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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend, Arthur Cain Cartwright, moved his newspaper down just enough to look over it at his wife and the girls. He caught the eye of his eldest daughter, Lady Annabelle. She looked back, somewhat amused by the situation.  
 
      
 
    The Duchess Louise Ann Cartwright was red in the face but silent. She seemed to be having a staring contest with one of the twin sisters she was mentoring. The indignant girl stared back without fear. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna, you cannot go against the rules simply because you want to. It is not done that way.” 
 
      
 
    “I can,” Lady Joanna replied, shaking her blond hair back and forth. “I like my hair down and I want to keep it that way.” 
 
      
 
    “A lady does not wear her hair down around her shoulders.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna gave her a cold look. “I am not going to put my hair up, my lady. You are not my mother. I do not have to do what you say.” 
 
      
 
    “I am afraid you do, young lady. You were entrusted into my care by your mother and your father and I will do my best to see that you are raised properly. You will not go to the ball if you do not put your hair up in a style similar to your sister’s.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna’s frown deepened. “I do not want to look like her!” she cried. 
 
      
 
    “You do not look like her,” the Duchess of Norrend’s voice was filled with confusion and exasperation. “You do not look alike. I was merely suggesting that you wear a similar style. I did not say the exact same style. Sometimes, young lady, I am beside myself with worry for you. Your future does not look prosperous to me.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle watched the exchange between her mother and Lady Joanna, standing to the side with Lady Julia, her best friend and Lady Joanna’s fraternal twin. Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia had been friends since they were in nappies. Their parents had always been good friends. The Lord and Lady Rickman were fine people. When Lady Julia and Lady Joanna were twelve years old, six years previous, their brother Luke, who was only seven, fell into a pond and drowned. Unable to get over the loss of her precious only son, Lady Rickman isolated herself from society, withdrawing into a state of near despair. She asked her closest friend, Louise Cartwright, to care for her two daughters and raise them as her own until her depression broke. So Lady Julia and Lady Joanna lived with their mother and father but did all social events the ton had to offer with the Cartwrights and under the close, watchful eye of the Duchess.  
 
      
 
    “That is not fair,” Lady Joanna said. Lady Annabelle thought for an eighteen-year-old young woman, Lady Joanna did not act like she had the sense God gave her. After six years of this, she should know that the Duchess always got her way. She glanced over at Lady Julia as Lady Joanna and her mother continued bickering. She was tired of it and only wanted to sit down. She caught her father’s eye and begged him with her mind to beckon to her. She would gladly go and sit with him and chat. Her father was a personable man. He was strong, intelligent, quiet, and reserved. Very unlike his excitable wife, who was outspoken and sometimes loud. 
 
      
 
    He was looking over at them and caught her eye. He did not beckon to her. He merely shook his head and lifted his paper. Lady Annabelle knew a disappointed look had to have covered her face. She sighed.  
 
      
 
    “Mother, I do not wish to stand here any longer,” she said. “I know Lady Julia and I have things to do before the ball tonight and I do not wish to waste any more of my time. I know between the three of us girls, and Lady Cecilia, too, we can find a hairstyle that will both be appropriate and approved by you and Lady Joanna.” 
 
      
 
    Louise looked at her daughter, surprised. Lady Annabelle only spoke out when she was saying something logical. She nodded curtly, a frown still plastered on her once-beautiful face. “Yes. You three go upstairs. Lady Annabelle, take your sister with you. She needs to prepare, even if she has not yet reached the age of courtship.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Mother,” Lady Annabelle replied, curtsying slightly. “I planned to take her with us.” It was only a little lie. She thought her mother would tell her to take Lady Cecilia with them but did not bring it up, just in case her mother did not say it. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded at Lady Cecilia, who smiled as she walked to them from across the room. Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia went through the parlor door and into the foyer. The three older girls went through the door and to the curving stairwell to go upstairs.  
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna pulled away from the other two quickly, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She picked up her skirts and was at the top long before her sister and Lady Annabelle. Lady Julia shook her head and murmured to her friend. 
 
      
 
    “I tell you, Lady Annabelle, she is getting worse every year. Though I try so hard to teach her and show her.” 
 
      
 
    “You two are nothing alike,” Lady Annabelle said confidently. “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. It is hard to believe we are sisters, let alone twins.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know where she gets such a spark!” Lady Cecilia exclaimed. “I would never speak to Mother the way she does. Never, ever.” 
 
      
 
    “She is only speaking her mind,” Lady Julia said. “But sometimes I do wish she would say things a little more politely.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps time will help,” Lady Annabelle suggested.  
 
      
 
    “One can only hope,” Lady Cecilia said, shaking her pretty head. Her hair was piled up on her head, hanging in beautiful ringlets around her pale cheeks. She had no face paint on yet but planned to add a little rouge and some color to her lips before the ball. She was only sixteen and not allowed to do some of the things her eighteen-year-old sister could do. That was not one of the things her mother insisted on, so she took advantage of it to give herself some color. She detested the gown she would be wearing that night. It was a dull brown color, almost a tan with dull dark yellow soft fabric around the collar, wrists, and hem of the skirt. It was pretty but the color took away any vibrancy she could have hoped to achieve. She wanted to wear something bright pink, blue, green, red, something that would make her sparkle.  
 
      
 
    Her hair was a pale color of yellow, but it was pretty. She had no eyebrows to speak of and her eyelashes could not be seen, though they were quite long. The only thing she could use was rouge and lipstick. She did not need face powder with smooth skin like hers. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked similar to her sister but her features were more prominent. Her dark blond hair was double braided and pulled to the back. She was wearing a pale red dress with gold trimmings around the collar, wrists, and hem. There was a small line of pearls going down the front of it, just between her breasts. It made her look beautiful and she knew it. She had the perfect necklace to go with it, a row of pearls her father had bought her for her last birthday. They were the same exact size as the pearls on the dress.  
 
      
 
    “We still have several hours for the party. We do not need to get dressed yet. Let us go out and enjoy the sunshine for a while,” Lady Annabelle said in a low, conspiratorial voice. Lady Cecilia’s hand went immediately to her mouth and she giggled behind it. Lady Julia raised her eyebrows, a small grin fighting for the ends of her lips.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle, are you hatching a plot?” she asked, her voice very curious. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle grinned. “Whatever do you mean? Of course not.” 
 
      
 
    She turned to the stairs and climbed them. “Come, let us change into the clothes to go outside. It may be muddy from recent rains.” 
 
      
 
    “I think it has been sunny enough to dry the earth, though,” Lady Julia said, following behind her friend. She had a lot of clothes at the Cartwrights’ home. She had no problem fitting into them, as she was of average height and slender as could be.  
 
      
 
    “Well, we shall see. I am going to err on the side of caution and at least bring my boots. Then if I do not need them, I will leave them on the porch.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded. “That is a good idea, Lady Annabelle. Shall I ask Lady Joanna to come?” 
 
      
 
    “If you wish to, of course,” Lady Annabelle replied. “But I do not think she will want to.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not but I will ask.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia went to the room she shared with her sister when they visited Norrend, the name of the mansion in which Lady Annabelle’s family lived. The other two went hurriedly to Lady Annabelle’s room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I just do not know what to do with my sister,” Lady Julia said, aggravated, as they walked down the pathway toward town. “I try so hard to encourage her to come out with me. It is not just today but it seems so often now! And do you know she has told me that she will wear the style your mother suggested to her after all? All that arguing for nothing! I do not understand the girl! Why do I feel so awful?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you have a soft heart and she’s your sister. That’s as it should be,” Lady Annabelle said firmly. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know where she gets that behavior from,” Lady Julia sighed. “I want her to be happy but sometimes it is very difficult for me.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a good sister, Lady Julia,” Lady Cecilia said. “I have seen her act younger than I am. And you defend her still. I applaud you for your patience and understanding. Whenever it gets difficult, you know we will be here to help you however we can.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you so much,” Lady Julia replied in a soft voice. “I wish to see her happy and successful. Yet she seems so miserable all the time!” 
 
      
 
    The three fell silent, knowing why Lady Joanna was miserable. She, like her mother, could not get over the death of Luke. That trauma had caused Lady Joanna to retain a resentful attitude toward the world and anything in it. Her mother’s retreat from society was another blow to Lady Joanna that she was having a hard time handling. Lady Julia accepted Duchess Cartwright as a substitute mother and Lady Annabelle as a new sister, along with Lady Cecilia. They were family to her. Lady Joanna felt as though she had been abandoned when in actuality, she was given a new family in addition to the one she already had.  
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna did not see it that way and it only caused conflict. She did not act like a lady of eighteen, the way Lady Julia and Lady Annabelle did.  
 
      
 
    “I feel sorry for her.” Lady Annabelle put one arm around her friend and grasped her by the hand. “It will be all right, Lady Julia. You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Cecilia giggled. “Lady Annabelle is usually right about these things, you know,” she said in an amused voice, her pretty eyes crinkling at the ends when she smiled.  
 
      
 
    “I truly do feel sorry for her.” Lady Annabelle lifted one hand and placed it on her chest. “She is such a sad girl inside, so lonely and depressed, even though she is with others who love her.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “She is lonely in a room filled with people.” 
 
      
 
    “We must speak about something else!” Lady Annabelle exclaimed. “We will do our best with her and be patient! She is your sister, after all. We must come to her defense.” 
 
      
 
    “She is not so bad, Lady Julia,” Lady Cecilia said, finally adding her two cents. 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia lifted one hand to giggle behind it. “I have two of the best friends a girl could ever ask for!” 
 
      
 
    The three of them gathered together in a free-for-all hug, laughing softly.  
 
      
 
    “Next time, she will come,” Lady Annabelle said as they separated. She rested her head briefly against Lady Julia’s head and smiled widely. 
 
      
 
    “I hope so.” Lady Julia sounded positive. She grinned at them. 
 
      
 
     “It is quite warm out here, is it not? I should have brought along my fan.” Lady Annabelle spotted a bench and made a beeline for it. “Let us sit in the sun for a spot and then return to our duties. What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Jolly good idea, Lady Annabelle,” Lady Julia was on her heels. “Jolly good.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal, Stephen William Colbourn, was the youngest duke in South England. He was also the most well-known and well-liked. His reputation was immaculate, despite his young age and the fact that he had taken the title when he was but a mere sixteen years old. He was blessed with an uncle on his mother’s side, also a duke, who took him under his wing. He’d noted to dignitaries passing through that his young nephew was the fastest learner in all the Queen’s land and he was extremely proud of the lad’s progress. 
 
      
 
    At twenty, the Duke of Cardinal had solidified his reputation throughout England simply through word of mouth. If he had not met someone in person, they would know of his name all throughout England and in some other parts of the world, as well. 
 
      
 
    His father’s estate had been large and he owned many manufacturing businesses, making furniture, clothing and other odds and ends.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal’s greatest passion, however, had nothing to do with the amount of money in his coffers. He was a lover of the arts, paintings, sculptures, and statues of old. He personally owned many masterpieces, which he proudly displayed in what he still considered his father’s mansion. It was difficult to let go of his father’s legacy and presence. It had been domineering and strong. His father had taught him till the age of sixteen and he considered himself a better man because he had listened.  
 
      
 
    As he rode in the carriage down the street toward Norrend, he thought about what beauties he was about to see. He was visiting with the duke and duchess to see if they had any paintings or artifacts they wanted to sell.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend had spread word of his intention to sell half of his collection. When asked why, his answer was that he had not displayed them for a long time and did not want their beauty to remain unseen.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was excited to see what was there. The Duke of Norrend had the paintings stacked in the cellar of his mansion, which, by all accounts, was quite vast. The Duke of Cardinal hadn’t been to visit the Cartwrights before. He had heard of them in name only, just as they had heard of him. Their reputation was as solid as his, though the duchess was said to be colder than her husband but amiable enough. 
 
      
 
    He was not worried about the duchess. He was not there to talk to her or discuss business with her. As a matter of fact, he doubted he would have two words to say to the woman, other than hello and goodbye. Maybe he would tack on a “Your Grace” or “madam” to be civil.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal did not think of himself as a man who had time for frivolities like females. He saw no need to pursue anything of that nature until he was ready. He did not consider himself ready.  
 
      
 
    His mother, the Duchess of Cardinal, still lived, though her countenance was not the same. It had taken a great toll on her when her husband died. She reacted similarly to Lady Rickman, although she was perfectly capable of continuing to make good decisions regarding her children and life. She got out of the house, attended balls and parties, socialized often with the people of the ton. They regarded her highly. But she was rarely seen with a smile unless she was looking at the Duke of Cardinal. He was her pride and joy. She expected great things from him, and great things were what he had given her. He loved her dearly and vowed to always take care of her. 
 
      
 
    His trip to the Norrend mansion was made even more special to him because they owned a valuable piece of artwork by the great Tiziano Vecellio, an Italian painter known for his colorful style and unique brushstrokes.  
 
      
 
    He had created many beautiful paintings in many different styles, including portraits of individuals, landscapes, and mythological subjects.  
 
      
 
    He was very well-liked and his mother practically worshipped his work. There were three of the sixteenth-century Venetian painter’s works of art hanging in the Colbourn mansion already. He was proud of them and hoped to purchase another for his mother from Duke Cartwright.  
 
      
 
    He’d heard the duke had procured the Salome with the Head of John the Baptist or Judith, a religious work that depicted a woman holding the head of John the Baptist while a maiden looked on. His mother considered this to be one of the most beautiful works of art ever to be painted.  
 
      
 
    “It’s a portrait of beauty and sadness,” she would say when seeing it in a volume of famous paintings.  
 
      
 
    He was excited to get a chance to put his hands on the actual painting, should the duke still have it. He leaned to the window and looked out at the mansion on the hill. It had a winding roadway up to the house. It was lined with trees on both sides but he could see how it wound up the side, following a flowing stream that ran along the right side of it.  
 
      
 
    The hill the mansion was sitting on was dotted with sculptures, fountains, shrubs, flowerbeds, and the prettiest green grass the Duke of Cardinal had seen in quite some time. 
 
      
 
    The carriage rolled smoothly over the graveled road and he was impressed by the care the duke was taking with his landscaping. It was quite beautiful. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal continued admiring the duke’s land until they reached the front doors. He stepped out of the carriage and nodded at the driver, who would stay until the Duke of Cardinal was ready to leave.  
 
      
 
    He went up to the front doors. Before he could knock, it was opened by a young woman in a uniform, carrying a burlap sack. She paled when she saw him and nearly dropped the sack. He reached down and steadied it in her hands. 
 
      
 
    “I… I apologize, my lord. I am so very sorry.” She curtsied to him several times.  
 
      
 
    “Do not worry yourself, young lady. I am the Duke of Cardinal. Your master is expecting me. Will you have me announced?” While he spoke, he took the bag from her and placed it to the side. She looked down at it and then back to him, her face red.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace, of course. Please follow me.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal did so after she took his hat, cane, and the light cape he’d been wearing. It was not a cold day but it was somewhat humid and he did not like the feel of it. She put the cape over one arm and held the hat and cane in the other. She went to the third door on the right, passing the curving staircase that would take a visitor to the bedrooms upstairs.  
 
      
 
    “He is in his study, my lord. I’ll announce you.” She opened the door and poked her head in to see if the master was in the room. “My lord? His Grace, the Duke of Cardinal, is here to see you.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend raised one hand, looking up at the young maid over his eyeglasses. “Tell him to come in, please, Mary.” 
 
      
 
    The girl went in the room and held it open for the Duke of Cardinal, who passed by her with a curt nod. “Thank you, Mary,” he said in a low voice. She colored again, lowered her eyes and nodded. She was out the door and closing it behind her just moments later. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked at the Duke of Norrend, who had stood up and was holding out his hand. “Hello, Duke Colbourn. I trust your trip was a good one.” 
 
      
 
    “It was, thank you, Your Grace. How has your day been?” 
 
      
 
    “Productive, for the most part. Please sit.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal sat in a chair closer to the window. The Duke of Norrend came around his desk and sat in another chair that faced Colbourn at an angle. “Tell me,” the Duke of Norrend said, “how is your mother faring? A fine woman, she is. I was saddened to hear her condition has not gotten better since the death of your father.” 
 
      
 
    “It has been four years, my lord,” Colbourn replied. “And I fear she will never recover. I am glad that she chooses to continue with her social life but I miss her smiles. I would do all I could to make them come back.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure you do your best, Colbourn. It is a matter of the heart that we cannot fathom. I must admit, I fear the day I will lose my beloved, Louise, though she is a bit difficult at times.” 
 
      
 
    The men smiled at each other. 
 
      
 
    “Women are a conundrum,” the Duke of Cardinal said, shaking his head. “I have not met one yet that has struck me to be less than extremely complex.” 
 
      
 
    “Complex, yes, for all of womankind. Difficult? Louise would fit in the latter category. There is a difference.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no experience to use as examples to debate with you on that fact, my lord. I will bow to your superior knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend laughed. “I am glad you have come, Colbourn. I do hope you plan to attend the ball at the Conservatory this evening.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard of it and have brought the appropriate attire,” Colbourn replied. “I am looking forward to it. I do not believe I have been in this area before to attend such an event. I believe it will be quite a lot of fun.” 
 
      
 
    “I do hope so. I insist you ride with us. There is no need for you to attend solo. I have opened my home to you and am obligated to ensure you are entertained, as well as satisfied with our business dealings.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal nodded. So far, the reputation of Duke Cartwright held strong. He was a decent man, intelligent and well-spoken. The Duke of Cardinal could tell they would become friends. Perhaps he would learn from the duke, since the man was twice his age. “That is excellent, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we take a look at the paintings I have in storage now?” 
 
      
 
    “I would certainly like that.” Colbourn felt a jolt of excitement pass through him. Duke Cartwright was a man who liked to get things done right away. That was the Duke of Cardinal’s kind of man. 
 
      
 
    He stood up and followed the Duke of Norrend to the door. Before they got to it, it was opened and a young woman ran in. Her dark blond hair was pulled back in two braids.  
 
      
 
    Some of the strands had strayed from the braids and were curling around her face. She halted in place. He noticed when her hazel eyes moved to him.  
 
      
 
    He was somewhat taken aback by her beauty. She had glowing skin, small dark pink lips, high cheekbones, a tiny button nose.  
 
      
 
    She was the ultimate beauty. In all the paintings he had ever seen – and he’d seen quite a few – the Duke of Cardinal had never seen a more beautiful woman in his life.  
 
      
 
    He stood back, waiting for Duke Cartwright to introduce him to this lovely young woman. All the women he had encountered who had their fair share of beauty had turned out to be ugly inside. Greed, jealousy, and lust were abounding. He was not that type of man. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the young woman, wondering if she was ugly on the inside. From her face and form, it could not be told. He thought of her as angelic from the moment she stepped into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Duke Colbourn, allow me to introduce my eldest daughter, Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal took Lady Annabelle’s outstretched hand, bent at the waist, and gave the top of her glove a kiss.  
 
      
 
    “Charmed, I am sure.” He turned to look at the Duke of Norrend. “You have no need for beautiful paintings, my lord. You have a lovely beauty right here in your home.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend smiled widely, turning his eyes to his daughter. “She is a lovely girl, you are right. And a beautiful soul, as well.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle laughed, covering her mouth for a moment. “Oh, Father, you do flatter me. That’s why I love you so much. Well, it is not the only reason.” 
 
      
 
    The three of them laughed, the first time that Lady Annabelle would hear the sound of the Duke of Cardinal’s joy.  
 
      
 
    She liked it very much. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was so surprised when she saw the duke in her father’s study, she lost her breath for a moment.  
 
      
 
    He was a tall man, with hair that was almost shockingly blond. It fell down past his ears to his shoulders. Her first thought was that the features of his face worked so well together, he could be considered one of the most handsome men in all of England.  
 
      
 
    That might have been just her opinion but she was fairly certain it had to be a fact. His eyes were a bright blue and his smile stretched across his face, revealing a dimple in his right cheek that made her legs feel weak. 
 
