the end of the hall but Bethany waved them on. This was something she had to do on her own. Bethany turned to the door next to the stairs – the door that separated her from her father. Squaring her shoulders, she adjusted her grip on Marie before knocking and waiting for a response. Upon hearing the call to enter, she pushed open the door, then stepped in and closed it behind her before looking up.  
 
    Her father had done a lot of traveling before settling down and marrying her mother, and his study reflected those travels. Filling the room were cases that held things he had brought back with him such as knives and parchments. Paintings hung on the walls, with bookshelves surrounding them. His desk sat near the hearth, where he could get the most warmth from the fire burning inside it. Bethany approached the desk, keeping her eyes on the dark carpet at her feet.  
 
    “Daughter.” 
 
    She glanced up, blinking to adjust to the dimness in the room. Her father sat at his desk, his large hands crossed over his chest, his cravat untied at his neck. His dark hair, graying only at the temples, looked disheveled, like he had been running his hands through it. His dark eyes pierced her, taking in her and the child. His sharp nose and chin gave his face an edge she had never noticed before.  
 
    “Father.” 
 
    He gestured to the seat before his desk. “Sit. It is time we spoke.” 
 
    Bethany took a seat, balancing Marie on one knee. The baby cooed, bringing a smile to Bethany’s lips. She glanced up at her father, catching a matching smile before he schooled his features. “How have you been, Father?” 
 
    He frowned, adjusting his position. His large wooden desk looked like every other desk Bethany had seen but he claimed that he had it specially made before she was born. “I have been well. I heard you finally married your young gentleman. Much to his father’s dismay.” 
 
    Bethany nodded, her heart pounding in her ears. “I did. It was a close call, that is for sure.” She halted, gathering her thoughts. She had a lot to say and she wanted to get it right. “Albert has found employment and we have a cottage. He is doing well for himself, even without his father’s help.” 
 
    “And when his father passes? Will he try to take the dukedom from his brother?” 
 
    Bethany shook her head. “After everything that has happened, no, he has no interest in doing so. He has decided to let his brother have it. Let him be the son his father wants.” 
 
    Her father leaned forward. “I understand his employment is with the Duke of Hartwell. Quite convenient.” 
 
    “It is but Albert is good at what he does. Edward knows this and appreciates it.” She bit her lip, looking down at the baby to gather her courage. “Father, I know you are angry with me. And disappointed but I did what I had to do. I followed my heart. I love Albert. I told you he would marry me but you did not believe me. You tried to marry me off to the awful Duke of Kensington. I do not understand how you ever thought that would be a good idea.” 
 
    Silence filled the room as her father processed her words. His face remained blank, revealing none of his thoughts. Then he spoke. “You must understand the position we were in, Bethany. You were with child, without a husband. In fact, the father was nowhere to be found. For all I knew, he had abandoned you. The old duke wanted another wife and I had hoped that he would provide for you.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “I had secretly hoped that the forced wedding would prompt Albert to step up and claim you as his.” 
 
    Bethany tried to keep the surprise from her face but couldn’t. “You were hoping Albert would stop the wedding? But I had not reached my majority yet. We would have had to go to Gretna regardless.” 
 
    “I know. But I also knew that was the only way Albert would be able to marry you. You must understand, daughter, that his father’s refusal of you is not solely because of some princess whom Albert was expected to marry. There is history between our families, a resentment that has been brewing over the years. The fact that Albert fell in love with you made his father far angrier than if he had chosen any other lady of the ton.” 
 
    Bethany’s brow furrowed. “Resentment? Over what?” 
 
    “Over me marrying your mother. Your mother and Albert’s father grew up together. They were close friends in their youth. Many expected the two to marry, they were so close. Albert’s father expected them to marry as well. However, when I met her, I fell in love with her and had to make her mine. She felt the same and so we went to her father to plead our case. He gave us his blessing and we married. Albert’s father has never forgiven us. He did not even know we were courting until the banns had been posted. He has not spoken to either of us in years.” Her father smirked slightly. “So, you see, daughter, he could not stand the thought of his son marrying my daughter.” 
 