      
 
    When he kissed her hand, she did not want him to let it go. She reined in her feelings and smiled back at him. When her father introduced them, she curtsied.  
 
      
 
    “It is good to meet you, Your Grace,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “My lady, it is my pleasure, I assure you.” 
 
      
 
    “We were about to go to the storage room to look at paintings, my dear,” the Duke of Norrend said. “Is there something you needed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father, I think you might want to speak to Mother before you go down to the cellar. She is quite upset because of Lady Joanna.” 
 
      
 
    “What has happened now?” The sound of exasperation was apparent in the Duke of Norrend’s voice and made obvious by the rolling of his eyes.  
 
      
 
    “She has run away, I suppose. She cannot be found. When we were dismissed earlier, we assumed she was here in her room. We asked her to go with us, Papa, but she did not want to. We did not know she would run off…”  
 
      
 
    Her father held up one hand to stop her flow of words. She clasped her hands in front of her and pressed her lips together. 
 
      
 
    “This is a large house,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “I suppose it would take quite a while to find someone if they are hiding.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend and Lady Annabelle looked at him. “You are correct, my lord,” the Duke of Norrend said. “But this young woman, she is a handful. My wife has a lot of trouble with her.” 
 
      
 
    “Another one of your daughters, I presume? One of a very young age?” 
 
      
 
    “She is a ward of sorts, but close enough to be a sister to me,” Lady Annabelle replied. “She is our age. She is just… a little upset. She lost someone dear and… oh, I will not bore you, my lord, with the details. She has a sad heart.” Lady Annabelle’s voice dropped softly.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was impressed by her compassion. Especially if the girl in question was not a blood relative. He was impressed with her intelligence and goodwill, as well.  
 
      
 
    He enjoyed a woman of sound mind and logical thinking. Most of the women he knew were not that way at all and could not hold a decent conversation with him. He had a sneaking feeling this woman would be different. 
 
      
 
    “She is not really a ward,” the Duke of Norrend replied, waving for Lady Annabelle to turn around so the three of them could leave the room.  
 
      
 
    “She is a young woman my wife mentors. She is the same age as Lady Annabelle. She has a twin sister named Lady Julia. Their mother lost a child and since has lost her senses. It is feared she will never return to her normal state of being. It is a very sad situation and she is a very sad woman.” 
 
      
 
    “I am very sorry to hear that,” Colbourn said in a gentle voice. “Is Lady Julia also a handful?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle smiled and said in a teasing voice, “Lady Julia is a handful, too.” 
 
      
 
    Her father shared the smile as they walked out into the foyer. “My daughter teases. Lady Julia is a charming young girl with a pretty face and a heart of gold. It is surprising she has not found love yet.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked at her father. She could tell he was thinking the duke would be a good match for Lady Julia. Why would he skip over his own daughter to another man’s daughter? She reassessed the duke to see if there was anything about him her father did not approve of.  
 
      
 
    She saw nothing. She had to assume their talk before she had entered the room gave him some indication he did not want Duke Colbourn to court his daughter.  
 
      
 
    “Will you be attending the ball tonight, my lord?” Lady Annabelle asked, deciding not to allow any feelings to grow because her father’s approval meant more to her than the discovery of a handsome man in her home.  
 
      
 
    “I will,” the Duke of Cardinal replied. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “Wonderful! Lady Julia and Lady Joanna, if she is found, will be going with us, as they always do. You will meet Lady Julia then.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal blinked in confusion for a moment and then nodded. “I see. That sounds lovely.” He turned to the Duke of Norrend. “Shall we see to the paintings then? The time is passing and I must still get ready for the ball.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend nodded. “Yes, I am sorry for the distractions. I will attend to my wife for a moment. Please stay here in the foyer, as I am sure the Duchess does not want company at present.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, my lord. I will not move an inch.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend grinned. “You can move an inch. I will send a maid to you directly to show you to your room. Lady Annabelle, you will come with me. When you are settled in and I return, we will have a look at the paintings I have to offer.”  
 
      
 
    He clapped his hands loudly, turning his head to the side. “Danielle? Danielle?” he called out. A door opened to their left and behind them. All three turned to look as the maid entered. 
 
      
 
    “Oh Father, must I come back to Mother?” Lady Annabelle asked hurriedly. “I do not want to hear it all over again. I tire so of hearing about this ongoing issue.” Lady Annabelle would plead with her father to be let out of that assignment. It was all she’d heard about for much too long now. 
 
      
 
    “You go along with what you were doing then. I will return shortly. My lord?” He turned his eyes to the Duke of Cardinal. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was a little disappointed that he would have to wait longer, prompting him to ask, “May I ask, my lord, if you have the Salome with the Head of John the Baptist by the renowned Italian artist Tiziano Vecelli? I was told you have it.” 
 
      
 
    “I do have it, yes,” the Duke of Norrend nodded. “It is one of the pieces I am selling.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal hadn’t felt so elated in his entire life. He was going to purchase the painting for his mother and bring her some happiness. “I will purchase it, my lord. My mother is a collector and adores his paintings.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a true masterpiece. I will take my leave and return to you shortly. Mary, please show the Duke to his room. I wish for him to know his bearings. He will be staying with us for a few weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” Mary replied, looking up at the handsome duke. Lady Annabelle was disappointed in the feeling of jealousy that streaked through her. It was much too soon for her to be thinking in such a way.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal bowed slightly at the waist. “I do hope you will not be disturbed that I have a curator coming next week. He will assess the value. It is not that I do not trust you, my lord, as I highly respect you on many counts. But I do feel it necessary to have my expert take a look at the paintings and any other items you have for purchase.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle moved her eyes between the two men, wondering if the Duke of Cardinal’s decision to bring in a third party to assess the value of the paintings would seem disrespectful to her father. Instead, he nodded and looked gracious, making his daughter proud of him. 
 
      
 
    “That is perfectly acceptable, my lord. It is always good to have an expert opinion.” He turned away from the two of them. “I will return shortly. I do not expect to take more than ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be relaxing in my room, I am quite sure.” 
 
      
 
    “If you wish to have a drink brought to you, please inform Mary.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I will go and find Lady Julia. We must get Lady Joanna so we will all be ready for the ball.” Lady Annabelle leaned over and gave her father a peck on the cheek. He smiled, lifting one hand to touch her elbow.  
 
      
 
    “Good girl.” With that, the Duke of Norrend walked away from them.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal and Lady Annabelle looked at each other for a moment before one of them broke the silence. It was Lady Annabelle. She barely noticed that Mary was staring at the two of them, waiting to be told what to do.  
 
      
 
    “I feel as though we should be saying something to each other,” she said quietly. 
 
      
 
    He grinned. “It does feel a bit awkward, does it not? Let me ease the tension. I have an unnatural obsession with pineapple cake. Do you like pineapple cake?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle thought it was the strangest question she’d ever been asked. She stammered her reply, completely taken off guard. “I… I cannot say that I have an answer. I do not believe I have ever had pineapple cake.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you like pineapple?” the Duke of Cardinal asked, not losing his smile.  
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “And do you like cake?” She could see his grin stretching wider on his face. She expected at any moment, he would burst out laughing. She could see where he was going with the line of questioning and decided to play along. 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you would love pineapple cake then,” he laughed softly, much lower than Lady Annabelle had expected.  
 
      
 
    A peal of braying laughter would have been too much, frankly. She felt his laugh was completely appropriate to the level of humor he was conveying. She was impressed once again and tried to deny the urge to allow her feelings to take over.  
 
      
 
    It seemed her father wanted the duke to meet Lady Julia. So she would go along with that. Her father had always known best in the past. 
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to keep you from your missing person duties, my lady,” the duke stood back and bowed slightly. “I do believe Mary is to show me to my room.” 
 
      
 
    “Before you do, my lord, may I ask you a question?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was once again impressed with her boldness. He nodded. “Very well.” 
 
      
 
    “You are here to purchase art, is that right?” 
 
      
 
    “It is, yes.” The Duke of Cardinal nodded. 
 
      
 
    “If you are here to purchase art, I must show you the paintings in this room first before I give you over to Mary. It will give you a small representation of my father’s collection.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal thought about it for a moment. “Would your father approve?”  
 
      
 
    “It will only take a moment and Mary will come with us. Won’t you, Mary?” Lady Annabelle looked directly at the young maid, who was a decent girl of about twenty-five, a hard worker and an honest person.  
 
      
 
    Mary smiled and curtsied lightly in one small bounce. “Yes, ma’am. Of course.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle turned back to him with a satisfied smiled. “There, you see? All is well. We will just make a circle here in the foyer.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, that sounds wonderful,” the Duke of Cardinal replied. “Do you know a lot about art?” 
 
      
 
    “I have studied some of the greatest artists in history,” Lady Annabelle admitted with a nod. “Van Gogh, de Goya, Raphael, Michelangelo, and others. I do not know a great deal about Tiziano Vecelli but I would like to.”  
 
      
 
    Knowing that he was so interested in art made her wonder how long she would be able to hold back her admiration for the Duke of Cardinal.  
 
      
 
    When she stopped talking and he said nothing, she glanced up at him and did a double-take. The look on his face was priceless. She smiled. “Does this impress you?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I must admit it does. I am also impressed with your confidence and intelligence.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate the compliment, my lord.” He was going to make it very difficult for her to block her returned admiration. 
 
      
 
    “And you are quite beautiful. I hope that I am not being too bold.” 
 
      
 
    She hesitated before shaking her head. “I am honored to be admired by you, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    “You must be very inspirational to your friends.” 
 
      
 
    “I am a positive woman if that is what you mean. My best friend, Lady Julia, is the same way. Unfortunately, her sister is not. You will enjoy meeting Lady Julia, I am sure.” 
 
      
 
    Again, the Duke of Cardinal blinked in confusion. Could this woman possibly not see that he was attracted to her? If he made it any more obvious, there would be trouble in the household. He swallowed and composed himself. “I am sure I will. What can you tell me about her?” 
 
      
 
    “She is the daughter of Earl Rickman. He is a wonderful man, much like my father.” 
 
      
 
    “Your father is a great man. He has a good reputation in society.” 
 
      
 
    “He should.” Her pride in her father was obvious in her voice. “I am blessed to be his daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “And you have a brother and sister?” 
 
      
 
    She raised her eyebrows, looking up at him. She had stopped in front of two portraits of her parents, side by side in between the door to the parlor and her father’s study. He gazed at the portraits.  
 
      
 
    “I do. How did you know?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at her, smiling. “Your father is well-known, surely you know this.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Yes, but…” 
 
      
 
    “I have heard many things about your family. I did not realize until I arrived that you are near the same age as me. I was under the impression you and your siblings were much younger, less than ten.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle had to laugh. “I wonder where you might have gotten that impression.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed with her. “I do not know. Had I done a bit more research, I might have realized it. I am glad, though, to meet you and find that you are not, in fact, less than ten.” He turned his eyes to the portraits again, sensing he was making her somewhat uncomfortable.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was not uncomfortable. She was concerned about her father’s opinion. Before she continued to the next paintings she wanted to show him, she vowed to ask her father about it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The ballroom was filled with members of society, dancing in circles, talking, and laughing. Lady Annabelle stood to one side, watching them. Her card was half-filled before the first dance started. She expected it to be full by the intermission.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia was standing next to her, also watching.  
 
      
 
    “Why are you ladies not dancing?”  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle heard the now familiar voice of the Duke of Cardinal at her side. She looked up at him.  
 
      
 
    “We are merely taking a short break. My feet are getting tired already.” She looked at Lady Julia. “I must find out if these shoes are too small. I feel like my toes are being smashed together. It is uncomfortable.” 
 
      
 
    “Terrible luck, my girl,” Lady Julia replied, looking down at the slippers on Lady Annabelle’s feet. “I would give you shoes but my feet are smaller than yours and my shoes would do you no good.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “We have established this before,” she said with humor in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “You have worn shoes that are too small in the past?” the Duke of Cardinal asked, lightly.  
 
      
 
    “I have,” Lady Annabelle grinned at him. “And I suppose I did not learn my lesson, as I am still wearing these shoes.” 
 
      
 
    “They are the same shoes?” the Duke of Cardinal could not help chuckling. “You are asking for punishment, my dear. You will not be able to walk tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    The three of them laughed.  
 
      
 
    “I do not suppose it would be proper for me to take them off and dance without them.” 
 
      
 
    “I think you would cause quite an uproar if you were to do that,” the Duke of Cardinal replied. 
 
      
 
    “But my feet are barely noticeable beneath my gown. I do believe I could do it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia was still laughing. “Please do not do that, Lady Annabelle. You know it will cause a shock if even one person noticed. It would catch on like fire and everyone would know and stare at your feet for the rest of the night.” 
 
      
 
    Again, the three of them laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I have a suggestion for you, Lady Annabelle,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “Perhaps we can all go out on the veranda and find a spot that is secluded from the other guests. You can remove your shoes and rub your feet until they feel more relaxed.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle thought about it for a moment. She was reluctant to admit she was considering it but he could tell by the look on her face anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Come,” he prompted, resting one hand on the back of her forearm. The touch sent chills through her body. She pulled away slightly but could still feel the warmth of his fingertips. “I will walk with you and guard you against the clay-kickers and the beef-witted scatterbrains.” 
 
      
 
    “That is kind of you, my lord,” Lady Julia said, giving the Duke of Cardinal a bright, beautiful smile. Lady Annabelle pushed down a feeling of instant jealousy.  
 
      
 
    She would not allow herself to be taken in so quickly by any man, no matter who he was or how handsome he was. She would keep her wits about her until she had a chance to talk to her father. 
 
      
 
    Her concern was that if she allowed Lady Julia to become close to the duke and then found out her father had no qualms with him, she would be too late.  
 
      
 
    She debated with herself in her mind, walking with Duke Colbourn and Lady Julia to the veranda. She and her friend each took his elbows and circled their small hands around them. She noticed when looking up at him that he was very proud to have them flanking him.  
 
      
 
    It made her nervous, excited, and a little afraid. She wanted to pursue something with him. She felt a quivering in her stomach when she looked at him. Touching him made her knees weak. But she remained strong and vigilant, refusing to let her feelings overrun her brain. 
 
      
 
    Once they were outside on the veranda, the three of them scouted the area for a secluded spot.  
 
      
 
    “How about that bench down there?” The Duke of Cardinal pointed down the slight hill to an iron bench placed directly under a large tree with low-hanging branches. He looked down at Lady Annabelle. “There is a path to take us there and once you sit down, your feet will feel better.” 
 
      
 
    “I do hope so,” Lady Annabelle said. “I really must remember to give these shoes to Lady Cecilia. She has smaller feet than I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Or you can give them to your best friend,” Lady Julia laughed. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal joined her laughter as the three of them went down the steps from the large veranda to the ground. Lady Annabelle smiled, though it was strained. The steps were in two tiers and they had to turn in the middle and go down the second set in the opposite direction.  
 
      
 
    By the time they reached the bench, Lady Annabelle’s feet were burning. She was anxious to take the shoes off but unwilling to let it show. She did not want to appear weak in front of the duke, even if he was more inclined to court Lady Julia than herself. 
 
      
 
    She sat on the bench the moment they reached it and pulled off her right shoe. Instant relief flooded her body. It doubled when she pulled off her other shoe. “Oh my,” she murmured, rubbing her right foot, propping it up on her knee.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked up at the sky, unwilling to gaze upon her lower leg and ankle. He caught a quick glance of her small foot and wondered how her shoe could possibly be too small for it. She had a lovely form, from what he could see, and her shapely leg made him feel jittery inside.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle noticed when Colbourn looked away and grinned at Lady Julia. Lady Julia’s eyes moved to the duke.  
 
      
 
    “Did you see any artwork of appreciation in the conservatory, my lord?” she asked, drawing his attention so he would not feel uncomfortable while Lady Annabelle rubbed her feet. 
 
      
 
    “I did.” The Duke of Cardinal turned slightly away from Lady Annabelle, directing his eyes on Lady Julia. “It is a wonderful museum of eclectic pieces. I admire many of them for their beauty and others for their lack of it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia tilted her head to the side. “Do you have a favorite piece? One that you do not own and have been searching for?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal thought about it. “I suppose I have always loved Portrait of a Lady,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I know that painting,” Lady Annabelle said. “It is a famous piece from the time of the Italian Renaissance.” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct, Lady Annabelle,” the Duke of Cardinal said, turning his eyes instinctively to look at her. She had her left leg propped up on her right knee and was massaging her aching foot. He turned his eyes away again quickly.  
 
      
 
    “I have forgotten the artist. Is it a Lorenzo Casta?” 
 
      
 
    “No. It is Lord Leonardo da Vinci who painted this particular portrait of a lady,” the duke replied. “There are many portraits of many different lovely women over the last few hundred years. But this one is particularly striking and I am very interested in seeing it in person someday.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know where it is at this time?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head in answer to Lady Julia’s question.  
 
      
 
    He was struggling with himself mightily. He did not want the women to see that he was aware of Lady Annabelle’s movements in his peripheral vision. It would be a disgrace if he were to show vulnerability in front of them.  
 
      
 
    It seemed to him that Lady Annabelle was prone to rebuff his advances, pushing him in Lady Julia’s direction.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia, for her part, was just as lovely, and he would not object to a courtship with her. But there was something about Lady Annabelle that struck him, something that made him want to speak to her, be near her, enjoy her very presence.  
 
      
 
    He was uncertain about her feelings for him, as they had just met that very same day.  
 
      
 
    He realized that he had lost himself in his thoughts and neglected answering Lady Julia’s question, other than shaking his head.  
 
      
 
    “I have not kept up with it because I have been in pursuit of the paintings of Tiziano Vecelli, my mother’s favorite artist. That is what brought me here to your village and the home of Duke Cartwright. I am surprised I did not meet your mother. Is she coming at a later time?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “She stayed at the house with Lady Joanna. The girl was being completely unreasonable and my mother does not tolerate such behavior.” 
 
      
 
    “Is your sister not used to being told what to do by the Duchess? I thought you had been in her care for some years now.” 
 
      
 
    “We have,” Lady Julia replied, gazing up at him with clear admiration. “Lady Joanna knows full well what she is doing. She was a lovely little girl, an affectionate sister. The sorrow of losing our brother was too much for her to bear. We must tolerate her until she is well.” 
 
      
 
    “How long will she resist your mother’s efforts?”  
 
      
 
    He turned to Lady Annabelle, who had lowered her leg and was now flexing her feet under the long gown she was wearing where no one could see them.  
 
      
 
    She directed her eyes up to his face and then lowered them to his chest. She was afraid to look him in the eye. She was afraid of what he might see. 
 
      
 
    “There is no way to know the answer to that,” she replied, keeping her voice light-hearted. “She is struggling so much. It is a shame. She reminds me of a wild horse that refuses to be tamed. I watched our groom attempting to tame a horse. It was wild, bucking and kicking, making loud, throaty noises.”  
 
      
 
    She made a guttural sound like a horse. The Duke of Cardinal could not help but chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we not gossip about your sister, Lady Julia. I do apologize.”  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal bowed to her. 
 
      
 
    “Do not apologize, my lord,” Lady Julia replied. “You are a stranger in this place and do not know my sister or her pain.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal had to agree with that assessment. He was glad that Lady Julia did not share in the pain her sister was feeling. “As twins, you must be very different. You are much stronger than she appears to be.” 
 
      
 
    “She is,” Lady Annabelle replied in a firm voice. “Lady Julia is a respectful, intelligent lady with a great deal of potential to be one of the world’s most prominent women in history.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia blinked rapidly and raised her eyebrows, staring at Lady Annabelle with amusement on her face. “Might I ask how you came to such an idea, my dear friend? What have I done that is so accomplished?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing yet,” Lady Annabelle answered with a smile. “But you will. I know you will. Your destiny is to be a great woman, remembered by all for generations to come.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal could tell Lady Julia was flattered by her friend’s appraisal. Her small green eyes brimmed with tears. “That is such a lovely thing for you to say, Lady Annabelle. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “I only speak the truth.” 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of quiet while the three considered their conversation.  
 
      
 
    They heard the sound of a female voice caterwauling on the veranda they had been standing on. They looked up to see where it was coming from. 
 
      
 
    “What in heaven’s name is that sound?” the Duke of Cardinal asked. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like Lady Joanna. But I did not think she was coming. I did not know if Mother would bring her or not.” Lady Annabelle slipped her shoes back on and stood up. 
 
      
 
    The pain that split through both her feet when she put her weight on them made her want to scream.  
 
      
 
    “Oh!” she said, sitting back down again. She looked at her friends through pained eyes. “Oh dear. I do not think I can walk in these shoes. I will have to go home. I cannot make it through the entire dance. I can barely stand.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal felt like he was caught between a rock and a hard place. He did not want to leave the lovely lady but there were rules to be considered.  
 
      
 
    “I will go in and find your father. He will know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded and watched with regret as Duke Colbourn hurried back to the veranda, going up the stairs two at a time.  
 
      
 
    “He is a lovely man,” Lady Julia sighed. She sat on the bench next to Lady Annabelle. “But why do you flatter me in front of him, Lady Annabelle? I know you must be interested in him.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked at Lady Julia, wanting to tell her that her father seemed more inclined to keep his daughter for someone else but she could not say it. “You are perfect for him, Lady Julia. I can tell.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia said nothing. She scanned Lady Annabelle’s face for a moment before looking back at the big glass doors of the mansion.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked around, wondering where Duke Cartwright might be.  
 
      
 
    The noise from the woman on the veranda had taken the attention from anything else. The music inside had not stopped. He did not see the Duke of Norrend but he did spot Lady Annabelle’s younger sister, Lady Cecilia.  
 
      
 
    He crossed the room and leaned to speak to the girl. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Cecilia, you must find your father and send him out to the back veranda. There is a bench where your sister is sitting. She needs to go home but cannot walk.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Cecilia looked shocked so the Duke of Cardinal continued quickly. “Her shoes are too small. She has hurt her feet by wearing them.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Cecilia’s face immediately changed to one of knowing. “Did she wear those shoes again? What is wrong with that girl?”  
 
      
 
    She giggled, covering her mouth. “I am sorry. I should not laugh when she is in pain. She has been told not to wear those shoes. Why, they are even too small for me!” 
 
      
 
    “Go fetch your father, please.” The Duke of Cardinal nodded, repeating the order gently. Lady Cecilia nodded.  
 
      
 
    He turned and went back to the double doors, going down the stairs and crossing the lawn quickly. Lady Julia was now sitting next to her friend. They weren’t talking, which he thought was a little strange. 
 
      
 
    Less than five minutes later, Lady Annabelle looked up into the amused eyes of her father. 
 
      
 
    “Someone did not get rid of her small shoes.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle giggled and blushed. “No, I did not. I am sorry, Father.”  
 
      
 
    He just shook his head, leaning down to scoop her up in his arms. He glanced at the Duke of Cardinal, who met his eyes briefly before looking away. “Thank you for having Lady Cecilia come for me, Colbourn. That was a good thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew of nothing else to do, my lord,” the Duke of Cardinal replied. 
 
      
 
    “Take her shoes off, Lady Julia,” the Duke of Norrend instructed. Lady Julia quickly slipped the shoes from Lady Annabelle’s feet, providing instant relief.  
 
      
 
    “You do not need to carry me, Father,” Lady Annabelle said. “I can walk without my shoes on.” 
 
      
 
    He gave her a look of doubt. “I will not allow you to cut the bottom of your feet on the ground, my dear,” he said. “I do hope that when we go home, you will dispose of those shoes.” 
 
      
 
    “I will give them to Lady Julia. You want them, Lady Julia?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia grinned. “Yes, I think they are my size.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle grinned at her father. “There, you see? The problem is solved.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend laughed as the five of them walked over the lawn to where the carriages were waiting for their owners.  
 
      
 
    “I should go in and apologize for our sudden disappearance,” Lady Julia said. She thrust the shoes in Lady Annabelle’s direction. “I will be at the carriage shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “What will you tell them, Lady Julia?” Lady Annabelle asked.  
 
      
 
    “I will think of something.” 
 
      
 
    “You do not want to lie. Tell them my feet hurt. It is the truth without embarrassment. I do not mind being thought of as sensitive.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia laughed. “You are not thought of as sensitive, Lady Annabelle. You know that. This will not be a blight on your reputation. I will also fetch the driver.” 
 
      
 
    “I am glad to have you, Lady Julia.” Lady Annabelle turned to face the carriage as her father gently lowered her to her feet. The Duke of Cardinal was by her side at an instant, holding out his hand to help her into the carriage.  
 
      
 
    “May I help you, my lady?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle noticed when her father took a step back, his eyes on the Duke of Cardinal. She wondered what her father was thinking at that moment. Was he angry? He did not look angry. 
 
      
 
    She smiled at Duke Colbourn. “Thank you, my lord.” She grasped his hand and used it to launch herself into the carriage with only two steps on her aching feet. She turned as she sat and watched as Lady Julia held her skirts with her hands and hurried back to the foyer.  
 
      
 
    “There you go, Lady Annabelle.” He got up into the carriage behind Lady Cecilia and their father followed behind them. He sat next to her on the opposite side of the carriage.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia would sit between them or Lady Cecilia, depending on where Duke Cartwright wanted them to sit. He did not seem to mind that the Duke of Cardinal had taken the same side as his daughter.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord. I do appreciate your help.” Her feet were pounding, burning and now she was beginning to get a headache. She lifted one hand and pressed it against her forehead. 
 
      
 
    “You are looking pained. Your head is hurting?” 
 
      
 
    “It is, yes. I hope to go home and put a cold compress on my eyes. I will feel better in the morning, I am sure.” 
 
      
 
    “You must remember to get a new pair of shoes.” He dropped his eyes to the slippers in her hand. “You do not need to be wearing shoes that are constricting your feet. It can cause you problems in the future.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe you are right.” Lady Annabelle smiled at him. “I will not wear these shoes again. I have given them to Lady Julia and she is now the rightful owner.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope they were not a favorite pair of yours.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed. “Not at all. They were sitting in a convenient spot, so I picked them up.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia was soon at the carriage. She had stopped by the servants’ quarters and brought their driver along. Lady Julia sat in between the Duke of Cardinal and Lady Annabelle, which was expected.  
 
      
 
    The ride back to the mansion was quiet. Lady Annabelle had a hard time not thinking about her aching feet and the pain that was pulsing through her head. The others in the carriage spoke infrequently and in low tones, respectful of her pain.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked through the window at the starry night, admiring their charm and beauty without looking at them. They both needed to be painted into a portrait of beauty.  
 
      
 
    He thought that would be a good name for the painting. Portrait of Beauty. It had a nice ring to it. He would have to suggest it to Duke Cartwright. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, the Duke of Cardinal was helping Lady Julia down from the carriage. When Lady Annabelle stepped out onto the small ledge below the door, he stepped back and her father held out his arms for her.  
 
      
 
    “Oh Father, please let me walk.” The first time was humiliating enough. Now he wanted to carry her inside the house.  
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “At least to the front door, daughter. You cannot walk around without shoes. Your stockings will tear along with your feet. You care about your stockings, do you not?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle had to laugh. “Oh, all right.” She put out her arms and let him pick her up the way he had before. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal hung back, watching, wishing he had the opportunity to pick the lovely woman up. He was afraid if the Duke of Norrend knew what he was thinking, he would not sell him the Vecelli painting.  
 
      
 
    It also might negate any chance that he could capture Lady Annabelle’s heart in the future. So he kept his mouth shut and walked with them into the house. 
 
      
 
    The duke carried his daughter inside and lowered her to the floor.  
 
      
 
    “Will you be all right going up the stairs to your room?” he asked, seeing the look of pain cover her face again when she stood up on her feet.  
 
      
 
    She regretted it, but she did not think she really could make it up the stairs. She wished the Duke of Cardinal could carry her but her father would never allow such a thing. She held out her arms again as if she was two years old, and her father smiled. 
 
      
 
    “All right. Come along.” He put his arms under her and picked her up, taking her up to her room. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal stood outside the door watching as Duke Norrend put his daughter on the bed, sitting up. “I will need to change if I am to be bedridden,” Lady Annabelle said, looking up at her father. 
 
      
 
    “We will leave you to it, then.” Her father turned and went back to the door, stepping out into the hallway with Duke Colbourn and closing the door behind him. The Duke of Cardinal’s eyes met Lady Annabelle’s before the door closed and she looked away quickly. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize for interrupting your evening, Duke Colbourn,” she called out quickly. Her father pushed the door back open and the Duke of Cardinal looked in at her. 
 
      
 
    “Enough with the apologies, my lady. You had a very good reason to leave the ball. I was happy to help you out. I am sorry that your feet are hurting you so. It is not a pleasant thing, considering you have to walk on those feet.”  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked at the Duke of Norrend, nodding. The older man closed the door.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle wanted Duke Colbourn to come back. She wanted it desperately. But she had not yet talked to her father about him and did not know his feelings about the duke.  
 
      
 
    She had to know that before she made any decisions or let her heart dictate her actions. She did not want to fall for this handsome man and then have her heart broken when he rejected her or her father told her to give up any idea of courting him. 
 
      
 
    “I will probably be asleep soon,” she whispered to herself. She did not tell Duke Colbourn that the moment he left the room, she was going to pull both her legs up and rub her feet for at least a half-hour.  
 
      
 
    She felt like a fool, having worn those small shoes. Her mother had warned her, Lady Cecilia had warned her, even her father told her to buy a new pair of slippers. The last time she made the mistake of wearing them, she was left with bruises on her heels and blisters on her toes.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was disappointed. He would have liked to spend a little more time with the lovely lady. Both young ladies were good company. But it was not to be, at least not tonight.  
 
      
 
    “I will take my leave then.” He bowed to Duke Cartwright. “If you need me for anything… anything at all, please do not hesitate to send Mary to fetch me.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your assistance tonight, Duke Colbourn. You are a true gentleman. You did not need to leave the ball. In fact, it will not be over for another two hours. Would you like to return? You can take our carriage or one of the horses if you like.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. He did not want to be at the ball if Lady Annabelle was not there. “I am feeling a bit tired. I believe I will retire to my room. Thank you for the accommodations and for a lovely evening, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    He turned on his heels and left the older man with a curious look on his face.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia went to Lady Annabelle’s bed and sat on the edge. Lady Annabelle turned her back to her friend so Lady Julia could untie the straps on the back of her dress.  
 
      
 
    “He is a handsome man, is he not?” Lady Annabelle asked, holding her double braid up. Lady Julia untied the straps quickly and loosened Lady Annabelle’s corset.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle felt a sudden rush of relief in her midsection. Her corset was always so tight, it was difficult to breathe. Sometimes it caused shortness of breath. She never actually fainted but it made her light-headed at times.  
 
      
 
    “He is,” Lady Julia answered, breathlessly. “I would not mind if he turned his eyes to me. But that will not happen. He has his eyes set on you, Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that what you believe?” Lady Annabelle turned back and Lady Julia helped her pull the dress down.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle picked herself up from the bed with both hands and Lady Julia slid the gown below her waist so she could kick it off. Lady Julia caught it and took it to hang on the rack where it belonged. She looked back at her friend. 
 
      
 
    “I do. How can I not? Do you not see how he looks at you?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle thought about it for a moment, reviewing the day in her mind. She’d noticed the way he looked at her. And she had instinctual feelings for him, as well.  
 
      
 
    It would all come down to what her father thought. If she had his approval, she would allow her feelings for the handsome duke to grow. If not, she would squash them and push the duke in Lady Julia’s direction, if she could. 
 
      
 
    She did not want to. But she would, if her father asked her to. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The weekend passed quickly and Lady Annabelle was feeling much better by the time Monday came around.  
 
      
 
    On a typical Monday, Lady Annabelle, as her father affectionately called her, spent her mornings in the library, where her mother always hosted a children’s paint day.  
 
      
 
    The local women brought their children and Miss Berry, the only woman in town who could paint masterpieces in her sleep, would show them how to simply paint something beautiful.  
 
      
 
    This had been an ongoing event since Lady Annabelle was just eight years old. She never missed it and did not plan to now that she was older.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia visited infrequently, not enjoying the recreation as much as Lady Annabelle. She was there that morning, though, and happy to see her friend.  
 
      
 
    She sat next to her on a child-sized stool, pulling it up under her skirt and lowering herself gently to it. A small easel was in front of her, not as small as some of the children were using but smaller than an adult-sized one.  
 
      
 
    The pictures Miss Berry had the children paint were generally not complicated or big. She glanced at Lady Annabelle with a smile on her pretty lips.  
 
      
 
    “What are we painting today, Lady Annabelle? An elephant with a hat on?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle laughed. “It could be, Lady Julia. We shall see. How has your morning been so far?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia lifted her eyebrows slightly. “Oh, it has been a satisfying day. Breakfast was delicious. I do believe our new cook is going to work out very well.” 
 
      
 
    “I am glad to hear that.” 
 
      
 
    They chatted during the hour-long session. Lady Annabelle would have stayed for the other classes but she knew Lady Julia was uncomfortable on the little chair and did not enjoy painting elephants with hats on.  
 
      
 
    She beckoned to Lady Julia when the first painting was done, which, much to Lady Julia’s happiness, was of a beach with umbrellas and no people or animals were involved. “We should go get some tea. I feel like playing a game of backgammon. Would you join me?” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot play if I do not join,” Lady Julia smiled widely. She much preferred backgammon to painting. 
 
      
 
    The girls got up and left as quietly as they could. They doubted anyone noticed and no one did. 
 
      
 
    They walked to the parlor, talking quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen Duke Colbourn recently?” Lady Julia asked, her voice so low Lady Annabelle had to strain to hear it. She smiled at her friend. 
 
      
 
    “He lives here, Lady Julia. Of course I have seen him.” 
 
      
 
    “But have you had a chance to speak with him?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle had to admit she hadn’t and it was a disappointment. “I do wish to speak to him, mind you,” she said firmly. “I do plan to. But… I am not sure if… it is the right thing to do. Perhaps I should allow him to come to me first.” 
 
      
 
    “You will not know him if you do not speak to him. He may think your father would not approve.” 
 
      
 
    “I think the same. I admit it has been holding me back.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia gave her friend a look. “Lady Annabelle! You know your father better than anyone. He listens to you when you speak to him. Ask him if he approves of Duke Colbourn. I cannot imagine he would not approve of such a fine-looking gentleman. Duke Colbourn has said and done nothing objectionable since his arrival, I take it.” 
 
      
 
    It was not really a question but Lady Annabelle shook her head anyway. “He has been a gentleman from the start.” 
 
      
 
    “Then your father will have no objection.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle thought about how often her father mentioned Lady Julia to the Duke of Cardinal. It was like he did not even know he was doing it. And it did not matter whether Lady Annabelle was around or not, she knew he was mentioning Lady Julia randomly whenever he could. He did not want Duke Colbourn in the family. He did not want him courting her.  
 
      
 
    She wondered why. 
 
      
 
    “I shall have a talk with him about it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia snorted softly, making Lady Annabelle grin. “I am surprised you have not said anything as of yet. You are not like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I have been… distracted.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia laughed and patted Lady Annabelle on the arm, pulling it to her so they could curve their elbows around each other. “Now, Lady Annabelle, there is no better distraction than a good-looking duke!” 
 
      
 
    As soon as she said the words, the door opened and their father entered, followed by several other men. He smiled at Lady Julia.  
 
      
 
    “Did I just hear myself being called a good-looking duke?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia’s face colored brightly and she covered her mouth with her hand, looking down. “Oh, Your Grace! I did not know you would hear me! I was… I was merely…” 
 
      
 
    Duke Cartwright laughed, coming toward the girls. He held out his hands to Lady Annabelle, grasping her shoulders.  
 
      
 
    “My daughter, it’s good to see you this morning.” He leaned forward and gave her a kiss on both cheeks. He turned to Lady Julia and did the same.  
 
      
 
    “My almost-daughter. Let me introduce you to some newcomers to our little city. This is Lord Leonard Harcourt Balfour and his brother, Lord Gilbert Andrew Balfour. They are sons to Earl Daniel Harcourt Balfour of Beldingshire. They are residing with the Reverend here. You know Reverend Charles Stovington.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia lowered into a small curtsy with each name they were given, looking at the specified individual under their lashes. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, how are you, Reverend?” Lady Annabelle said. 
 
      
 
    “I am well, Lady Annabelle. You are looking very refreshed. But I do believe you have a little paint on your dress.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked down, shocked that the reverend was right. She colored as deeply as Lady Julia had earlier and covered the small streak with one hand. “Oh dear!” 
 
      
 
    “It will come out,” Lord Gilbert Balfour said. He had a high-pitched tone that matched his long, hawkish face. His head was topped with a mop of curly brown hair and his eyes were deep brown to match. It was nearly impossible to tell the black of his pupils from the dark brown color surrounding them.  
 
      
 
    He smiled but it did not seem like a genuine smile and his teeth were not well-maintained.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle moved her eyes to his brother, who was a little more put-together. His hair was a lighter brown but the same mop of curls his brother sported. His eyes were hazel and his face was more rounded than Lord Gilbert but Lord Leonard was heavier.  
 
      
 
    He looked stronger and more muscular than his younger brother. When he smiled, she noticed two rows of white, straight teeth.  
 
      
 
    “I am so embarrassed. Lady Julia and I were just in with the children, helping them paint. Or rather, we were painting along with them.” She smiled. When the door opened again and the Duke of Cardinal came in, her smile widened.  
 
      
 
    “I am sorry to be late, Your Grace,” he said, bowing to the Duke of Norrend with his head. “I lost track of time while exploring this fine little city of yours. You have some amazing characters here. I think Mr. Covington will fit in nicely.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend nodded at him. He looked at the reverend. “Allow me to introduce the Duke of Cardinal, Stephen Colbourn. He is here to purchase some of my paintings. Yes, I am looking forward to meeting Mr. Covington.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Covington?” Lady Annabelle looked at her father.  
 
      
 
    “His colleague who is coming to assess the value of my paintings.” The way her father said the words gave her the impression he was not terribly happy about the man coming. It made her pause for a moment before she turned back to the men.  
 
      
 
    “I do agree that we have some terribly odd people in our city,” she said, keeping her voice light. “Is your colleague also an eccentric?” 
 
      
 
    “I think some might consider him that, yes. He’s very artistic and it makes his movements… quite fluid, you might say.” As he was talking, he was removing his hat and gloves, handing them to Mary, who appeared out of nowhere. The other men were already holding their hats and gloves in their hands. Mary collected them all, taking the reverend’s cane, as well. 
 
      
 
    “It is only for show,” he said, smiling at Lady Julia and Lady Annabelle. The girls smiled back.  
 
      
 
    “Shall we go in the parlor?” 
 
      
 
    “Father, we were going in to play a game of backgammon. We will be at the card table and will not bother you.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend shook his head. “You are no bother, my dear. Thank you for your consideration.” 
 
      
 
    The girls looked at each other. Lady Annabelle wondered if her friend was thinking the same thing she was. There were three eligible suitors in the house at that moment. Was her father setting up this meeting for her, Lady Julia and possibly Lady Joanna? 
 
      
 
    They turned and went to the door. Before they reached it, Mary, who was dusting nearby, took quick steps to get in front of them and opened it for them. Lady Annabelle smiled at the young woman as she passed. 
 
      
 
    The girls went directly to the table. As she passed the tall mahogany shelves on her left, Lady Annabelle reached out and grabbed the backgammon board, which sat by itself in the corner where she always left it.  
 