    “Is that also why you were so angry with me? You barely spoke to me before I left.” Her father’s silence had broken her heart. An explanation might heal some of that hurt. 
 
    “I admit, at first I was shocked and disappointed. If you had come to me first, I would have blessed the union. Instead, you were with child and the father was nowhere to be found. I was trying to help you, protect you, but you kept thwarting me. Only after you left did I realize you were only acting as I had raised you, to follow your heart and do what you thought was right. Your mother had to point it out to me, I am afraid.” He smiled at her. “You tend to be more like me than I care to admit.” 
 
    Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes but Bethany held them in. “I never meant to disappoint you. I knew you would accept Albert. He had told me his father would agree. We never thought we would have to fight so hard.” She sniffled, her shoulders shaking. “I ran because I was afraid his father would use me or the baby to force Albert to do something he did not want to do. I refused to let us be used as pawns, especially after the situation with the Duke of Kensington.” 
 
    Her father stood and walked around his desk to stand before her. He reached down, pulling her to her feet, the baby between them. “I know, my dear. I know why you ran. I know where you ran to. I kept apprised of you, paid people to tell me what you were doing and where you going, in case I needed to come for you. I hoped and prayed that Albert would come for you before you needed me.” He pulled her into a hug, careful of the baby. Then he reached down, taking Marie from her and holding her up to his face. “I could not protect you as I wanted but I could try. Your mother almost killed me for betrothing you to the old duke.” He kissed the baby’s cheek, eliciting a giggle from the child. “She truly is beautiful.” 
 
    Bethany let the tears flow, her heart full of love for her father. She wondered at his last comment but let it pass, too happy to contemplate it at the moment. “I was afraid you would never want to see me again.” 
 
    He held the baby close, looking down at her. “Never. You are my child. You may stumble but nothing you do could make me love you any less. I needed to work out my feelings. That was my fault.” 
 
    Bethany stood on the tips of her toes to kiss his cheek. “I missed you, Father.” 
 
    “And I you, daughter.” He led her out of the study, toward the drawing room. Before opening the door, he looked down at her with a smile. “I will arrange to have your dowry paid to your husband as soon as I can.” He pulled open the door, leaving her with no chance to respond. Happiness filled her to the brim. She couldn’t have asked for a better meeting with her father or a better outcome. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
   T he following day, Eliza and Bethany headed back to the country estate, smiles plastered across their faces. “Your dowry? You are getting your dowry?” Eliza couldn’t hide her surprise. 
 
    Bethany nodded. “It seems my fears were for naught.” She glanced out the window of the carriage, watching the scenery pass. “My father was not as angry as I thought he would be.” 
 
    “He loves you, Bethany. That has never been in question.” 
 
    “When he refused to speak to me after I found I was with child, I thought I would never hear his voice again. I thought he would turn me away. It turns out he was so consumed with worry for me that he did not know what to say.” She smiled. “Imagine, my father at a loss for words.” 
 
    “And your sisters are well. Caroline truly has blossomed into a lovely young lady.” 
 
    Bethany nodded, thoughts of her sister filling her with happiness. “Father has three other daughters who can make good connections for him. And Albert is an honorable son-in-law.” 
 
    Eliza patted Bethany’s hand. “That he is. He has only ever strived to do the best for you and make you happy.”  
 
    Bethany bounced Marie on her knee, making the baby giggle. “Can you imagine the amount of hate Albert’s father must have for my parents to try to prevent us from marrying? It has been over twenty years and he is still holding their love against them.” 
 
    “Some people never let go of grudges. One can only hope that time will heal those wounds. For him, it seems that they only festered.” The women settled into companionable silence, the trip back home making both of them happy with anticipation. 
 
    Albert met them at the stables, where he helped both from the carriage. He held Bethany to him before taking Marie in his arms. “How was your visit?” 
 
    Bethany and Eliza smiled. Eliza excused herself to find her husband, leaving Bethany and Albert to themselves. Bethany took Albert’s arm as he walked her back to the cottage, listening as she told him about her visit with Anne and seeing her family. “My father agreed to give us my dowry. Can you believe it?” 
 
    Albert smiled, leaning over to kiss her. “I never counted on your dowry, my love. I would have taken you without it.” 
 
    Bethany laughed. “But you do not have to. My father said that your father was so against us because it was me you were marrying. If it had been another lady, he probably would not have objected.” 
 
    “What does my father have against you?” Confusion filled Albert’s face. 
 
    “Not me, my parents.” Bethany relayed the story that her father had told her, about what had happened between their parents. Albert listened as they entered the cottage, helping her get Marie settled before they sat on the settee together, holding hands.  
 
    “So, my father was in love with your mother and blamed your father for taking her away? And he decided that because of that shared history, I would not marry you?” At Bethany’s nod, Albert blew out a breath. “That does not surprise me. He can be very vindictive when he wants to be.” 
 
    Bethany pulled him closer to her, their faces inches apart. “Well, he is no longer any concern of ours.” She kissed him, savoring the taste of his lips after having been apart for so long.  
 
    Albert reached up, cupping the side of her face with one of his hands. “I have missed you, wife.”  
 
    Bethany giggled at the words, breaking the moment. They spent the evening sitting together, happy to be with each other again.  
 
    

  

 
  
   EPILOGUE 
 
   B ethany sat in a tea shop in London, pushing around the pastry on the plate in front of her. Anne’s message had stated that she needed to speak to Bethany urgently. Bethany sighed, wondering why, if it was so urgent, Anne hadn’t shown up yet.  
 
    A tinkling sound drew her attention to the door, where Anne stood, glancing around the room. She saw Bethany and smiled, then rushed over to sit with her. With a grateful smile, she took the tea Bethany offered her. “It is so good to see you, cousin. Where is the baby?” 
 
    “With Eliza. She claims she needs practice for when her own children arrive. I think she just likes playing with the baby.” 
 
    Anne laughed, taking a sip of tea before speaking again. “I do not doubt that. Marie is a sweet baby.” Anne paused, seeming to gather her thoughts before continuing. “I asked you here because I need advice. It is about a man.” 
 
    Bethany nodded, taking a sip of the warm tea and letting it soothe her. “Of course.” 
 
    “While going through his father’s papers, this particular gentleman has come across some rather stunning information. He confided in me because he has no one else but he is unsure what he should do. While I appreciate his faith in me, I do not know how to help him.” 
 
    “What kind of information?” Bethany leaned forward, her curiosity piqued. 
 
    “The documents he found were love letters, between his father and what he believes was a woman. They were very explicit. At one point, the letters mention a child. From what he can gather, the woman was older, a spinster, and his father had made promises to her – promises that he refused to keep once he got what he wanted from her. This gentleman is unsure whether he should find the woman. He is concerned that there is a child out there, of his own blood, who has no idea who its father is. What do you think he should do?” 
 
    Bethany sat back, her eyes wide as her thoughts whirled. A wealthy man had made promises to a woman and then broken them, leaving her alone with child? That sounded so familiar, like she had heard the story from the other side. She searched her thoughts. Finally, Sister Ruth came to mind. “Anne, I have heard this story before.” 
 
    Anne frowned, shaking her head, the light in the tea shop shining in her red curls. “I do not think so. The gentleman in question had never before heard it.” 
 
    “From the mother. Anne, I think the mother is still alive. At the abbey I stayed at.” She explained the letter that Sister Ruth had given her, the story about promises made and broken. “But Sister Ruth wrote that he took the child. The father.” 
 
    Anne fidgeted with the teacup in front of her, her brow furrowed. “The letters do not mention that. In fact, they stop before the child was born.” She sighed. “What do I tell him?” 
 
    Bethany reached across the table, touching her cousin’s hand. “Tell him about Sister Ruth. He can decide whether or not to go see her. The worst that could happen is that he finds out she is not the woman and goes on with his life.” 
 