      
 
    On any given day, there was a good chance she and Lady Julia could be seen sitting at this table, playing a game of backgammon. It was one of Lady Julia’s favorites. Not to mention, she was a terribly good strategist, causing her to win most of the games they played.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle did not mind. She enjoyed seeing her friend happy. 
 
      
 
    The older men went to stand at the bar, where the Duke of Norrend proceeded to make a small glass of brandy, offering a drink to his guests. The reverend declined. The Duke of Cardinal also took a small glass of brandy from his host. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard looked longingly at the bottles lining the wall but both shook their heads, not offering an explanation of their refusal. 
 
      
 
    “This is Lord Gilbert and his brother Lord Leonard Balfour,” the reverend said, his eyes directed toward the Duke of Cardinal. “They are my apprentices.” 
 
      
 
    “Lord Leonard is his apprentice.” 
 
      
 
    Even from across the room, Lady Annabelle could hear the indignation in Lord Gilbert’s voice. Her eyes darted in his direction, instinctually wanting to catch the reaction of the other men and see the look on Lord Gilbert’s face.  
 
      
 
    He’d noticed the reaction his words got and immediately looked ashamed. “I mean, I am here in support of my brother’s decision,” he said quickly. “And to see if it is also the life I would like to lead.” 
 
      
 
    Duke Cartwright and Duke Colbourn eyed the young man for a moment. Lord Leonard chuckled without humor. “It seems my brother was not forthcoming about his dislike for change.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert looked at Lord Leonard gratefully. “This is true.” He turned his eyes to the other men. “I am not fond of change. Not at all.” 
 
      
 
    He gave them a weak smile.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked over the table at Lady Julia, whose ears were as in tune with the men’s conversation as hers were. She could tell by the look on the pretty girl’s face. Her eyes were on the pieces of the game in front of her but her shoulders were lifted and she was tense from concentrating. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Julia!” Lady Annabelle hissed to get her friend’s attention. Lady Julia looked up with her eyes but did not move her head. Her hands were frozen on two game pieces. “If you do not move soon, your muscles will freeze and you will be a statue. A pretty statue but a statue nonetheless!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia’s face broke into a smile and she relaxed her shoulders. “I was just listening to…” she moved her eyes to the corners, bobbing her head in the direction of the men at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “I was, too. We should not eavesdrop.” 
 
      
 
    “His Grace told us we could come in,” Lady Julia leaned forward, whispering. “And besides, they are not discussing robbing the Queen’s bank, are they?” 
 
      
 
    Both girls giggled, covering their lips with their hands. They started the game and soon Lady Julia was winning as usual. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know why I continue to play this game with you, Lady Julia,” Lady Annabelle tried to sound whiny but failed. Lady Julia laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Because you love me.” 
 
      
 
    “When you are right, you are right,” Lady Annabelle grinned at her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, it looks like you are losing quite badly, Lady Annabelle.” The Duke of Cardinal’s voice made them both look up and realize he was standing at the table, his hands folded behind his back, an amused look on his face. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
     Lady Annabelle’s heart flipped in her chest. It beat rapidly for a moment before she got the adrenaline rush under control. She smiled at him. “Lady Julia is a master at this game, Your Grace. I rarely beat her. If I do, it is probably because she is tired and needs to be in bed.” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently today is not that day.” The Duke of Cardinal lifted one hand and saluted Lady Julia. “My hat is off to you, dear lady. You are very good at this game. I shall remember to decline any offers to play you may send my way.” 
 
      
 
    “And I shall remember not to send any offers your way, having previously been told they would be declined.” Lady Julia sounded amused, grinning at the man. Lady Annabelle denied the streak of jealousy that split through her. She kept the smile on her face and watched the exchange between the two.  
 
      
 
    It should not have made her jealous and she chided herself gently for it. Lady Julia would never flirt with the duke knowing how she felt about him. The girl was not even looking at him anymore, she was staring down at her cards and the duke was looking at Lady Annabelle.  
 
      
 
    She looked down at the board to see Lady Julia had taken one of her pieces. She was laughing. “Oh dear,” Lady Annabelle said. “I was distracted.” 
 
      
 
    “You may have been distracted, my dear, but I still got the piece,” Lady Julia replied. She looked at the Duke of Cardinal. “If you would like to pull a chair to the table, my lord, you seem to be a good luck charm for me.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal laughed. “I have no prior commitments. However, decency keeps me from sitting at the table with you, as three is not as good of a match-up as four. In addition, this is a two-player game. To reiterate, it would not be the decent thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to play a game with us, my lord? Perhaps a different one?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal smiled at her. “Playing a different game is a better idea.” 
 
      
 
    “How about a walk in the garden?” The voice behind the Duke of Cardinal was not as familiar. The Duke of Cardinal turned and they saw Lord Gilbert standing behind him, having left the Duke of Norrend, his brother, and the reverend by the fireplace on the other side of the room.  
 
      
 
    “I am a bit tired from walking around the city all day,” the Duke of Cardinal confessed. Lady Annabelle scanned his face. He did not look tired. She suspected he did not want to take a walk with the young man. Her eyes slid to Lord Gilbert’s face, who looked up at the Duke of Cardinal with no look of intimidation. He smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps another time then. Shall I join you for a match-up of four in a game of Cribbage?” 
 
      
 
    It looked like they would not be able to keep Lord Gilbert from joining their group. Lady Annabelle felt guilty for not wanting to add the young man and gestured to the chair to her left. “Please join us, Lord Gilbert, Duke Colbourn. I will get the Cribbage box.” 
 
      
 
    She left them to decide what type of Cribbage game to play and went back to the shelf, searching for the box. When she found it, she turned and almost ran into Lady Julia, who was bringing the backgammon board to the shelf. “Here’s the box.” Her voice betrayed her disappointment. “We did not even get through one game.” 
 
      
 
    “You would have won anyway, dear,” Lady Annabelle laughed. “That was not in question.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head, replacing the game where Lady Annabelle had taken it from. “It was not the winning that I was looking forward to. It was the playing.” 
 
      
 
    “I am glad you like the game so much, Lady Julia. I am sorry the men decided to join us.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it will be all right.” Lady Julia gave her a smile. “I am just being a child. Maybe I am tired.” 
 
      
 
    They both laughed at her reference to the Duke of Cardinal’s earlier words.  
 
      
 
    “I do hope that Mr. Balfour does not think I am to be matched up with him simply because you are with the duke,” Lady Julia said offhandedly as they walked back to the table. Lady Annabelle gave her a strange look. 
 
      
 
    “Am I matched up with his lordship?” If so, she was happy about it. But it was not the idea she was having. “I was thinking the same thing about myself.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. They were about to reach the table. She gave Lady Annabelle a side glance with a smile that looked like she was holding back a laugh. “Oh, Lady Annabelle…” she giggled and went to her seat. 
 
      
 
    As they played, they kept up small talk that made the four of them very comfortable with one another. Lord Gilbert did not seem as bad as they had thought he would be, from his earlier attitude.  
 
      
 
    He laughed with them, telling them stories about adventures he and his brother had together. In contrast, Lady Julia would tell a female version of the adventure, involving her and Lady Annabelle and even her sister, Lady Joanna.  
 
      
 
    “Where is this Lady Joanna?” Lord Gilbert asked at one point, looking around the parlor as if the girl would just appear at his beckoning. Lady Julia instinctively looked around too but then laughed.  
 
      
 
    “I am not sure where she is at this moment. I suspect she will be in shortly, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Why is that?” 
 
      
 
    “It is nearing time for the mid-day meal. She does not like to miss meals here. The cook is quite good.” 
 
      
 
    “You just mentioned the cook at your house is getting better,” Lady Annabelle said. “Do you think she will stay there for the meal?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia raised her eyebrows. “I had forgotten. I guess that is a possibility. I never know what Lady Joanna is going to do. I am her sister but I am not her keeper.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me,” Lord Gilbert asked, smiling. “Is she as pretty as you are?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked at Lady Julia through wide, shocked eyes. The Duke of Cardinal stared at Lord Gilbert.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia blushed and averted her eyes. “I… I do not know. As they say, beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert turned to the Duke of Cardinal. “Have you seen this lady they speak of?” 
 
      
 
    “I have,” the Duke of Cardinal replied, in a guarded voice. “All three of these young ladies are a pleasure to look upon.” 
 
      
 
    The girls smiled. “Thank you, Your Grace,” Lady Annabelle said, bowing her head to him and closing her eyes briefly.  
 
      
 
    “You are most welcome. I see your friend, Lady Julia, is just as good at Cribbage as she is at backgammon.” 
 
      
 
    “This is beginner’s luck,” Lady Julia said. “Lady Annabelle and I rarely play Cribbage. It is a lovely game, though. We shall have to play more often.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded, agreeing with her friend. “Will your friend Mr. Covington be joining us soon?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal glanced at her. “I must assume he will be here within the next few days. I expected him sooner. It is good that your father is willing to let me stay until he arrives.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean you will be leaving after he assesses the paintings?” Lady Julia asked.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked at her, too, his eyes soft. “I cannot stay in the Norrend household forever, Lady Julia. I have a home to return to.” 
 
      
 
    “And where is that home?” Lord Gilbert asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is just south of London in a small city called Bainbridge. We have many interesting characters there. I must say, if you want to see the nature of people, going to London is where you will find the best women to study.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my,” Lady Julia covered her mouth with one hand, sharing a look with Lady Annabelle 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked guilty. “Not in a derogatory way, my lady. It is an affectionate term I use for anything innocent that does not realize it is or looks like a fool. I do not hold judgment against these odd people. I feel for them. In my heart.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “I understand what you mean, my lord. I have often felt that way.” 
 
      
 
    “What way do you mean?” Lady Julia still had not caught on to their conversation. Lady Annabelle had no trouble following the duke’s line of reasoning.  
 
      
 
    “When I see someone who is not in a good place in their life. They may do things that to me seem odd and out of place. But to them, they are doing what they can to survive the only way they know how. And to me that makes them innocent, even if they commit unlawful acts or must resort to begging. A man’s pride cannot handle such a thing, in my opinion. Once his pride is taken away, what is left for him to build upon?” 
 
      
 
    “You do make a good point, Lady Annabelle,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “I was unaware women thought about such things.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia both laughed. “Why would we not think about such things? We are designed to nurture and care for men and children. It is our duty to think about them and see what we might do to make life easier for them.” 
 
      
 
    “I have never heard a woman say such a thing,” Lord Gilbert said. “And I am surrounded by women.” 
 
      
 
    The other three looked at him questioningly. He blushed to the roots of his dark hair. 
 
      
 
    “I did not mean I am surrounded by… what I meant to say was that my brother and I were raised in a home where my mother had her three sisters living with us. We have two sisters of our own and my grandmother also lived with us. We have been surrounded by women throughout our lives. You are the first one to express the need or the desire to care for a man’s desires and needs.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe we all feel that way,” Lady Annabelle replied. “It is just more difficult for some women to express than others.” 
 
      
 
    “Most women,” Lord Gilbert grumbled under his breath, looking down at the pieces in front of him. “Women are more likely to win at Cribbage games they own, as well.” 
 
      
 
    His three companions looked at him questioningly.  
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” the Duke of Cardinal asked in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert looked at him with a grin. “It is nothing, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    “It sounded as though you were implying Lady Annabelle might be winning because the game belongs to her. Is that not what I heard?” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert laughed. “It was a joke, my lord. Please forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    The duke stared at him through hard eyes for a few moments. His eyes moved to Lady Annabelle, who was looking down at her pieces with a red face. It made him angry that Lord Gilbert had tried to shame her. 
 
      
 
    They played quietly for a few minutes before Lady Annabelle looked up at the Duke of Cardinal and said, “Are you concerned about the portraits my father is offering you, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head, taking his turn before answering. “I am not sure if I am concerned or not. It is a difficult thing to say.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at him with a blank stare. “I do not understand. Please explain what you mean.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal continued to look down at the Cribbage board as he thought about his answer. Then he looked at her, placing both hands on the armrest of the chair he was sitting in and leaning forward slightly.  
 
      
 
    “I am not the expert Mr. Covington is, my lady. That is why I called him in. It seems to me a few of the paintings might not be… the genuine article, shall we say?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was shocked. She stared at him in stunned silence, her eyes sliding to Lady Julia, who was equally surprised. “What? That is not possible.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal lifted one hand and lowered his head. “Now, I am not saying they are not the real thing. I am not the expert here. I have been looking at a lot of paintings for the last four or five years and I have learned a lot. But I am not an expert. Mr. Covington will tell us all we need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “My father would not try to sell you paintings that were not genuine, my lord,” Lady Annabelle was feeling a bit testy and it came through in her voice. The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Please do not misunderstand me. I have been trained to look for certain things that could indicate that a painting is not genuine. I am not an expert. Please, believe that I have the best of intentions.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    That evening, the Duke of Cardinal joined the Duke of Norrend, the reverend and the two young men on the porch for a smoke before they retired back to the chapel. Duke Colbourn and Duke Cartwright compared their pipes, noting they both were made of similarly hard wood and had a flattened pearl effect added to the same parts for ease of use.  
 
      
 
    “Your daughters are fine women, Your Grace,” Lord Leonard said graciously. The Duke of Norrend smiled at him after lighting the pipe. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Balfour. Only Lady Annabelle and Lady Cecilia are my daughters. The other two are merely friends of the family.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” Lord Leonard said. “How kind of you to take them in.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal listened to Duke Cartwright describing the women and their general habits. He spoke kindly of them but when it came to his own daughter, he would not hesitate to boast of her skills and her general character. He gave Lord Leonard a short list of the pleasant characteristics of his daughter and her friends before moving the conversation in a more general area, such as politics. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal, not wanting to be in a political conundrum, stared out over the land surrounding the mansion, paying no attention to the remarks being made around him.  
 
      
 
    He’d found that avoiding political conversation with those he was doing business with was always best. There was a broad spectrum of belief in all of Europe and worldwide. There was no reason to open up political discord without the certainty that everyone would agree.  
 
      
 
    Chances were, there would be a dissenter and arguments would arise out of debates. 
 
      
 
    He watched as a young boy led two horses down the road that ran parallel to the house at the bottom of the hill. He was too far away for his age to be discerned but from the looks of him, he was quite young.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal remembered leading horses into the stable, brushing them, cleaning them for inspection by his father. Duke Colbourn was a kind man who held the respect of many. His funeral, alongside his wife, who had died with him, was attended by authority figures from all over England.  
 
      
 
    When the Duke of Cardinal was a mere boy, his father had taught him to respect everyone and everything around him, large or small, animal or human. Every creature that lived deserved respect in the eyes of the elder Duke Colbourn. And he had passed the trait down to his son. 
 
      
 
    His thoughts strayed to Lady Annabelle. In his mind, he could hear her strong laughter, he could see her pretty smile.  
 
      
 
    The look brightened her face to glowing and the sound of her laughter reminded him that she was a strong woman – or that she would be one day. He knew deep in his heart he would do anything to see that smile, to make sure Lady Annabelle was happy. 
 
      
 
    It was strange to see Lady Annabelle pushing him toward Lady Julia. Surely Lady Annabelle was not rejecting him? She had a reason why she was pushing Lady Julia to him. Without thinking, he said, “I wonder why?” aloud, under his breath. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” The Duke of Norrend looked up at him from his seat by the small iron table. The Duke of Cardinal glanced at him.  
 
      
 
    “I apologize, Your Grace, I was deep in thought. I did not realize I spoke aloud.” 
 
      
 
    “It is quite all right, my lord, but please, what do you have on your mind, if you do not mind sharing?” 
 
      
 
    "There are times when thoughts are not appropriate spoken in mixed company, Your Grace,” the Duke of Cardinal replied. He turned to the Balfour brothers. “Are you attached to any ladies, my lords?” 
 
      
 
    The two brothers looked at each other. It was Gilbert who replied. “No, Your Grace. Right now, I am directed to follow my brother while he does his apprenticeship in a little church in a little unknown town in England.” 
 
      
 
    The slight jab at the home of his host gave the Duke of Cardinal an uneasy feeling. It was the third time he’d felt such a way when in Lord Gilbert’s presence.  
 
      
 
    He recalled his snide remark about Lady Annabelle’s Cribbage playing, implying she was cheating somehow but then had laughed as if it was a joke. The Duke of Cardinal thought it was mean and from the look on the women’s faces, they were not amused. 
 
      
 
    He tried to let the jab slide, as it was not his home, but the older duke caught the barb and did not look happy about it. 
 
      
 
    “How long do you plan to stay?” he asked in a blank voice, as if he had no intention of telling the boy he was not welcome with a bad attitude and did not want it coming out through his voice. 
 
      
 
    “I believe I will be here with Lord Leonard for the next three months, is that right?” he looked at his brother for confirmation. Lord Leonard nodded. 
 
      
 
    “If he lasts that long,” he said, giving the other men a sarcastic look. They smiled uneasily. The Duke of Cardinal moved his eyes to the reverend. How was he feeling about the two men in his care? He had an apologetic look on his face but was saying nothing. 
 
      
 
     “I find that the more people I meet, the more reason I have to stay,” Lord Leonard replied to his brother. “You have a lovely home, my lord, and your family is equally lovely.” 
 
      
 
    “Those are kind words, Mr. Balfour. Thank you,” the Duke of Norrend nodded at the young man. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was unsuccessful in keeping the conversation steered away from politics. It seemed as soon as he stopped speaking, they went back to the original conversation.  
 
      
 
    Boring of it quickly, he decided to take a walk around the garden, which was lit by torches placed at the top of tall, black poles. The poles almost disappeared in the darkness of the night, making the torches look like flames burning in the middle of the air.  
 
      
 
    The effect struck the Duke of Cardinal with a sense of the surreal and he stopped for a moment to stare at it. 
 
      
 
    He moved his eyes around the garden, from one corner to the other, following the lights. It was an oval. In the middle of the oval was a small hill, carved with valleys and tiny “roads” that led up to the very top, which was eye level for him.  
 
      
 
    At the top was a castle carved out of stone. Tiny flowers and decorations surrounded the castle, the pathways that made a waving circle all the way around the small hill and the stream of water that ran alongside the pathways.  
 
      
 
    The light from the torches around the garden flickered off the running water, making it sparkle. To his left and his right, paths wound around the garden to different two or three-person white iron benches.  
 
      
 
    The paths continued on and would lead the person directly back to the beginning and the iron entrance gate no matter where they were in the garden. 
 
      
 
    It was elaborate and beautiful. He put his hands comfortably behind his back and walked to the left. No matter where you were in the garden, if someone was walking on the other side of the fountain, they could not be seen.  
 
      
 
    He kept his eyes on the fountain, barely watching where he was going. Several times he strayed from the path into the grass and had to look down in surprise and hop back on the path. He was fascinated by the hill fountain, which it was called by everyone he’d heard talk about it.  
 
      
 
    Mostly it had been servants, expressing concern for the maintenance of the structure. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” he heard directly in front of him and came to an immediate halt. He looked down into the eyes of Lady Annabelle. She was amused and smiled at him. 
 
      
 
    “You were quite lost in thought, my lord,” she said softly. Lady Julia was standing next to her, pretending she was not there. The Duke of Cardinal reached up and scratched the end of his nose self-consciously.  
 
      
 
    “I do apologize, my lady. I did not see you there.” 
 
      
 
    “That is because you were not looking where you were going,” Lady Annabelle scolded him in a gentle voice.  
 
      
 
    “I apologize, my lady.” The Duke of Cardinal stepped to the side. “I was admiring this hill fountain.” He put his hand out, once again taking in the beauty of the object. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia shared a look. “Hill fountain,” Lady Annabelle repeated. “You have been speaking with the servants.” 
 
      
 
    “I have heard them speak of it, yes. I have not had a chance to admire it at night until now. It is truly magnificent in the light of the torches around the garden. How did your father come up with such a wonderful idea?” 
 