    Anne looked at Bethany, her eyes wide with fear. “Or he learns something about himself. Something that could alter his whole life.” Neither voiced what they were thinking: that the young man would find that he was, in fact, the bastard son of his father, in which case his whole life would be altered if he chose to reveal it.  
 
    Bethany left the tea shop soon after, deciding to ask her father about the situation. Any information she discovered, she could easily turn over to Anne. She wasn’t expected back at home until that evening, so she felt no rush to leave just yet. Instead, she walked to her father’s townhouse, enjoying the sun through her bonnet. The housekeeper let her in, ushering her to her father’s study when she asked after him. Bethany found him hunched over his desk, reading through the ledger he kept there. “Daughter, to what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    Bethany rushed forward, grasping his outstretched hands and accepting a kiss on the cheek. She settled into the chair across from him and smiled. “I was in town seeing Anne and decided to stop in to see you as well. How is everyone faring?” 
 
    He leaned back, rubbing his neck. “We are all well here. You and your family?” 
 
    “Marie is growing fast. Albert works hard. We are happy.” 
 
    Her father nodded, glancing at the ledger. “Is there something in particular you want to speak to me about?” 
 
    Bethany licked her lips, suddenly nervous. Anne hadn’t told her the gentleman’s name but she suspected that she knew who it was. “Cousin Anne told me something today that I wanted to talk to you about. A gentleman of her acquaintance has found love letters left by his father. They are from a woman, an older woman, to whom this man professed his love. In the letters, she reveals she is with child and asks him to make good on the promises he made to her. The gentleman is unsure of what he should do, whether he should search for the mother and child.” Bethany took a breath, gathering the rest of her thoughts. “I wanted to know if you had heard of anything like this. Maybe a woman who suddenly disappeared from society?” 
 
    Concern flickered across her father’s face and then was gone. “My dear, there have been many such stories over the years. How would I know which one you are asking for?” 
 
    Bethany pulled the letter from her pocket, silently blessing Anne for giving it to her before they left the tea shop. The gentleman had given it to Anne, hoping she would know someone who could give her more information. Bethany handed it to her father, waiting as he scanned it.  
 
    “Fine penmanship but I do not recognize it. The date is some twenty-five years ago. It has been so long, I am not sure I could remember.” 
 
    Bethany let out the breath she had been holding. “I worried as much but I had to ask. This seems to be important to Anne and I wanted to help her out.” She stood, going over to kiss his cheek before leaving. She reached for the letter but he laid a hand on it.  
 
    “Let me keep it. I will discuss it with your mother and see if she knows anything.” 
 
    Bethany smiled, straightening up. “Thank you, Father. I shall come by sometime next week to see you again.” She left him at his desk, a bounce in her step. If her father didn’t know anything, her mother certainly might. Twenty-five years ago was right around the time she herself had come out into society.  
 
    *** 
 
    Bethany’s father sat for a bit after she had left, staring down at the letter before him. He sighed, glancing at the fire in his hearth. He had lied when he told Bethany that he did not recognize the handwriting. He recognized it very well. He himself had written the lady in question many times in his youth. Seeing her letter brought back so many memories from his younger days. 
 
    His wife would certainly know the story better than he. While he had been there when the events had happened, the woman in question had been closer to his wife. He would have to discuss it with her before deciding what to do. On the one hand, they could tell Bethany the tragic story and let her give the information to Anne, who would undoubtedly tell the gentleman. On the other hand, they could keep quiet and pretend they had no idea what had happened. His heart hurt at the idea of lying. His daughter was stubborn. She may ask someone else about the letter, someone who would be more willing to talk. If she found out that her parents had lied to her, she would be cross with them.  
 
    His study door opened, pulling his attention away from his letter. His wife stood before him, resplendent in her cream-colored dress. Even in her late forties, she still stole his breath away.  
 
    “Just the lady I wished to see,” he said. 
 
    She closed the door behind her, stepping farther into the study. “I heard Bethany was here but she did not come to see me. Is everything alright?” 
 
    He held up the letter, passing it to her. “It is. She brought this to me, asking about it. It appears that the old man kept some of those letters after all.”  
 
    She scanned the letter, her cheeks reddening at the words. “How did Bethany come to have them?” 
 
    “This was the only one she had. Anne gave it to her. A gentleman of her acquaintance had asked for her help in determining whether he should pursue this.” They exchanged a glance over the letter. “You know what he will find if he does.” 
 
    She nodded, her shoulders sagging. “Much sadness, I am sure. But maybe, if the woman is still alive, some happiness?” In her mind, she could see the woman in question as she had last seen her, on the abbey steps with a baby in her arms. Her heart ached at the years that had passed without many letters between them. She had given space as requested, hoping that time would heal but their lives had been on such different paths that drifting apart hadn’t been a shock when it happened. She wished she had known how to explain this to her daughters before now. 
 
      
 
    “If the ton were to find out, he could be ruined.” 
 
      
 
    “And how would they find out? Neither you nor I will tell. I am sure Bethany and Anne will not, either. And the gentleman in question certainly would not. As long as we keep it between us, there should be no issues. He deserves to know the truth.” 
 
    “Then the decision is made for me. We will tell Bethany what we know so that she may tell Anne.” 
 
    His wife passed the letter back to him. “Why not invite Anne over and tell the girls together? I think that may be best.” 
 
    He tucked the letter into his desk, nodding in agreement as he stood. “You are right. Invite them next week and we will tell them what we know. What they choose to do with it is up to them.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The following week, Bethany and Anne sat in her parents’ drawing room, Marie playing on the floor nearby. The child could crawl now, reaching for things with her chubby little fingers. Bethany smiled at her, holding her teacup in her hand. “I wonder what Mother and Father want to see us about?” 
 
    Anne shook her head, equally confused. “I am not sure but I hope it is nothing terrible.” She shuddered at the idea of receiving bad news. 
 
    Bethany’s parents strode into the room, arms linked. They took seats opposite the girls, then poured themselves some tea before beginning. Her father smiled at her mother, settling back in his chair and letting his wife take control.  
 
    She looked at both girls, her serious expression making the laugh lines around her eyes and mouth more severe. “What I am about to tell you is very sensitive. Please be careful with what you decide to do with it.”  
 
    Both girls nodded, reaching for each other’s hands. Bethany licked her lips, excitement coursing through her. What could her mother have to say? 
 
    “As you know, I have a large family. My mother had many brothers and sisters but only two daughters of her own. My older sister, Ruth, was already a spinster by the time of my coming out. She was ten years my senior and had no marriage prospects. Therefore, everyone, especially my parents, had given up on her making a match. My first season, I watched Ruth, to see if she was hiding a secret lover. What I discovered was a lonely girl who spent most balls hiding in the library, reading a book. I soon learned that spending time with Ruth would not find me a husband.”  
 
    Bethany started at hearing the name of Ruth. She wanted to tell her mother that she had met Ruth but kept her mouth closed, curious to hear more. Her mother took a sip of tea before continuing.  
 
    “My first season, there were several newly single bachelors. One man in particular was the talk of the ton, as his wife had passed in childbirth the previous winter. Many of the young ladies paid him special attention but he seemed bored with them. It was only later that we discovered why.” 
 
    Bethany’s father chimed in. “You must understand, many among the peerage want sons. They want to pass their name and titles onto their own heirs. Having daughters can be frustrating for some of them.” He smiled at the girls warmly. “Not that having girls ever bothered me. In any event, this gentleman had several daughters from his two previous wives but no sons. The best we can determine, he decided he would get a son in any way possible. Even by deflowering a young lady.” 
 
    Her mother nodded, her expression pinched. “That is where Ruth comes in. Every party, every ball we went to, she would dance one or two dances and then disappear. Not because she did not want to dance. Normally, after the first dance or two, no one would ask her. I think she was asked for those dances only out of politeness and pity.” Bethany’s mother took a breath before continuing. “The lord actually was courting a lady but none of us knew it at the time. One evening, during one of the many balls and parties we attended, he stumbled upon Ruth in the library, curled up in a chair with a book, her skirts rumpled around her. He saw her as an opportunity. Ruth was a spinster, not accustomed to people paying her much attention. An easy target in his mind for what he wanted.” 
 