      
 
    “It is my mother who suggested it be put together this way,” Lady Annabelle said, turning to look at the small hill. “She collects miniature objects and wanted a small hill to represent the hill we live on. Much of what you see there is actually on this hillside we live on.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal raised his eyebrows. “You are making fun.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked up at him and shook her head. She pointed as she spoke.  
 
      
 
    “That group of trees there is a representation of those that you see when you are going down the pathway to the main road, which is there.” She moved her hand to where she was indicating.  
 
      
 
    “And that road is the one that leads from the mansion to the ground. Mother did not want to use a mansion. She chose the castle because she says if she was able to, she would rid herself of the house and build a castle in its place.” 
 
      
 
    “Castles are known to be cold and damp,” the Duke of Cardinal smiled. “I would not want to live in one. They are nice to visit. But I would not own one.” 
 
      
 
    They both chuckled. “Thank you for telling me about your mother’s creation, Lady Annabelle. It gives me insight into how you became artistically inclined.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not,” she protested softly, turning to walk down the path. He followed quickly behind, leaving his hands clasped behind his back. Lady Julia came up behind them, keeping a watchful eye but trying not to listen at the same time. “I cannot draw a stick man, much less paint a beautiful picture.” 
 
      
 
    “You give yourself no credit, my lady,” the Duke of Cardinal said in a confident voice, taking long strides to catch up and walk beside her. “I saw the painting you did this morning and was amazed by its beauty.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle could not tell if he was sincere. Knowing the beach scene she had painted that morning was not a work of art by any means, she decided it was an empty compliment, said only to make her more amiable toward him. She frowned.  
 
      
 
    “I painted nothing of any excellence this morning, my lord,” she said in a resentful tone. It took him by surprise and he stopped walking for a step. He caught back up when she did not stop and said in a low voice, “I meant no disrespect, my lady, I assure you. I meant to say that when it comes to painting of any kind, I myself cannot draw or paint in any way. I have an eye for the beauty but it is not something I can represent with brushstrokes of my own.” 
 
      
 
    “I am in the same predicament, my lord,” she replied. Had she come down too hard on him? She had assumed he was making fun of her but perhaps it was not the case. It did not seem to be.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was so confused. The Duke of Cardinal was bringing someone else to appraise the value of the artwork and she was standing in the garden with him at night talking about how neither of them had any skill in the area.  
 
      
 
    She should have stayed with her original plan to have him look Lady Julia’s way. She felt as though they’d just had an argument.  
 
      
 
    They walked back with the Duke of Cardinal to the front porch, where the men were still gathered, chatting now about their historical backgrounds. The Duke of Cardinal said a silent prayer of thanks. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Much to the surprise of the girls, Lady Joanna had joined the men on the porch and was sipping tea.  
 
      
 
    She was sitting in the porch swing on the other side of the deck. The torches that were lit all around the porch made her thick white robe stand out. She looked like an angel. Her feet were encased in large furry slippers. 
 
      
 
    She smiled when she saw her sisters, the Duke of Cardinal, and Lord Gilbert coming up the porch steps. It was a weak smile and hidden behind her glass but it was there. Lady Julia and Lady Annabelle smiled back at her. They went to where she was sitting on the porch swing and sat beside her on either side. 
 
      
 
    “Duke Colbourn, I would be interested in hearing about your background,” the reverend was saying. “The Duke of Cardinal was a very distinguished man, I believe. And you have quite a remarkable reputation yourself.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal smiled. “It sounds like you have done your research, Reverend Stovington.” 
 
      
 
    “Charles, please, my lord. I heard something about you from His Grace before you came.” The reverend indicated Duke Cartwright. “You donated money to the welfare of the immigrants in New York, did you not?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal’s chest tightened. It sounded like this was going back to the political realm. He desperately wanted to avoid debating with anyone. It was not one of his strong suits because of his passionate beliefs. “I did, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “That was very noble of you. I know for a fact that the money you donated went to help quite a few children who had been left impoverished when their parents died and left them too young to fend for themselves. You saved a lot of children, my lord, and I admire that in a person.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was relieved. As long as no one else brought up anything political, he was in the clear. “Thank you, Reverend… Charles. That is nice to hear.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you have heard the opposite on many occasions.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal nodded, a painful look on his face. “Yes, it is not a subject I care to speak about.” 
 
      
 
    “We shall not speak of it then. Tell me, the Duke of Cardinal was a kind man at home?” 
 
      
 
    Duke Colbourn leaned back against the huge pillar behind him, crossing his ankles and his arms. “He was. He had a fatherly way that made me look forward to being a father myself.”  
 
      
 
    He inadvertently lifted his eyes to look at the women when he said it, his eyes falling on Lady Annabelle. The young woman was turned to face Lady Joanna and the three were talking to each other in whispered animation. She looked happy. His heart soared. 
 
      
 
    When he turned his eyes back to the men, they were staring at him with amusement. The older men looked amused, anyway. Lord Leonard and Lord Gilbert looked a bit disgusted. He grinned. “I apologize. I believe I strayed off into my own thoughts for a moment.” 
 
      
 
    “That was quite obvious, my lord,” the Duke of Norrend laughed. “Please, take a seat. You have been on your feet a lot today. You must be ready to give the dogs a rest.” 
 
      
 
    “I am but I will stand for a while longer. The more I do, the better I will sleep.” He looked at Reverend Stovington.  
 
      
 
    “My father was very distinguished. He had many friends. He traveled extensively to give advice to others. He was wise and very… he was very intuitive. He was good at solving problems.” 
 
      
 
    “It is sad that he did not live longer. He had many friends and was a very good-hearted man.” 
 
      
 
    “He managed to change the world he lived in,” the Duke of Cardinal replied. “And that was really all he wanted, I believe.” 
 
      
 
    The reverend nodded. “Understandable, my son.” 
 
      
 
    “The hour is growing late,” the Duke of Norrend said, shuffling in his seat as if he was about to stand up. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, I do not want to go inside yet,” Lady Julia called from the swing. “Please stay for a while longer.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure the reverend and these fine gentlemen have something to do tomorrow that will require them to sleep tonight,” the Duke of Norrend reasoned, looking at the reverend. 
 
      
 
    “I do not want to leave yet, either, my lord,” Lord Gilbert said. “I am not tired.” He looked at Lord Leonard for support. His brother shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I am fine with your decision, Reverend,” Lord Leonard said. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend looked from one man to another before finally settling back in his seat with a laugh. “All right, we will give in to the women this time. But just this once.” 
 
      
 
    The other men knew that would most likely not be the only time the loving father gave in to the young women he considered his daughters. 
 
      
 
    From the moment they sat down next to her on the porch swing, Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia held a conversation in front of Lady Joanna, including her whenever they could because they had her trapped and she did not have a choice.  
 
      
 
    They made her laugh and told funny stories they’d heard from the children that morning. Lady Annabelle reenacted the reaction of one of the little girls to the picture they were to paint, jabbering on about swimming in the ocean and how much fun it would be to get away from a place with so much rain. 
 
      
 
    “She must have been about six. I have never seen a child so precocious in my life!” Lady Joanna laughed at the looks Lady Annabelle was making to show the little girl’s reactions. Lady Joanna was giggling, her cup of tea bouncing lightly in her hands. 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia engaged her sister in conversation and Lady Annabelle began listening to the men. She heard the tension in Duke Colbourn’s voice when the reverend mentioned the donation he had made to the immigrant children in New York.  
 
      
 
    America was filled with orphaned children, apparently. She was always hearing about the orphanages and other facilities used to keep the children from dying in the streets. It sounded horrible to her but at least the Americans were doing something about it.  
 
      
 
    She herself was interested in visiting someday. She wondered if the donation the Duke of Cardinal made included making a trip there himself. If he had seen the state of New York himself, she wanted to hear about it. She wanted to know what it was like.  
 
      
 
    He sounded testy when the reverend spoke of the donation, as if he was expecting to be soundly judged for it. When the reverend complimented him, he sounded relieved. She agreed with Reverend Stovington. It was a noble gesture.  
 
      
 
    When her father prepared to go inside and Lady Julia stopped him, she was relieved. She wanted to spend a little more time in Duke Colbourn’s presence before going upstairs to dream about him. She was not in control of her dreams and she was glad about it. There was never anything inappropriate in them. He was just there with her.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia took her attention away just before the duke mentioned being a father. When he’d looked at her, she was not looking at him. If she had heard his statement, he was sure she would have reacted to it.  
 
      
 
    He would have loved to have seen the look on her face. It was not Lady Julia he wanted to have children with. It was her.  
 
      
 
    If he had the choice to make. 
 
      
 
    He was growing weary and losing track of the conversation. He’d done a lot of walking that day. The only thing keeping him on the porch was the fact that Lady Annabelle was nearby. All he had to do was glance over and he would see her pretty face. He hoped someday he would see her every day.  
 
      
 
    He grinned. Like he was now. But different. 
 
      
 
    His time at Norrend was going to be cut short any time now. As soon as Mr. Covington arrived, he did not expect to be there for much longer than a few days. How was he going to handle leaving, now that he would be going without his heart?  
 
      
 
    He would think up some kind of excuse. He would make up a reason. He would write home and tell them he was going to stay for a while longer. Maybe he would never go back. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled to himself, shaking his head.  
 
      
 
    “You are lost in thought often, my lord,” Lord Gilbert said, smiling up at the young duke. The Duke of Cardinal looked at him through tired eyes.  
 
      
 
    “I get this way when I am tired, Mr. Balfour. I cannot help it. I believe I must go inside and shut my eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “It is perfectly fine for you to go when you want, Your Grace,” Lord Gilbert said. “The young ladies will be there tomorrow, as well.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal could not help grinning. He nodded. “You are right. I will see you on the morrow?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Lord Gilbert said, returning the grin.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal excused himself to go inside. He boldly walked to the swing and bowed to the three young ladies. He held out his hand to Lady Julia first and kissed the top of her hand. 
 
      
 
    “It was lovely seeing you today, Lady Julia. You have a wonderful countenance about you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” Lady Julia replied, lowering her head with a smile. He nodded and moved to Lady Joanna.  
 
      
 
    Kissing her hand, he said, “Lady Joanna, I did not spend a lot of time talking with you today but I would like you to know that I will make more of an effort in the future. I have fallen short of my duties and I apologize to you for that.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you have done nothing wrong,” Lady Joanna protested softly. “I isolate myself often. Please do not think another thing about it, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal turned to Lady Annabelle with purpose. He had chosen to say goodnight to her last because he was going to take his time about it. He did not want to separate himself from her and go to sleep alone in his bed. But he was certainly going to do just that.  
 
      
 
    He took her hand and pressed the top to his lips, hoping his passion for her was coming through his lips into her hand. He closed his eyes and breathed in the scent of her light perfume. It was a soft musky scent that made his chest tighten. Something inside him stirred. He took his time letting go of her hand and standing up straight.  
 
      
 
    Aware that he was acting awkwardly, the Duke of Cardinal smiled at the pretty woman. She smiled back. “I do hope we will have time to speak again very soon, Lady Annabelle. It… is always a pleasure for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel the same, my lord,” Lady Annabelle replied. He cleared his throat, encouraging himself to go on. 
 
      
 
    “We will be examining the art pieces tomorrow if you are free to join us. I am sure the Duke of Norrend would not mind.” 
 
      
 
    “I will check my schedule. I have kept my days full since the end of my schooling.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal raised his eyebrows. “Did you complete your academic education?” 
 
      
 
    “I did, yes. Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to discuss this with you at length sometime. I believe now I see why you are so easy to talk to.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia cleared her throat and stared at the two of them through wide eyes.  
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna giggled into her cup, refusing to look up at the duke.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal moved his eyes over the two twins. “I apologize. I did not mean to get into a conversation. I am retiring to my chambers. Of course, you and your sister are amazingly smart women.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia smiled. “We do thank you for that, my lord.”  
 
      
 
    Her embarrassed voice made the rest of them laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I am happy to have spent much of my day with you ladies. I will see you on the morrow.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    To his disappointment, the Duke of Cardinal did not see Lady Annabelle till mid-day at the meal they shared in the dining hall of Norrend.  
 
      
 
    He went down the curved steps to the bottom that led out into the main foyer. The open double doors of the dining hall gave him ample view inside. He saw everyone he knew and a few he didn’t. It was apparently an open, social event, these mid-day meals at Norrend.  
 
      
 
    He was going in through the doors when he nearly bumped into Lady Annabelle. She was holding a glass of clear liquid and it nearly splashed back on her. She reacted by holding the glass higher and stepping back with her body. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Oh!” she exclaimed before getting herself under control. She fanned herself with her free hand, shaking her head. “That was a close one, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it was. I do apologize.” 
 
      
 
    “It is all right. I was not looking where I was going. You were just trying to come inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Please allow me to escort you to your chair.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle smiled at him. “I would be happy to but I am taking my lunch to eat with Lady Julia in the garden. She does love the sunny days. It rains here more often than it is sunny. We take advantage of it when we can.” 
 
      
 
    The thought of a sunny picnic in the garden with the two women appealed to the duke but he said nothing. He was not invited and was not the type of man to invite himself anywhere.  
 
      
 
    “You are only having water?” The duke eyed the cup in her hand. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked confused for a moment before she looked down at the cup in her hand. She smiled. “No, my lord. Lady Julia has the picnic basket. I am bringing this cup with me because Lady Julia always forgets to put cups in the basket. She will bring the drink, she just does not bring anything to drink it in.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal laughed, delighted by the little anecdote. “I do hope you have a good time.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I am sure we will. We always do.” 
 
      
 
    She passed him and walked to the front doors without looking back. She could feel his eyes on her back anyway. It made her smile. She opened the door and passed through, proud of herself for not looking back at him.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal watched her as she went, admiring her form and the way the skirt swished about her legs. She was wearing slippers again, the same dark shade as the pair that had hurt her feet so terribly the night of the ball. He hoped they weren’t the same ones.  
 
      
 
    He chuckled as he turned away. 
 
      
 
    The spread on the long table in front of him was amazing. He scanned the many trays, the fruits, puddings, pies, meat selections, and loaves of bread that were placed about on the surface of the table. At one end there were plates.  
 
      
 
    He picked one up and began to choose from the selection. Everything looked fresh and delicious to his grumbling stomach.  
 
      
 
    He stood to the side and ate three strawberries before looking up and around him. The drapes hanging on the walls were open to let in the sunlight. They were a dark red color. Each one was trimmed with gold and the tassels on the end were long and gold.  
 
      
 
    Other than the long table, the other furnishings in the room were covered in fabrics that matched the drapes. Tables, chairs, settees, trunks, all were spread about the room.  
 
      
 
    Decorations and busts were scattered around the room celebrating the artistic stylings of Lady Annabelle’s great-grandmother, who had doted on the finer things, the porcelains, chinas, crystal and blown glass.  
 
      
 
    He took in the beauty while chomping down on a few more strawberries, following them up with grapes. 
 
      
 
    “This is a fine room, is it not?” He looked over to see the reverend standing next to him. He could not keep the look of surprise from covering his face. 
 
      
 
    The reverend saw it and grinned. “You did not expect to see me here again today, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Reverend, I must admit I did not. How are you today?” The Duke of Cardinal was anxious to avoid an explanation for the clergyman’s presence. It was not his business to know.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, after your departure last night, His Grace spoke to the boys about coming to help with some of the landscaping.” 
 
      
 
    Unable to avoid the conversation, the Duke of Cardinal asked, “I thought Lord Leonard was here to be an apprentice?” 
 
      
 
    “His Grace mentioned that he had some ideas about changes he wanted to be made and he would have to hire a few extra hands to do it. The boys volunteered. I know Lord Gilbert would rather be doing something than sitting at the chapel, studying the Bible. It is not in his destiny to be a minister, I believe.” 
 
      
 
    “He does not seem like the minister type to me, I must admit,” Duke Colbourn replied with a grin. “I do not know what I would picture him doing for a living but speaking from a pulpit is not it.” 
 
      
 
    The reverend shook his head. “I agree with your assessment.” He had picked up a plate and was filling it with different foods. The Duke of Cardinal had a sudden thought and looked around the room.  
 
      
 
    “Where are they now? Surely they are hungry. Young men like us…” he lifted his half-full plate he’d piled high with various foods. “We need our nourishment.” 
 
      
 
    The reverend laughed, his portly jaw jiggling. “For some of us, that does not end.” He patted his large belly with another laugh. The Duke of Cardinal chuckled, nodding.  
 
      
 
    “They are around here somewhere. I believe the last thing I heard, they were going outside to scan some of the property the duke wants to be changed. They have a good eye for such things. Why, you should see some of the changes they have made to my chapel. The cemetery in the back is a thing of beauty now. Have you seen it?” 
 
      
 
    Even if the duke had seen the cemetery’s new beauty, he would not have known the difference from the way it looked before. Unwilling to point out this simple fact and take the risk of humiliating the good reverend, Colbourn shook his head. His mind was distracted. If the men were out scouting the land, they would come across the women having their picnic lunch.  
 
      
 
    An uneasy feeling slid through him. He did not recognize it as jealousy but was not sure what else could cause such a feeling of dread. He did not trust the two young men, even though Lord Gilbert had been amicable for the most part.  
 
      
 
    Those few times he let slip something degrading or rude stuck in Duke Colbourn’s mind. It was as if the young man was wearing a mask and every now and then it slipped off and revealed an unsettling character underneath.  
 
      
 
    The thought made him shudder and have a sudden urge to find the women and make sure they were safe. 
 
      
 
    It was an unreasonable feeling. The Duke of Cardinal had not been given any evidence to prove Lord Leonard and Lord Gilbert were dangerous.  
 
      
 
    They had shown themselves to be gentlemen since the moment of their arrival. Thinking back, he could not think of more than a few things he had even heard Lord Leonard say. The younger Balfour was the talkative, outgoing one. Lord Leonard was large and muscular.  
 
      
 
    The older brother protects while the younger one speaks, the Duke of Cardinal thought. 
 
      
 
    No matter what he did, he could not shake the feeling of uneasiness. After ten minutes, he gave up trying. He put his plate down where others had been stacked and was through the door moments later. 
 
      
 
    Before he reached the front door, it opened and he saw an older woman come through, assisted by a younger woman.  
 
      
 
    He recognized the young woman as Lady Joanna. He assumed the older woman must be her mother and was shocked by the condition she was in.  
 
      
 
    Her hair was completely grey. She stared straight ahead of her, completely directed to move by her daughter. Lady Joanna prompted her to move forward and she did so. She stopped when Lady Joanna stopped. She made every move that Lady Joanna urged her to do. 
 
      
 
    When she looked up at the duke, Lady Joanna’s face changed from agony to delight. She smiled brightly. “Your Grace! It is good to see you today.” She curtsied lightly. “This is my mother, Lady Christina Rickman. Mother, this is the Duke of Cardinal. Father has told you about him, I believe.” 
 
      
 
    He saw no response from the lady and moved his eyes to Lady Joanna. She shook her head. “It is all right, my lord. She does not respond to anyone anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “This is terrible for her!” the duke exclaimed, his voice compassionate. “Is there nothing that can be done for her?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not believe so.” Lady Joanna looked surprised by his passion for the subject. He looked like he wanted to grab her mother into a hug and not let go until she was mentally sound again. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal rested a hand on the small woman’s shoulder. “I am glad you are bringing her out into the world, Lady Joanna. That is good of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Lady Joanna smiled at the compliment. “I do try. I am sure my mother would love to have a handsome young man accompany us some time.” 
 
      
 
    The tone of her voice changed in the middle of the sentence, indicating she was inviting him to walk with them. The Duke of Cardinal was taken by surprise. He blinked a few times and blurted out, “I am looking for Lady Julia and Lady Annabelle. Have you seen them?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna frowned. She blinked rapidly and looked away from him. “I have not seen them. I have been out walking around the lawn with Mother. They are probably in the garden. I am sure you will find them there, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize, Lady Joanna. I did not mean to offend you…” The Duke of Cardinal would have continued but Lady Joanna pushed her mother to walk forward and they passed him without another word.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal followed them with his eyes for only a moment before turning back to the front door. He felt such a strong urge to find the women and protect them.  
 
      
 
    But from what? 
 
      
 
    He was acting like a lovesick child. There were two Balfour brothers and him, competing for three separate women. It did not make sense.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps the Balfour brothers would not pursue Lady Annabelle. That would give him no call to be against them. 
 
      
 
    But even that thought did not settle his nerves. There was something about Lord Gilbert that made him uncomfortable. Something that seemed to writhe below the surface. He got the feeling the brothers were using a façade, covering their true characters with something more pleasant for society. 
 
      
 
    He did not look back once he had turned away. He did not see that Lady Joanna had looked back, curious whether he was still watching her or not. He was already rushing toward the door.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna narrowed her eyes, a streak of anger flooding her. She regretted looking back. She should have known he was not going to be watching after her. He had his eyes on Lady Julia. Or Lady Annabelle. One of them. Not her. 
 
      
 
    She took her mother into the dining hall and made her a plate, seating her near the window, as she liked to do. She was curious about the men she had met the day before.  
 
      
 
    The younger one was the same age as she, and very handsome. She watched him the night before while they were on the porch, hiding behind her teacup and the fluff around the collar of her thick robe. When she had smiled, seeing the four of them come up on the porch, it was because of the men. Not her sisters. 
 
      
 
    They were competition. And she had much less to offer than they. 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna hung back, gazing through the window without seeing what was on the other side. She was listening to the men talking behind her. Her father was with the reverend.  
 
      
 
    They were talking about Duke Colbourn, discussing the arrival of Mr. Covington, who was supposed to be at Norrend later that day. They said nothing negative and only spoke of business, not mentioning him in a way that characterized him.  
 
      
 
    She listened to them discuss the different paintings in the duke’s possession, those that he wished to sell and those he did not. She did not recognize most of the names. She had not taken any special courses in art as Lady Annabelle had. Lady Annabelle was the one with special knowledge.  
 
      
 
    The more she thought about it, the more she resented the fact that Lady Annabelle seemed like a perfect match for Duke Colbourn. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard Balfour were gentlemen but they were the sons of an earl who was still alive and they had nothing to show for themselves.  
 
      
 
    Not that Lady Joanna was particularly keen on finding a man who had status and title. She was a lady, and no doubt it would help her father if she did marry a wealthy man. But she was not interested in looking for a rich man to marry. She just wanted to be cared for. 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert had shown her attention more than the other brother. She noticed the night before, watching the men talk, Lord Leonard rarely said anything.  
 
      
 
    He contributed only when he was asked a question or mentioned by one of the others. She noticed the movement in the garden and focused her eyes, standing up to see better. She lifted the cup of tea to her mouth and scanned the garden.  
 
      
 
    On one side, the two Balfour brothers were heading down a path, stopping every few feet to point and gesture around them. On the other side of the fountain, out of their line of vision, the girls had seated themselves on a blanket in the grass and were happily sitting there, small sandwiches in their hands.  
 
      
 
    Closer to the house and the entrance to the garden, she saw the Duke of Cardinal taking long steps. The men were headed toward a collision course with the girls in the middle. Lady Joanna grinned, lifting her cup to her lips. “This should be interesting,” she mumbled. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia were enjoying the sunny day. Although it was difficult to get him off her mind, Lady Annabelle strived to think about Duke Colbourn as little as possible. When he was not around, she was preoccupied and could not get anything done. When he was around, he was all she could focus on. 
 
      
 
    “I am thinking of making a quilt with the new fabric Mother bought several days ago,” she said, looking at Lady Julia over the rim of her cup. “Do you want to help me?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia smiled. “You know I do. I love quilting. You are the one who showed me how to do it, do you remember?” 
 
      
 
    “How can I forget?” Lady Annabelle asked, laughing. “You have been reminding me ever since, every time we make a new one. I want to make several and send them to the rescue missionaries in New York in America.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia’s smile remained large, her eyes twinkling. “I am willing to bet you did not think of this until last night.” 
 
      
 
    “I must admit the mention of Duke Colbourn’s contributions to the mission brought the idea to mind,” Lady Annabelle nodded. “I have thought and read about the plight of the children in America who have no parents to guide and love them. It saddens me to hear of such things.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded, her smile faltering. “Yes, they were in a difficult situation.” 
 
      
 
    “You should know something about how it feels,” Lady Annabelle said, sympathetically. “You are not an orphan but you have had a different family help to raise you. That must be somewhat the same.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “I cannot compare myself to those children. I would not want to take anything from their hardship and claim it as my own. I have a loving, healthy father and a warm home. In addition, I did not get caregivers to help me, I had a second family and got two more sisters at the same time. I have been blessed and I will not forget that.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was so grateful for her friend. Lady Julia was one of the best women Lady Annabelle had ever met, with a heart open to anyone. She often defended her sister’s actions even when Lady Joanna did not deserve her loyalty.  
 
      
 
    “Family makes a big difference. I suppose these institutions are not the warmest places to grow up in.” 
 
      
 
    “I would think not,” Lady Julia said with a firm tone. She scooted from her position, settling more comfortably on the blanket. “I think I am sitting on a rock.” 
 
      
 
    “That cannot be comfortable. You must move. Shall we go to another spot?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I will just move to the side. But be careful, there are rocks under here. I am surprised we did not look first.” 
 
      
 
    “I did,” Lady Annabelle scanned the blanket for any lumps that might indicate a rock was beneath it. When she looked up she saw the Duke of Cardinal coming from the entrance of the garden.  
 
      
 
    He looked worried. She tilted her head to the side, blinking in confusion, ready to jump to her feet and run to him. She stayed where she was but every nerve in her body lit on fire as she resisted the urge to go to him. Her heartbeat sped up and she swallowed hard.  
 
      
 
    As she moved, Lady Julia pushed herself up with one hand and scooted to the side. Her eyes caught movement just on the other side of the hill fountain and she saw the Balfour brothers approaching.  
 
      
 
    Her eyes moved to Lady Annabelle, who was staring over her shoulder with a look that told her it was Duke Colbourn she was looking at. She saw the look on her friend’s face and felt a bit of excitement slide through her. Lady Annabelle was finally in love. It made Lady Julia giddy just thinking about it.  
 
      
 
    The duke was a handsome man, a true gentleman, and wealthy enough that Lady Annabelle would not have to worry about her future. He was the kind of man who gave of his wealth to children in another country who needed it more than he did. 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia sighed. “The Balfour brothers are heading this way, Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s eyes slid to her friend’s face. “Duke Colbourn is coming from the entrance. He looks worried.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think he’s concerned that the brothers are wandering around out here when we are so vulnerable?” 
 
      
 
    “To say so would suggest Duke Colbourn does not favor the Balfour brothers. Why should he not favor them?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “I am sure you have noticed that he does not look kindly at them. We spent a good amount of time with Lord Gilbert yesterday. He was, for the most part, amiable and considerate. But the duke did not change his initial opinion. It is written on his face.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle thought Lady Julia, being a keen observer, had probably noticed something like that, even if she herself did not. She kept her eyes on Lady Julia’s face while the other girl looked over Lady Annabelle’s shoulder at the approaching brothers. 
 
      
 
    The Balfour brothers reached the girls first and both bowed from the waist. “We were expecting to see lovely flowers out here this afternoon,” Lord Gilbert said. “But we have been blessed with lovely women, as well. I trust you are enjoying your picnic lunch?” 
 
      
 
    “We are, thank you kindly,” Lady Julia answered. The men came around so they were facing the front of the blanket, looking at both of the women.  
 
      
 
    They had their hands clasped behind their backs and smiles were plastered on their faces. No matter how hard she tried, Lady Annabelle could not get rid of the feeling that they were not as amicable as they were attempting to portray. 
 
      
 
    “I would ask you to join us,” Lady Annabelle said. “But we did not bring enough for more than the two of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Any more would have been much too heavy,” Lady Julia added with a giggle.  
 
      
 
    “You should have a maid bring it out to you.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia looked at Lady Annabelle with her eyebrows raised. “I have never thought of it. I suppose we could do that if we wanted to.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle turned her head to look at Lord Leonard, who was closer to her. Lord Gilbert was standing so that the sun was in his eyes. He was squinting at her. Lord Leonard’s position gave him some shade from the tree behind the girls. “My lord, in the past we have not needed to pack more than just enough for the two of us.” 
 
      
 
    She was trying to get him to speak. She knew she was not the only one who had noticed Lord Leonard was a man of few words. Those he did speak were to the point. She had never met a man so quiet before. She was not sure what to make of it. Could she trust him? Should she trust him? 
 
      
 
    There was one thing she knew. If he found out anything secretive about her, he would not tell anyone.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was hurrying, seeing that the girls were now talking to the Balfour brothers. She pressed her lips together to keep from giggling. They would ask her what she thought was funny and she would be forced to lie to keep from humiliating herself.  
 
      
 
    The duke was not giving the two lords a friendly look. In fact, he looked somewhat disgusted.  
 
      
 
    She wondered if he suspected they were no good, the way she did? She was unable to forget the Cribbage game, where Lord Gilbert had questioned her honesty.  
 
      
 
    “Greetings, friends,” the duke said as he got closer. He lifted a hand to them. Lady Julia turned around to smile at him. Lady Annabelle raised her hand. She wanted to offer the last half of her sandwich to him just to make him stay but she had already told the brothers there was not enough for them. In reality, there was not enough for them.  
 
      
 
    She and Lady Julia really did not pack enough for anyone but themselves. It was their routine and they never broke from it.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle surmised that things were changing as the girls grew older. They would eventually have husbands and children; perhaps they would even move away from each other. She would treasure the time she had with her friend as much as possible before that time came. 
 
      
 
    “Duke Colbourn, Your Grace. It is a lovely day, is it not?” Lady Annabelle said, lifting the volume of her voice. “Is everything all right? You appear worried.” 
 
      
 
    The duke sat down on the blanket, to the surprise of everyone around them. He stretched his legs out in front of him and looked at the women with a smile. “It is a lovely day, as a matter of fact. And I am going to relax for a little bit. Do you mind?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle wanted nothing more than for the duke to relax, sitting right next to her on the blanket. Technically, he was seated next to them both because he was stretched out the way he was. He left no room for the two brothers if they chose to sit as well.  
 
      
 
    The Balfour brothers did not seem bothered.  
 
      
 
    “You are welcome to relax anywhere you like, my lord,” Lady Annabelle said. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, you are here to purchase and look at Duke Cartwright’s paintings, am I correct?” Lord Gilbert asked. 
 
      
 
    “You are, my lord,” the Duke of Cardinal responded with surprise in his voice. “Are you interested in art?” 
 
      
 
    “I have some schooling on the matter, yes.” This came as a surprise to the rest of them. The women watched him as he spoke. “I am curious. I overheard you say that your colleague was coming to assess them. Are you under the impression they are not worth what is being asked?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked uncomfortable. He did not want to discuss business matters with the reverend’s apprentice. It was not his business to know the Duke of Cardinal’s assessment of the paintings. “I had arranged for Mr. Covington to visit prior to seeing the paintings. I always appreciate his input. He is the most knowledgeable artist I know.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” Lord Gilbert nodded. “As I said, I was curious. I have seen the artwork on the walls of the mansion and I believe Duke Cartwright has excellent taste.” 
 
      
 
    “He does,” Duke Colbourn agreed. “Though most of that art was purchased by his ancestors going back a few generations.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I can accompany you some time to look at what he is selling?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal resisted the urge to look at Lady Annabelle. Although she had no say in the matter, he knew she would have a solid, logical opinion. The Duke of Cardinal did not trust Lord Gilbert Balfour but it was not his collection that was being asked about. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps that is a question you should ask Duke Cartwright. It is his art collection.” 
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    If Lord Gilbert asked about seeing the paintings, the Duke of Cardinal heard nothing about it. He did not leave the girls until after the brothers had gone, something that Lady Annabelle questioned as soon as they were gone. 
 
      
 
    “Duke Colbourn, may I ask you a question?”  
 
      
 
    He gazed at her lovely face. “You may.” 
 
      
 
    “You looked terribly concerned when you came out of the house earlier. You claimed there was nothing the matter but I must beg to differ.” 
 
      
 
    “On the contrary, dear lady, I did not say there was nothing the matter. In fact, I did not reply to that particular question.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe you did.” Lady Annabelle searched her memory but did not remember whether he had answered her or not. 
 
      
 
    He grinned, shaking his head back and forth. He sat forward and looked at both the women. “I must confess something to you ladies. There is something about those two I cannot put my finger on. I am curious about who they really are. I suspect they are not all that they seem. It would be a shame to let wolves into the castle, would it not?” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know they are wolves?” Lady Julia asked.  
 
      
 
    “I know nothing,” he replied. “I am merely suggesting they may not be all that they seem. Have you taken notice of Lord Leonard’s quiet demeanor? It is my experience that when you are dealing with someone as quiet as he is, you are assured he is observing everything, taking in all information and storing it for later use.” 
 
      
 
    “You have dealt with men like him before?” 
 
      
 
    “I have.” The duke nodded. “And they are difficult to read. Their intentions may seem good but in reality, they are dangerous individuals.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia looked frightened for a moment. The Duke of Cardinal regretted his words. “I apologize, Lady Rickman. I do not mean to frighten you. Please do not take my words to heart.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “You are a smart man, my lord, and if you are suspicious of them, I must say there is a good reason.” 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate the compliment,” the duke replied. He sat forward, scanning the sky above. There were clouds in the distance, indicating approaching rain. It was a little disappointing. “Do you think it is going to rain?” 
 
      
 
    “I suspect so,” Lady Annabelle replied, moving her eyes to look in the same direction he was.  
 
      
 
    “That is disappointing. I was hoping to get in a good game of croquet this afternoon.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that sounds lovely. We should set it up before the rain reaches us.” 
 
      
 
    “It may pass over. We could find the Balfours and get Lady Joanna and we would have an even match-up. But it will have to be ladies against gentlemen. I do not want to be matched with one of them for a partner,” Lady Julia murmured. 
 
      
 
    “You never know, my dear,” the Duke of Cardinal said, pushing himself to his feet. “They might be very good croquet players.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia began to pick up the things around her, placing the napkins and utensils back in the basket. Lady Annabelle stood up and brushed off her dress, relieving it of bread crumbs. “The sandwiches were so good, Lady Julia. We must remember to thank Cook for them.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded as she moved the picnic basket off of the blanket. She and Lady Annabelle picked up opposing ends of the blanket, stretched it out wide and met together in the middle to fold it. They continued the process until the blanket was folded eight times and laid comfortably over Lady Julia’s arm. 
 
      
 
    “I will carry your basket,” the duke offered, picking up the wicker basket by its handle before either of the girls could object. They walked slowly down the pathway to the gate. None of them really wanted to go inside but the croquet game was tempting.  
 
      
 
    “If I go in,” the duke said, stopping at the bottom of the porch, “there is a good chance the Duke of Norrend and the reverend will want me to talk to them. I can go set up the game if you like.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle smiled. “If you would like to, that would be fine. But do you know where to go for the mallets and balls?” 
 
      
 
    “I saw the set up on the south lawn a few days ago. That’s what brought it to mind. I have been thinking about it ever since.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle felt hurt and amused at the same time. She was hurt that he hadn’t had her on his mind the whole time and amused that she felt hurt by that. She giggled without meaning to. Lady Julia and the duke looked at her.  
 
      
 
    She turned her eyes away briefly before looking back at them. “I apologize, I was thinking about something else. I must ask, my lord, do you think it a bit odd that Lord Gilbert would ask about the paintings? I had no thought he would have an interest in such things.” 
 
      
 
    “We do not know him well,” Colbourn replied, offering an excuse for the man. “But I was also taken aback by his question.” 
 
      
 
    The girls took the basket from him and went up the steps. “We will meet you on the lawn,” Lady Julia said as they went. He nodded and strolled away from the porch. 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia pushed open the door, allowing Lady Annabelle to go in first. They went to the dining hall and left the blanket and basket on the table next to the kitchen door. One of the maids would fetch it at their convenience. 
 
      
 
    The dining hall had cleared off most people. The maids were cleaning up, taking food back into the kitchen. Mary spotted the girls and nodded. Lady Annabelle nodded back. “Where do you suppose Lady Joanna has gone?” Lady Julia asked, looking around at the few people left in the room. “I thought she was bringing Mother here for lunch.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw her earlier walking the grounds with the lady,” Lady Annabelle replied. “She may have taken her home.” 
 
      
 
    “We should check the parlor. That is where she would take Mother if she is still here.” 
 
      
 
    The two girls left the dining hall, going quickly to the parlor doors. Lady Julia pushed one open and glanced in. She pulled her head back out and shook it at Lady Annabelle. “No one is in there.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle raised her eyebrows. “No one? Where are the men?” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose they went back to do their business.” 
 
      
 
    “The Balfour brothers have no business to attend to, do they?” Lady Annabelle instantly regretted having said that. It was a good thing no one was around to hear her. She blushed. “I mean, they are not doing anything important.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “You are only making it worse, Lady Annabelle. Just hush.”  
 
      
 
    The two women laughed. “The only place they might be is Father’s study,” Lady Annabelle said. “But I do not know if the brothers will be there or if Lady Joanna would be with them.” 
 
      
 
    “It is likely Lady Joanna took Mother home. But she will return, I am sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? How can you be sure?” 
 
      
 
    “There are men here. The only man at our home is Father and that is not interesting to Lady Joanna.” 
 
      
 
    “I should think not.” 
 
      
 
    The two women stood in the foyer, looking around them. “Well, I suppose we can go out to the lawn and see if Duke Colbourn wants to play three-person croquet.” 
 
      
 
    “If he is any good, he has a chance of winning,” Lady Julia said as they went back to the front door. “But you are very good at this game. If he plays poorly, you will beat him soundly.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle laughed. “I am good. We shall see.” 
 
      
 
    They chatted quietly as they walked out onto the porch. Lady Annabelle could smell the oncoming rain. She wanted it to pass. If it rained on the duke’s game of croquet, she would be upset that his plans were ruined. 
 
      
 
    “Look, there they are!” Lady Julia exclaimed, pointing in the direction of the south lawn where the croquet set was. The Balfour brothers were standing with the duke, examining the mallets. “I wish Lady Joanna was here. She needs to have fun with us.” 
 
      
 
    “She will be back.” 
 
      
 
    “But she will not come looking for us.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle smiled at her friend. “No. She will come looking for the men. And here they will be.” 
 
      
 
    The men greeted the women with bows as they approached. “I do hope you were not looking for us for too long, Lady Julia,” Lord Gilbert said with a smile. “We did not go inside when we left you earlier. We noticed Duke Colbourn setting up the game and decided to help. He told us you were thinking of playing. Would you care if we join?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “Not at all, my lord. That is why we went looking for you. I am afraid we could not find Lady Joanna.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a shame,” Lord Gilbert said. “I look forward to seeing her again.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we play?” the duke said, holding his mallet in the air like a scepter. “I will win.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, is that so?” Lady Annabelle went to the mallet stand and chose the only mallet she ever used. It had her name written on it so no one else could use it. 
 
      
 
    “I see you have a mallet of your own,” the duke noted, eyeing the one she chose. “Does this mean you are an avid croquet player?” 
 
      
 
    “You would be right in that assumption,” Lady Annabelle said, grinning. “And we will have a good game today if you are as good as you claim.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal chuckled. “I may have misspoken.” 
 
      
 
    They all laughed. Lady Julia chose her mallet and they set about playing the game.  
 
      
 
    During her downtime, Lady Annabelle watched the duke. She enjoyed how he played the game but truthfully, he was not as good as she was. She tried to downplay her skills to appease him. She did not want to humiliate him at the game and have something to boast about. She wanted him to enjoy himself. 
 