    Bethany looked between her parents. “What did he want?” 
 
    “Someone to give him a son. At that point, he didn’t care who it was. He started spending most of his time at parties in the library with her. He talked to her about books, about what she was reading, and he showed interest in her. No one had ever paid her that kind of attention before. Before we knew what was happening, she was looking forward to attending parties and she took an interest in the dresses she wore, choosing them herself. Anytime we asked her what was going on, she just smiled coyly and said nothing. It frustrated my mother to no end.” 
 
    Bethany’s father chimed in. “The lord in question was very quiet about his plans but he had been in talks for months with one of the fathers of another of the girls, so when their engagement was announced, none of us were surprised. None but Ruth.” 
 
    Bethany’s mother nodded. “After the announcement, she spent three days in her room, refusing to come out. She did not want to go to any more parties and claimed that she was resigned to the life of a spinster. My heart broke for her but I did not know what to do to help her. The lord was not one I was particularly fond of and I hoped that in time she would see that he was not for her.” 
 
    “The marriage went forward, the lord taking his wife away to their country estate,” said Bethany’s father. “He came back to London frequently, bringing his young wife with him. When he came to any of the parties, he stayed center stage, like he was showing off. None of us thought anything of it because we all believed he was a gentleman and happily married.” Her father’s eyes turned stormy, sending a thread of worry through Bethany. 
 
    “Ruth changed during this time,” her mother said. “She became more secretive, hiding any letters she received or sent. She started going to the parties again but refused to dance, slipping away almost as soon as we arrived. My mother decided that fighting her was pointless, and seeing as she other children to worry about, she thought Ruth would be fine. No one had bothered her before. My mother had no idea what the lord had done to her daughter.” Anger tinged Bethany’s mother’s voice, something that rarely happened. “That season almost ruined us. Ruth was paler than usual but eating more than she had in the past. I noticed that her maid was taking out her dresses but thought nothing of it. It never occurred to me that he had talked her into something she should not have done.” 
 
      
 
    “The lord’s new wife became pregnant and the whole ton prayed this was the son he had been hoping for,” continued Bethany’s father. “We never saw her during that time, as he claimed that the country weather was better for her. But he hired a seamstress to fit her for new gowns, so we knew the pregnancy was real.” Bethany’s father smiled. “The seamstress was an awful gossip.” 
 
    Bethany's mother licked her lips, giving Bethany a nervous glance. "I was the one who ultimately discovered what was going on. I had gone into her room one night, looking for a pair of earrings she had borrowed from me months before. I was rummaging around when I found the stack of letters. I could not help myself, as I immediately recognized the seal on the letters. My stomach flipped as I read them. He had made her promises, told her he loved her, then married someone else. When she found out she was with child, she confronted him. The best offer he could make her was to move her into a cottage on his estate and make her his mistress. Ruth was going to agree to it because she believed she had no other prospects." Bethany's mother's voice was tinged with sadness, her eyes downcast. 
 
      
 
    Bethany and Anne exchanged a look. “Why would she believe him?” Bethany couldn’t help but ask. Neither girl could fathom thinking that way about themselves. 
 
    “When you are told something often enough, you believe it.” Bethany’s mother’s face reddened. “I am ashamed to admit that I yelled at her. I waited for her to come to her room so that I could confront her. The last letter he sent had discussed their plans for her to leave. My parents waited until she entered her room, then listened outside the door. They heard everything. It was the only way.” Bethany’s mom bowed her head. “She begged me to let her go, tears streaming down her cheeks. She claimed that he was the best offer she would receive. She placed her hand protectively over her stomach. She didn't deny the child, at least."  
 
            Anne nodded. “Poor Ruth.” Her cheeks reddened with anger. 
 