      
 
    He seemed to notice that she was being hesitant with her playing. After the first few rounds, he came to stand next to her, putting his mallet down against the ground and holding it with both hands like a fancy cane. He did not turn to her or look at her when he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “I noticed that you hesitated on your last shot, Lady Annabelle. I do hope you are not holding back to satisfy my desire to play. I do not care as much about winning as I might have led you to believe.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle giggled, lifting one hand to cover her mouth. “I… I may have been holding back a little, my lord, but I do not wish to humiliate you.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, now looking down at Lady Annabelle with amusement. “You will not humiliate me, my dear. I was teasing when I said I would easily win. I enjoy playing the game. Winning is not important to me. Unless it is the heart of a lovely woman. In which case, winning is extremely important to me.”  
 
      
 
    His words made a pleasant tingle erupt over her body. Her heart skipped a beat and she could not help looking up at him with a grin on her pretty lips. “You wish for me to unleash my croquet skills? I think you may regret that.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, laughing. “You are an amusing woman, Lady Annabelle. I am glad to have met you.” 
 
      
 
    Again, chills erupted over her body. He looked in front of him and then back to her. “I believe it is your turn, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked at the others, who were all staring at her. Lady Julia was grinning, while the men looked impatient. “I apologize,” she said quickly, hurrying to where her ball lay in the grass. It was on a slight downslope but she had played the course many times and knew exactly how to hit it so that it would go through two of the hoops in front of it.  
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    The Duke of Cardinal was amused that Lady Annabelle was distracted by him. That she even thought to downplay her skills so that he would not feel bad made him chuckle on the inside. She had stopped making plays for Lady Julia. He had noticed.  
 
      
 
    Her game improved a great deal after they talked. She definitely knew how to hit the ball. The second time they stepped close to each other, she smiled at him. “I must admit, my lord, I am better here than I am somewhere else. I have been playing on this lawn and this course for many years. I know everything about it.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, amused by her candor. “While that is true, my lady, your friend Lady Julia has been playing here for quite some time and…” he grinned. “She is not as good as you. You have a knack for the game.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord. I appreciate the compliment.” 
 
      
 
    “I speak the truth.” His eyes moved up and over her shoulder toward the house. “It looks like Lady Joanna has finally arrived.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle turned around to look. He was right. Lady Joanna was holding her hat on her head with one hand and her skirt up with the other as she hurried down the lawn from the mansion.  
 
      
 
    “Hellooo!” she called out in a high-pitched voice. “Helloooo!” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna!” Lady Annabelle called back. “Come play with us!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna smiled wide, looking from the duke to the Balfour brothers. Her cheeks were rosy red. She slowed down as she neared them, breathing rapidly. “Oh my! I have just come from taking Mother home and saw that you are all out here playing.” 
 
      
 
    “We looked for you,” Lady Annabelle said. “We thought you probably went to take her ladyship home. Is she feeling well?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna nodded, only glancing at Lady Annabelle as she answered. “She is physically well. She will live for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope she can do so happily,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “Eventually.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna nodded again. “Yes, I am hoping the same.” 
 
      
 
    “We all are.” Lady Annabelle turned and grabbed a croquet mallet from the stand nearby. She handed it to Lady Joanna. “Now that we are even, perhaps we can play teams?”  
 
      
 
    She noticed when Lady Julia narrowed her eyes. She tried not to giggle. Lady Julia would end up partnering with one of the Balfour brothers for certain. Lady Annabelle knew she did not want to do that. “Perhaps we can play brothers against sisters. Since Lady Cecilia is not here, the duke and I can be on a team.” 
 
      
 
    She beamed at the duke, who chuckled appropriately. “That sounds like a good plan,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I would like to team up with Lord Gilbert,” Lady Joanna said. “I think that sounds like more fun. I am always on a team with my sister.” Her voice did not sound as derogatory as the words.  
 
      
 
    “It would be my honor, Lady Rickman,” Lord Gilbert swung one arm to his waist and bowed dramatically, using the croquet mallet like a cane in front of him. Lady Annabelle looked from Lady Julia to Lord Leonard and back. She knew Lady Julia was unhappy about the result of this arrangement.  
 
      
 
    “Would you like to partner with the duke, Lady Julia?” she asked. She could see the Duke of Cardinal looking at her out of the corner of her eye. She wished she could look back but he would recognize the look on her face. To her credit, Lady Julia shook her head.  
 
      
 
    “Oh no. I am sure Lord Leonard is a fine mallet whacker. He has been playing well this whole time. Perhaps we will beat you.” She did not say it with much confidence but her voice was gracious. She moved closer to Lord Leonard, who looked down at her. 
 
      
 
    “I have played the game often,” he said, much to their surprise, “but I admit it has been several years. Who will go first?” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we draw straws to decide?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not think that is necessary,” the duke said. He pointed to Lady Julia and Lord Leonard, swinging his finger between the two of them. “Your team go first. Followed by you two. Then we will take our turn. Does that sound acceptable?” 
 
      
 
    The game played out well. Lady Annabelle watched as Lord Gilbert and Lady Joanna talked, playing the game with great fervor. Neither was very good, often sliding their ball into an impossible position and taking many turns without success. It did not bother them that they were losing badly to their friends. They seemed to be having a good time together. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal mentioned it to Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia when the two were near him. Lord Leonard was standing on the other side, surveying the position of his ball, looking for the best way to hit it through the hoop.  
 
      
 
    “I do believe Lady Joanna has found someone to spend her time with.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I believe you are right.” Lady Annabelle nodded. “I have not seen Lady Joanna open up like this for some time. I am not sure, though, that Lord Balfour is the right man for her. They are both a bit… odd. In their behavior.” Lady Annabelle was trying to choose her words carefully. She looked up to see if the duke showed an understanding of what she was saying. He did not look confused. He nodded at her. 
 
      
 
    “I do think you are right. Our opinions may be biased, though. We do not think highly of him already.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it wrong for us to think the way we do?” she asked. She wanted desperately to keep the conversation going, just so she could hear him talk. The sound of his voice made her feel warm inside, no matter what he was saying. She would gladly sit and listen to him talk for hours without complaining. 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “I do not suppose we can control our suspicions. They are not founded in nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “I am glad she is having a good time.” Lady Julia sounded defensive. Lady Annabelle looked at her.  
 
      
 
    “I apologize, Lady Julia, if we offended you,” she said. “I mean nothing by it. I am only concerned for her. I wish that I did not have a bad feeling about Lord Gilbert.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded. “I know what you are thinking, Lady Annabelle. I know your intentions are good. You would not want Lady Joanna to be hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I would not.” 
 
      
 
    “And I certainly would not encourage bad behavior, Lady Julia,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “I hope you are aware of that.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded. Her eyes turned to the couple near the far end of the corner. They were leaning their heads toward each other, though their eyes were on Lord Leonard. Lord Gilbert said something that made Lady Joanna laugh.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was caught by the sound of the laughter. She had heard Lady Joanna laugh with joy before. This laugh was different. Her first thought was to point it out to the duke and get his opinion on it. But she kept her mouth shut before the words could come out.  
 
      
 
    It was Lady Joanna’s turn after Lord Leonard. When she moved to take over the lawn, Lord Leonard went to stand with Lord Gilbert instead of his partner. Lady Julia watched him walk to his brother. She looked at Lady Annabelle with a dejected look on her face.  
 
      
 
    “I guess I will go stand next to Lord Leonard since he is my partner.” 
 
      
 
    “You can stay here with us, Lady Julia,” Lady Annabelle said quickly. “You do not have to go over there if you do not want to. Has he been unkind to you at all?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “No, he has been a gentleman. But he does not speak and I feel uncomfortable standing with him without speaking.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you tried saying something first? Perhaps if you get the conversation started, he will have an easier time.” Lady Julia nodded at the Duke of Cardinal when he spoke.  
 
      
 
    “I have a few times. But he answers and does not contribute. Then, I am forced to come up with something else to say. It is tiresome and gives me a headache.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you should stay here with us,” Lady Annabelle insisted. “I do not want you to have a miserable time playing croquet. No one should have a miserable time playing croquet!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia laughed. “All right. I will stay here with the two of you. At least you contribute to the conversation.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle watched when the duke went to take his turn. Lady Joanna returned to her partner, who was in the middle of a conversation with his brother. Lord Leonard never seemed to have a problem talking to Lord Gilbert. They were often seen in deep discussion. But Lord Gilbert was the only one who Lord Leonard freely spoke to. 
 
      
 
    “The duke is good at this game,” Lady Julia said quietly, watching him line up his shot. “He would be a good rival for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I would rather he not be a rival,” Lady Annabelle giggled. “I do not want to be in competition with the man I…” she’d been about to say “love”. Her eyes widened and she put one hand over her mouth, gazing at her friend. Lady Julia just laughed.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, Lady Annabelle. I am terribly glad you told me how you felt. Oh, you must put him on your dance card!” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot feel this way so soon,” Lady Annabelle said, keeping her voice low. Her fingers fiddled with the handle of her croquet mallet nervously. “It is much too soon. I will scare him away. And if I do not scare him and he decides I am not the woman for him, I will be truly devastated.” 
 
      
 
    “He will not decide such a thing!” Lady Julia protested, frowning and shaking her head. “I never have heard such negative talk from you, Lady Annabelle. You know better than that.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle giggled again. “You do not think I should guard my heart?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia leaned toward her, aware that the duke had taken his turn and was heading back toward them. “I think it would be foolish not to.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia went to take her turn, passing the duke and giving him a wide smile, which he returned. 
 
      
 
    The two of them were finally alone again. Lady Annabelle was completely aware that he was standing next to her. She felt as if she could feel his body heat from where she was. She wanted to feel his arms around her and press her head against his chest to hear his heartbeat. Would it be racing like hers? She would surely faint if she felt the touch of his hand. She remembered fondly the first night they had met. Even though she had humiliated herself with her too-small shoes, she had been able to take his hand several times to steady herself getting in and out of the carriage.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was equally aware that the lovely lady was standing next to him. If he’d had his way, he would hold her hand in his for eternity. The urge to take her into his arms was stronger every day.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington would be arriving soon and their time would be cut short. Once he appraised the paintings and spent a few days of holiday in the little English city, he would be ready to go back to his life. He had many, many friends. The Duke of Cardinal had friends, too. But not as many as Mr. Covington. He was beginning to wonder if his life back home would be worth anything without Lady Annabelle there.  
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat, trying to think of something to say. Lady Julia’s turn would be over soon and she would return to them. They had precious little time together alone. 
 
      
 
    “The Duke of Norrend informed me there is an event coming up, a celebration of engagement, I believe.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. She had almost forgotten about that. It was a big event and would be held in one of the grand ballrooms in town. The ballroom looked like the inside of a great Scottish castle. One was expected to dress appropriately when attending a gala such as that.  
 
      
 
    “I am not sure I have the proper attire,” the duke said, hitting on her exact thought. “I may need some help in purchasing clothes for the event.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you be staying that long?” Lady Annabelle asked, looking up to meet his eyes. “I was under the impression you would be gone within a week.” 
 
      
 
    She did not want him to leave. If he was thinking of staying till the celebration, that meant he would be here for another ten days, at least. The thought brought a smile to her face. He caught the look and smiled back. 
 
      
 
    “I believe I will be staying longer than planned, Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna was excited that she had arrived in time to play a game or two of croquet. They were in for a bad storm, she could see by the clouds in the distance.  
 
      
 
    She’d thought about it all day and decided she would show interest in the talkative Balfour brother. It was clear to her that Lady Julia was not interested. And Lady Annabelle only had eyes for Duke Colbourn.  
 
      
 
    She was still burning from his rejection of her, even though it had come as expected. Lady Julia and Lady Annabelle were always in the spotlight. She had never minded until they blossomed into true beauties and she stayed the same, plain and ordinary.  
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert Balfour was not the most attractive man. She thought he looked somewhat like a weasel. She had noticed mannerisms that matched that thought. But he was kind to her and treated her with respect every time they met. She liked that.  
 
      
 
    She was delighted to be standing next to him as they played the game. He made small talk, telling her about his life in the country where he and his brother had grown up.  
 
      
 
    Their family owned a farm. From the sound of it, their father, despite being an earl, was not a wealthy man. He had no business sense and often got his family in severe financial trouble because of deals that went bad. He invested in things that had no value and seemed to attract thieves and scandalous individuals at every turn.  
 
      
 
    But it made little difference to Lord Gilbert, he told Lady Joanna. He and his brother were resilient and smart. 
 
      
 
    “Your brother does not speak often,” she observed, watching as Lord Leonard lined up his shot. “I always wonder about people who are as quiet as he is. What is he thinking? What is going through his mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Lord Leonard is very intelligent,” Lord Gilbert said. “But in the past, he has… excluded himself by saying things that others think are odd.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna gazed at Lord Gilbert curiously. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert hesitated before answering her. “He has a way of putting things that people do not understand. He does try to be social but, in his mind, he is always somewhere else.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna looked at the tall muscular man leaning over to hit his ball through the hoop. “I suppose I know how it feels to be somewhere else in a room filled with people. I have felt like that often.” 
 
      
 
    “You should never feel that way, Lady Joanna. You are a brilliant woman, I can see it in your eyes. You have much to say. You should not hold back.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna looked at him, surprise written on her face. “You do not know me, my lord, yet you compliment my intelligence?” 
 
      
 
    “It is not just your intelligence I can complement,” Lord Gilbert replied with a sly grin. “You are beautiful, as well. Just as beautiful as your sister and your friend there. You must know this to be true.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna glanced at Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia, who were standing with the duke, talking amongst themselves. It looked to her like her sister was not as happy as she would like to be.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal and Lady Annabelle were doing most of the talking while Lady Julia watched Lord Leonard play his turn. “I have not been told that,” she admitted. “I have always thought of my sister and Lady Annabelle as much more attractive than myself.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert scowled at her, though his eyes were filled with amusement. “I am astounded, dear lady, that you would not think of yourself more highly. What has caused such trauma? No. Do not answer that.”  
 
      
 
    He looked away from her dramatically, staring at the darkening sky above. “This is not the time for sad stories. I promise you, I will find out what it is that has caused you to feel so melancholy. But for now, I must make you laugh. I must see you smile. Smile for me, dear lady, if you wish.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna’s smile was wide and genuine. Lord Gilbert lifted his mallet when his brother walked toward him. “That was a good shot, brother! I am impressed.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Leonard nodded. “Thank you, Gil. I have not played in some time.” 
 
      
 
    “You were always good at this game.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you ask the lady about the artwork?” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert’s face changed for a moment, darkening like the sky above. Then he recovered and smiled at Lady Joanna. “I have not yet had the chance.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna stared at them both. Artwork? She knew very little about the artwork in the storage room. “If you are speaking of the paintings the duke has come to look at, I know very little about them. You would have to ask Lady Annabelle. She is the one who knows about them. Not me.” 
 
      
 
    “We will ask her,” Lord Gilbert said in a conspiratorial voice. “But I would rather find out what I can from you. Perhaps you can ask her about them for us?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna did not want to ask Lady Annabelle about the paintings. She wished she already knew something to tell them. “Well, perhaps I might be able to answer a few questions. What is it you wanted to know?” 
 
      
 
    Throughout the rest of the game, Lady Joanna answered basic questions about the paintings. She knew more than she thought, based on the reactions of the Balfour brothers. She knew where they were kept and how many there were, approximately. She knew the names of the most famous ones and was keenly aware of the prices her father was asking. 
 
      
 
    “How is it that you know all of this and can still claim to know so little?” Lord Gilbert asked at one point. The look on his face was so pleased, Lady Joanna could not help feeling happy with herself. She had not had to make up a single thing. She knew all the answers. And Lord Gilbert made her feel extremely special for that. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know. I suppose I should have asked you what you wanted to know before I assumed I did not have the answers.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert leaned closer to her, enough to take her breath away. “I suspect that is something you do often, my dear. You assume you are lesser than. You should not treat yourself with such disrespect.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna had heard those words from others. But when Lord Gilbert said it, it seemed to make a difference. It was as though she was actually hearing them for the first time.  
 
      
 
    She nodded, unsure what to say in reply. He laughed. “What will it take for me to make you smile, Lady Joanna? I do not see pretty smiles so often as I have since I came to visit this lovely home.” 
 
      
 
    “This is not my home,” Lady Joanna instinctively replied. He shook his head.  
 
      
 
    “I beg to differ, my lady. These people treat you as one of their own. I have seen it myself. You should consider this your second home, if anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you are correct, my lord. I spoke out of turn.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “You must not apologize. I hope you are having a good time with us.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly, smiling and nodding. “I am, Lord Balfour, thank you so much.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe it was you who chose me to be your partner.” He said the words as he walked toward his ball, which was off to the side and nowhere near where it needed to be.  
 
      
 
    He did a little dance around it and pretended to whack it but missed it with a wide swing. Lady Joanna laughed. She heard her sister and the others laughing, too, and looked at them.  
 
      
 
    They were standing at the top of the lawn, where the croquet equipment was. It seemed to be their favorite spot to stand. As if they would suddenly need to switch mallets or balls. Lady Annabelle turned her eyes and they met. The girl smiled and lifted one hand to wave.  
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna waved back, returning the smile. She was not feeling amiable towards Lady Annabelle at the moment. Lady Annabelle was always getting what she wanted.  
 
      
 
    She had the fancy home, the perfect parents, the astonishingly good looks. She was a diamond amongst coal. Her resentment toward the young woman was not new.  
 
      
 
    Soon after their brother died and the earl realized his wife had gone into a catatonic depression, he sent the girls to stay with the Cartwrights for a few months. The few months had grown into several years of the girls going back and forth between the homes.  
 
      
 
    There was no nurturing for them at either place, not in a motherly way, and Lady Joanna had suffered greatly because of it. She was sensitive in nature and needed only to be cared for.  
 
      
 
    Duchess Cartwright was not a nurturing mother. She was hard-nosed and strict. She insisted on everything being absolutely perfect when it was nearly impossible for things to actually be that way.  
 
      
 
    When Lord Gilbert complimented her, she was filled with a fresh warm feeling. She wanted more of that. And she would do whatever he wanted if he continued doing it. 
 
      
 
    The storm was approaching quickly. She could tell by the scent in the air, the crispness of the breeze that blew through the leaves of the trees around them and the sudden cool air that swept past them. “I do not think we will have time to finish this game,” she said.  
 
      
 
    “It was fun playing, though,” Lord Gilbert said.  
 
      
 
    “Come along, come along!” Lady Annabelle began yelling to them, waving her hand. “The rain is coming!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna tried to keep the unfriendly look from crossing her face. She knew the rain was coming. Lady Annabelle did not need to tell her. She looked at Lord Gilbert, who was watching her face closely. He knew what she was thinking. She could feel it. 
 
      
 
    “You are going to be quite an asset, Lady Joanna,” he said, brushing up close to her as he passed with his croquet mallet. “You must hurry now. Sweet ladies will melt in the rain, so I hear.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna grinned, though she was curious about his comment about her being an asset. What would she be an asset to him for? She had a feeling it had to do with the paintings. He had peppered her with questions while they played. His interest in them was deeper than he had let on at first. 
 
      
 
    She did not care why he was interested in the paintings. She was glad that he was giving her attention. She hurried to be just behind him as they made their way up the hillside to the front porch. She dropped her croquet mallet with the others as she passed. They did not have the time to put them away properly. It was not the first time the equipment had been left out in the rain. It would not be the last time. 
 
      
 
    She enjoyed the fact that Lord Gilbert was looking over his shoulder to make sure she was coming up behind him. She pulled up her skirts so her feet would not get tangled in the fabric as she went up. At the stairs, she saw the first large drop of rain pelt down in front of her. Lord Gilbert reached back and grabbed her upper arm, pulling her along with him. Excitement jolted through her at his touch.  
 