            Bethany’s mother nodded. “He showed up that night. Pounded on the door, demanded to see her. My father refused him, telling him that if he didn't leave, he would regret it. He locked Ruth in her room and told her that he would take her to an abbey in the morning. She cried all night long. I could hear her through my wall.”  
 
            Bethany’s father reached over, taking his wife’s hand. “The lord had been calculating. He had already lost two wives, both to complications from childbirth. He decided to hedge his bets and get both women with child at the same time, or as close together as he could. That way, if something happened to one child, he had a backup. It also meant that if the one born to his wife was a girl, he could switch it with the child from Ruth if that one ended up being a boy.” 
 
            Bethany’s mouth fell open in shock. She took a deep breath to calm herself. “Poor Ruth. But how could he convince her to go along with this?” 
 
            “Once he had housed her in a cottage near his country estate, who was to stop him? He would swap the children if he so chose. Ruth would be unable to object, given her situation.” Another tear slipped from her mother’s eye. “But I found her out first. My father took her to the abbey himself. He strived to keep it a secret, and for a while, we had the whole ton convinced that she was visiting family in France. But it slowly leaked out. Eventually, people began to claim that Ruth had been the one to trick the lord, that she had seduced and deceived him. This turned their suspicion on me, as they claimed that I would do the same thing to secure a marriage." 
 
            Bethany's father chimed in. "I ignored the rumors. Ruth’s reputation did not matter to me. I was not pursuing Ruth. I wanted your mother. I courted her, hoping to win her hand. I did not learn most of the facts of Ruth's situation until I came upon the lord accosting your mother in a library during a ball, demanding to know where Ruth was. It was then that I demanded that he take his hands off my betrothed. Your poor mother had not even gotten the chance to hear my proposal."  
 
    Bethany's mother smiled up at him, tears shining in her eyes. She picked the story back up. “Then the baby came. Rumor had it that the duke’s wife had given birth to a child the same week but no one knew whether it was a boy or a girl. Ruth gave birth to a boy, a wriggling, squalling boy. Healthy, with a shock of red hair. Ruth did not get to keep him for long. The lord showed up at the abbey. Ruth had written to us about the birth of the baby and he had intercepted that letter, thereby learning where she was being kept. He walked in and demanded his son, threatening those who were close to her. Ruth handed the child over, afraid of what the duke would do if she did not. Her heart broke as he rode away with her baby." 
 
            “His wife passed shortly after,” said Bethany’s father. “It was unclear what she died from. The lord claimed it was from childbirth but many of us wondered if it was because she refused to accept Ruth’s child as her own. Regardless, he presented his son to the world as his late wife’s baby. What became of her actual child, we could never discover.” Bethany’s father sounded sad about this, his tone tugging at her heart.  
 
            “Ruth gave herself to the church shortly after,” continued Bethany’s mother. “We went to visit her once, after the baby had been taken. A child had been left at the abbey two days after her son was taken, and Ruth had taken in the baby as her own. Our father made sure to secure a place for her and the baby at the abbey for as long as they wanted to stay there. She joined their order and raised the child there.” 
 
            Her parents exchanged a glance. “So as you can see, yes, we knew who she was in love with,” her mother said. “After the fact. Anne, if this gentleman has found these letters, he is probably starting to put together that the woman he thought was his mother, in fact, was not. No one in the ton knows this information but us, and our family swore to never tell a soul. No one knew Ruth had been with child. When she went to the abbey, we made it seem as normal as possible, claiming that she had always wanted to serve the church. The lord in question let it happen, knowing it got rid of his problem for him. What this gentleman does with the information is up to him. We will not tell anyone.” 
 
            Anne looked between her parents, her brow furrowed with concern. “So he is technically not legitimate?” 
 
            Bethany’s father blew out a breath. “Technically. But his father claimed him and declared him legitimate. It would take a lot to prove he wasn’t.” 
 
            “No one would believe Ruth now, would they?” Bethany’s heart felt heavy. Her own aunt had been right there with her for months at the abbey and she had never known. She glared at her mother. “Why did you not tell us about Ruth? Why hide her?” 
 
            Bethany’s mother shook her head. “I did not hide her. When she went to the abbey, Ruth and I drifted apart. We tried to stay in touch but life had other ideas. What was I to do?” 
 
            Bethany’s shoulders slumped. “I see.” She glanced at Anne. “I have another question. If this lord was so bad, why did you try to marry me off to him?” Bethany didn’t bother to hide the hurt in her voice. When Anne had approached her with this issue, she had determined who the lord in question was. 
 
            Her father sighed. “I did it to force Albert’s hand. That was my mistake. I thought that if he knew he was going to lose you, he would come and claim you. I did not believe he would do so otherwise. I never considered the odds he was up against.” 
 
            “So, it was a ruse. What would have happened if the lord had not died?”                                
 
            “I would have spirited you away to the abbey. He would not be able to get you there.” Her father gave her a sad smile. “Things did not go the way I had planned but they did work themselves out.” 
 
            Anne stood, brushing her hands down her skirts, her face pale. “I am not sure what to do with this information. What do I say to him?” She glanced in Bethany’s direction, her hands trembling.  
 
            Bethany stood, pulling Anne into a hug. “You offer to be there for him. You offer to respect whatever decision he makes.” She pulled back to cup Anne’s face in her hands. “And if he wants, you offer to go with him when he meets his real mother for the first time.” Bethany hugged her cousin again, her heart heavy. There was no telling what the young lord would do. Bethany could only pray that he would decide that he wanted to meet his mother one day. And Bethany prayed that she would get to be there to witness the event. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Want to find out more about Ruth and the Duke of Kensington? Sign up for my newsletter and receive a free novella, Marrying the Handsome Earl: 
 
    [image: C:\Users\Home\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\roxanneculver v2.jpg]  
 
    Click Here! 
 
    

  

 
  
   OTHER TITLES BY RENEE 
 
    The Fairytale Hunter Series (Complete): 
 
    Where it Began (A short story available by newsletter signup) 
 
    The Trial of the Djinn 
 
    The Trial of the Sea Witch 
 
    The Trial of the Shifters 
 
    The Trial of the Demon 
 
    The Trial of the Dark Fairy 
 
    Fairytale Hunter Novellas: 
 
    Finn’s Story 
 
    Joe’s Story 
 
    Frieda’s Story 
 
    Fairytale Hunters Stories: A Fairytale Hunters Short Story Compilation 
 
      
 
    The Clara Young Murder Mystery Series: 
 
    The Murder at the Election (A short story available by newsletter signup) 
 
    The Murder in Stall #4 
 
    The Murder in the Precinct 
 
    The Murder in the Fraternity 
 
    The Murder at Summer Camp 
 
    The Murder in the Mansion (Coming Fall 2022) 
 
      
 
    Chasing Love Series: 
 
    Marrying the Handsome Earl (free short story available by newsletter signup) 
 
    Refusing the Duke’s Betrothal 
 
    Betrayed by the Widowed Duke (A Chasing Love Novella) 
 
    Marrying the Penniless Earl  
 
      
 
    Standalone novels: 
 
    Separated 
 
    Prophecy Child 
 
    Shadows (Coming Winter 2022) 
 
      
 
    The Skye Arrow Series: 
 
    Before the Resistance (A free short story available by newsletter signup) 
 
    The Resistance 
 
      
 
    Please be sure to leave reviews on your favorite reading website, whether it be Goodreads or Amazon. Reviews help authors in ways you wouldn’t imagine and we greatly appreciate what you have to say about our books. 
 
    

  

 
  
   ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
    [image: ]
  
 
    Renee Marski is an American writer currently living in Maryland with her husband, daughters, and dogs. She works full time and writes in her spare time, when she can get a few moments to herself. She grew up on sci-fi, with Luke Skywalker being her first love. Currently, she has several books in the works. Follow her on Instagram @reneemarskiauthor or Twitter @reneemarskiaut1. 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
RENEE MARSKI






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
REN’EE MARSKI

e
HANDSOME FARL

A CHASING LOVE SHORT STORY