      
 
    The six young people spilled into the foyer of the house just as a crack of lightning split the darkened sky and the roll of thunder rumbled above them.  
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert was the last one in, closing the door behind him and leaning back against it. “I think we barely made it.” 
 
      
 
    “A little rain is not going to kill anyone,” Lady Annabelle laughed, taking off her gloves and hat. “But I am glad we got in just in time.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert moved away from the door as Duchess Cartwright came from the parlor.  
 
      
 
    “Look at you all! What a disgrace! Lady Annabelle, you must go up and change immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “I did not get caught in the rain, Mother. I do not need to change.” 
 
      
 
    “You have been out in the sun before that. You should refresh yourself and prepare for dinner. Lady Joanna, Lady Julia, you go along as well. Gentlemen, I am sure the duke would like to see you in the parlor.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe I will also change my clothes, Your Grace,” the Duke of Cardinal said, bowing to her. “Thank you for the suggestion.” 
 
      
 
    The girls and the duke went up the stairs quickly, hoping to get away from the wrathful look of Duchess Cartwright. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was the first one to rejoin the group in the parlor. The Balfour brothers had taken down the deck of cards and were flipping them over, playing some unknown game they must have made up themselves.  
 
      
 
    Every few minutes, one would rejoice and gather all the cards on the table for himself. She turned to the window, where her father was standing. He seemed lost in thought.  
 
      
 
    She tilted her head to the side, curious about what he was thinking. She crossed the room on quiet feet and came up next to him, her eyes looking out over the landscape.  
 
      
 
    “What are you looking at, Father?” she asked in a quiet voice, not wanting to disturb his peace but too curious not to ask.  
 
      
 
    He glanced at her, a soft look in his eyes. “Nothing… and everything.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at him. “I do not understand.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled in a deep breath and let out a knowing sigh. “I know, my dear. You may think of that as a good thing. This land we see when we look out this window, such a beauty to behold, do you not agree?” 
 
      
 
    She looked at the lawn, the rolling stream, the sculpted trees, the flowers… she was always amazed by the breathtaking beauty. “I do agree, Father. It is magnificent.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled. “That is everything. That is the ‘everything’ I meant. The ‘nothing’ is what I was really seeing. This… in here…” He tapped his forehead.  
 
      
 
    She turned her eyes and blinked at him for a moment. “Are you all right, Father?” His behavior was confusing.  
 
      
 
    He nodded, giving her a sad look. “I am fine. But I have come to realize that my daughter is not my child anymore. I will soon lose you to the man who will care for you for the rest of your life. I am sad to think about it. But happy that you will be taken care of.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Lady Annabelle was sure he was talking about an arranged marriage. A jolt of fear split through her. Her mind raced. Could he and the reverend have been talking about her and one of the Balfour brothers? It could even be Duke Colbourn but could she be so lucky? 
 
      
 
    Her father saw her tense up and raised his eyebrows. “My dear, you look terrified. What have I said?” 
 
      
 
    “You seem quite certain I will be married soon. Do you… have you…” 
 
      
 
    A smile crossed her father’s face. She knew him well and could see how badly he wanted to tease her. He chuckled and shook his head. “My dear, I have nothing arranged for you. You must not trust my judgment. Oh, Lady Annabelle!” He could not help laughing, which made her crack a smile.  
 
      
 
    “You scared me, Father.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled her into a hug, still laughing. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle pressed her cheek against his jacket, breathing in the scent of his musky cologne. It was a smell she always associated with him and would long after he was gone. She would recognize it for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
    He released her when the Duke of Cardinal came into the room. He gave her a smile, grasping both of her shoulders before turning to Duke Colbourn. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, my lord. I see you escaped the rain,” the Duke of Cardinal said, bowing at the waist. “You are looking well today.” 
 
      
 
    “It is good to see you. Come and have a drink with me. I would love to talk to you about your colleague. When will he be coming?”  
 
      
 
    “I thought he would be here today but this storm may have delayed his progress. I do expect him at any time.” As he was talking, Duke Colbourn moved his eyes to Lady Annabelle and tilted his head in her direction.  
 
      
 
    She smiled at him. She kept her eyes on his, taking in the look he was giving her, drinking it like water. She was sure she saw his attraction to her. She was certain her own showed on her face. 
 
      
 
    She turned back to the window, barely able to drag her eyes away from him. If she stayed where she was, there was a good chance he would be distracted from talking to her father and that would show to be disrespectful.  
 
      
 
    She heard their voices fade as they moved away from her. Lady Julia was taking a long time changing. Lady Annabelle was a little aggravated with her. She did not need to look fancy. They weren’t going to a ball.  
 
      
 
    As she waited, Lady Annabelle thought about her father’s behavior. He had been spending his time split between Duke Colbourn and Reverend Stovington. Since he dispelled any thought that he might be attempting to arrange a marriage for her, she knew he had to be talking about the duke.  
 
      
 
    Her stomach rolled over a little and she pressed one hand against it. They were talking about her. The thought of it made her a bit uneasy. She pulled in and let out a shaky breath.  
 
      
 
    Was that something that men did? Lady Annabelle had always had her doubts. She had never caught her father in a conversation about relationships or emotions, unless it had something to do with business or political discussions. And even then, it would be something short and to the point.  
 
      
 
    She looked over her shoulder, scanning the room. Lady Julia had yet to come in. Her father was standing in front of the fireplace with the Duke of Cardinal. Their talk did not look serious. Both men were nodding a lot and gesturing with their hands. As she watched, the door opened and Lady Julia came in.  
 
      
 
    She spun around and waved at her friend. “Come here!” she hissed. Lady Julia gave her a wide-eyed look and crossed the room, nodding and smiling at the Balfour brothers as she went. She lost her smile as she got closer to Lady Annabelle.  
 
      
 
    “What in heaven’s name? Are you all right? You look quite flushed!” 
 
      
 
    “I am all right,” Lady Annabelle reassured her, flapping one hand in front of her face to cool off her burning cheeks. She hadn’t realized she was blushing until Lady Julia mentioned it. “I have just had the strangest time with my father. I must tell you about it!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia looked back at the men. Lady Annabelle tapped her quite violently on the arm. “Do not look at them! They will know I am talking about them!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia turned back quickly, staring up at Lady Annabelle. “My goodness, you must calm yourself. Why, you need to sit down. Come with me. We will sit away from the fireplace. There… over there by the window. You need some fresh air.” 
 
      
 
    They moved quickly past the furnishings to reach the two chairs facing each other at an angle. In between was a small window with a crank that could be opened to let in the fresh air. Lady Julia set Lady Annabelle down in one of the chairs before she took the other one and pulled her small handbag around to her lap. She unsnapped the top and pulled a small hand fan from its depths.  
 
      
 
    She snapped the fan open and handed it to Lady Annabelle. “Here. Use this.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle fanned her face for a few minutes. “Oh, Lady Julia. I must tell you. I must…”  
 
      
 
    “Slow down and breathe for a moment,” Lady Julia said. “Nothing is so important that you cannot give yourself a few moments to calm down.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle did not think she was going to calm down. It was not something that had happened and was now over with. She was going to think about this for a long time. “My father… he and Duke Colbourn have been talking about me.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia raised her eyebrows. “Do men talk about women like that? Would a father talk about his daughter to another man?” 
 
      
 
    “If that man is interested in courting his daughter, I would say the answer is yes.” Lady Annabelle scanned her friend’s face. “Do you not agree?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia sat up straight in the chair and looked serious. “I suppose I would agree with that. And how do you know that they have been talking about you?” 
 
      
 
    “When I came down, Father gave me a hug. He was talking about how I would be leaving soon, that I would be married soon.” 
 
      
 
    The same look of fear that had to have been hers flooded Lady Julia’s face. Lady Annabelle shook her head. “He did not arrange a marriage for me. That was also my first thought. But he reassured me it is not the case.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank the stars.” Lady Julia’s relief was obvious. She blew out a puff of air she had sucked in.  
 
      
 
    “Yes. But the only men that have been at my home have been the Balfour brothers and Duke Colbourn. I do not believe my father would ever see me with either of the Balfours.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “I agree. He does not have bad judgment.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle smiled at the words, so similar to what her father had said. 
 
      
 
    “If they have been talking about you, it can only be to ask for permission to court you. What else would men have to talk about?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle laughed. “I cannot think of a thing they would have to say. What would he ask? If I have a favorite flower?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia gave Lady Annabelle a doubtful look. “Would the Duke of Norrend even know that?” 
 
      
 
    They continued to laugh. “I do not know! I will have to ask him!” 
 
      
 
    “Do not go to any extra lengths on my account, my dear.” 
 
      
 
    The Balfour brothers began calling their names, much to their dismay. They stood up with smiles and walked to the table where they were seated.  
 
      
 
    “You are both looking lovely this evening,” Lord Gilbert said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lord Leonard said. Both Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia struggled not to show their surprise. It was disrespectful to stare at someone when they speak, even if it was because they rarely said anything at all. They smiled at both young men. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you both kindly,” Lady Julia replied for both of them. “Are you enjoying your game?” 
 
      
 
    “We were but Lord Leonard does not take kindly to losing. I do not know why he still plays against me.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Leonard looked at him. “It is the perfect question, brother. Perhaps I will not play anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert nodded. He looked at both the women from one to the other and back again. “He says that every time we play.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia and Lady Annabelle did not know whether they were supposed to laugh or not. It was a joke at Lord Leonard’s expense. They simultaneously lifted one hand to cover their mouths, where they would give a giggle-choke and clear their throats. Having used exactly the same motions, the girls looked at each other with big smiles.  
 
      
 
    “I am willing to bet you could not do that again if you tried to,” Lord Gilbert said, sharing their amusement. “Would you like to play a card game with us? Or perhaps some Cribbage? I know you do like Cribbage.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose a quick game of Whist would be nice if you are interested,” Lady Julia said, stepping over to an open chair and sitting down, her eyes on the table in front of her.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle reluctantly sat down opposite her. She was not in the mood for the game but if it was what they wanted to do, she would go along. How bad could it be? 
 
      
 
    She was not fond of Whist and rarely played it. Lady Julia was better than she, so having her as a teammate helped Lady Annabelle a little. But her mood soured when she was near the Balfour brothers. There was something about them that made her skin crawl with goosebumps.  
 
      
 
    Lord Leonard was more forthcoming, more open than he had been for the past day or two. He said a few words every now and then. Lady Annabelle suspected Lord Gilbert told him to open up or he would not be accepted by society.  
 
      
 
    What he had to contribute was usually worthwhile but so far, Lady Annabelle suspected she would not recognize his voice if she heard it in a crowd. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder,” Lord Gilbert said in a voice that got Lady Annabelle’s attention, though his eyes were on Lady Julia. “Where is your sister Lady Joanna? I was hoping to continue our conversation from earlier out on the lawn.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure she will be down directly,” Lady Julia said, staring at Lord Gilbert’s face. Lady Annabelle could see her analyzing him. “She always takes longer than we do when there is company.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle had to excuse herself after a few games. The men stood up when she scooted her chair back, bowing at the waist. She told Lady Julia it was unnecessary for her to leave the game because of her.  
 
      
 
    “It is not as much fun without you, Lady Annabelle,” Lady Julia pouted for a moment. She grinned and waved Lady Annabelle away. “I am teasing you. Go and talk to others. We are always together anyway. Perhaps I am tired of looking at you… oh no! I did not mean that! I love your face!” 
 
      
 
    The quick turnaround Lady Julia displayed made Lady Annabelle laugh. “You are a silly goose.”  
 
      
 
    She turned to walk to the other side of the room, where her mother and Lady Cecilia were seated. They both looked up as she approached. Lady Cecilia’s eyes widened when Lady Annabelle sat next to her mother on the settee and leaned close so that her shoulder was touching her mother’s.  
 
      
 
    “That is a beautiful… thing you are knitting, Mother,” she said softly. She scanned it, trying to figure out what it was going to be but it was in the beginning stages.  
 
      
 
    The duchess looked somewhat surprised and Lady Annabelle did not blame her. She was not often affectionate with her mother. The woman seemed as hard on the inside as she was on the outside.  
 
      
 
    If Lady Annabelle was not completely certain her mother was only trying to do what she thought was right, she might have been resentful. But her affection came from her father the majority of the time.  
 
      
 
    The duchess held out the knitted fabric in front of her and turned it from side to side. “It is… it is a blanket I am making for a friend who is to give birth soon. Does it not look like a blanket? Have I gotten the stitches wrong?” 
 
      
 
    Before her mother tore out all the stitches she had done so far and started over, Lady Annabelle hurried to say, “It does, it looks perfect, Mother. There is not a thing wrong with it at all. Is that not right, Lady Cecilia?” Lady Annabelle gave her sister a pleading look. Lady Cecilia grinned.  
 
      
 
    “Of course it is a blanket. The stitches are perfect as always, Mother. You need not worry at all. Your friend will adore it.” 
 
      
 
    “I do hope so.” Lady Annabelle was amazed by the strength she always heard in her mother’s voice, even when she was speaking low.  
 
      
 
    “Mother, may I ask you a question?” Lady Annabelle asked, leaning forward and looking up at her mother’s face. The duchess looked drawn and worried. It was a look Lady Annabelle was used to but just now felt sorry for. Her mother was strung so tightly, she was not able to relax.  
 
      
 
    “You may,” the woman replied. 
 
      
 
    “Father said earlier that he has realized I will be getting married soon. I… I think he is right, Mother. I will be getting married soon.” 
 
      
 
    The duchess raised her eyebrows, giving her the same look Lady Cecilia was. It was obvious they were mother and daughter at that moment. Lady Annabelle looked from one to the other. 
 
      
 
    “You may have noticed that there have been men around the house lately?” Lady Annabelle asked, trying to make it obvious who she was talking about. 
 
      
 
    “How can you be sure of such a thing?” Lady Cecilia was the one to ask the question. She looked like she thought Lady Annabelle was about to make a terrible mistake. Lady Annabelle frowned at her. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you react this way? Has it not been obvious that I have been spending some time with Duke Colbourn?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Cecilia shook her head. “It is unavoidable with him living here for a time, Lady Annabelle. It just seems to me you are jumping too far ahead of yourself. You do not know the man. There is still much more for you to learn about him.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s frown turned into a scowl. 
 
      
 
    “Please wipe that look from your face, daughter,” the duchess said in a firm tone. Lady Annabelle released her tense muscles and looked at her mother. “Your sister is right. The duke has not been here long enough for you to know whether he is worthy of you or not.” 
 
      
 
    “I am just speaking from the heart, Mother,” Lady Annabelle said. 
 
      
 
    “This is obvious to me,” the woman nodded, setting her knitting down in her lap and looking directly at Lady Annabelle. “And when people speak from the heart, it means they are making decisions based upon the heart and not the head. This can get you in great trouble. You cannot try to make your fantasies a reality before their time.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was hit by the word “fantasies”. She felt as though her mother was saying there could never be a courtship between her and the duke. “It is not a fantasy, Mother. It is… it is a possibility!” 
 
      
 
    She was surprised to see her mother nod. “Yes. It is a possibility. And I am telling you not to let yourself go too deeply into the fantasy of what you want and let the possibility take its form however it does. Do not force anything. Do not expect anything. Take the chance if you are given it but do not live in the future now.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle chewed on her lip, thinking about what her mother was saying. She was an intelligent woman, there was no doubt about that. Her advice was valuable.  
 
      
 
    She understood what the duchess was saying. She nodded. “Thank you, Mother. I see what you are telling me. I will do my best to keep a level head and not get wrapped too tightly in my emotions.” 
 
      
 
    The duchess nodded, smiling widely. “You do understand. I am happy. Good girl.” 
 
      
 
    It had been some time since she’d heard her mother call her a good girl. It felt good. Lady Annabelle smiled and stood up. “We need some entertainment, Mother. Shall I play the pianoforte?” 
 
      
 
    The duchess raised her eyebrows. “Thank you for the offer, Lady Annabelle. Yes, please do! We will all gather in the music room.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle could not believe she had offered to play. She hadn’t played in several months and was quite unpracticed. But she would give it her best shot. She went to her father and asked if the two men would like to join her in the music room. She would be entertaining them for a time.  
 
      
 
    The look on the Duke of Cardinal’s face made Lady Annabelle’s heart melt. She tried to remember what her mother had said but the look of impressed admiration etched in his handsome features made her knees weak.  
 
      
 
    She turned away from them to go to the card table and saw that Lady Cecilia was already there, telling them what was going on. She caught the look of surprise and amusement on Lady Julia’s face.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle, her father, and the Duke of Cardinal were almost to the door when Lady Joanna came around the corner, looking up at them in surprise.  
 
      
 
    “Where is everyone going?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was the one who answered in a loud voice, “Lady Annabelle is going to entertain us on the pianoforte!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle said a quick prayer that Lady Joanna would not react with surprise to that statement. Thankfully, Lady Joanna seemed distracted, looking over their shoulders to the room around them.  
 
      
 
    “Has Lord Gilbert already left?” 
 
      
 
    “He has gone to the music room,” Lady Annabelle answered. “You can see him there.” 
 
      
 
    Without another word, Lady Joanna turned on her heels and went back the way she’d come. The three of them looked at each other. The Duke of Cardinal shrugged and they went down the hall to the room where the musical instruments were kept.  
 
      
 
    There was a small stage to the left, a fireplace behind it and on the other side of the room. Her father had created the design himself. Musicians were often hotter than others, simply because of the adrenaline from exerting themselves.  
 
      
 
    If the room was too cold, the fireplace in the back could be lit without fear of burning up the musicians on the stage. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle stepped away from her father and Duke Colbourn, going up on the stage and sitting at the pianoforte. She cleared her throat and desperately tried to remember the notes of the songs she used to play. She checked the keys to see if it was in tune, which, of course, it was. 
 
      
 
    She looked out at the people who had gathered, noticing Lady Julia sitting with her mother and Lady Cecilia, the Duke of Cardinal sitting with her father in the front row and Lady Joanna in the back with the Balfour brothers. No one was talking. They were all looking at her. 
 
      
 
    She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. You can do this, Lady Annabelle, she told herself in her mind.  
 
      
 
    She flexed her fingers and laid them on the proper keys. She closed her eyes and began to play. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal had never seen a more beautiful sight in his life. He was not sure whether it was the beautiful music she was playing or the fact that she had captured his heart that made him think she was so stunning. 
 
      
 
    He let the music flow over him. It took him to another place. He felt like he was floating for a moment. He realized he had closed his eyes and he opened them to gaze upon the emotional profile of Lady Annabelle as she played.  
 
      
 
    He could tell how hard she was concentrating, how much she had lost herself in the music. When the first song was over, he stood up and clapped loudly.  
 
      
 
    “Beautiful!” he called out. “Absolutely fabulous!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle blushed furiously, smiling at him. “I am glad you liked it, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    He sat down again, his face glowing. He hadn’t been able to help himself. He wanted to hear more. Every time the woman did something, he fell for her more and more. He smiled at Duke Cartwright, who just chuckled and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I remember those times,” the older man said in a low voice that only the Duke of Cardinal could hear. “I do remember those times.” 
 
      
 
    From the stage, Lady Annabelle could see Lady Joanna and the Balfour brothers clearly. They were in deep discussion. She could not imagine what the three of them could have to discuss that was so important. They did not seem to be paying any attention to her playing.  
 
      
 
    That was not what was bothering her. It was the look on Lady Joanna’s face. She had never seen the girl look so guilty, so sad and confused all at one time. The entire day, she had been smiling and laughing. She appeared to be having a good time with the Balfour brothers. But something had changed.  
 
      
 
    She continued to play, distracted now, playing mindlessly, though she hit all the correct notes for the song. Her eyes slid to Duke Colbourn’s. His face was glowing, a large smile plastered there. She wanted to talk to him. She was worried about Lady Joanna.  
 
      
 
    His advice would be sound.  
 
      
 
    She played several more songs, watching the Balfour brothers, who had Lady Joanna in between them, leaning over her and talking to each other. Her eyes moved from one to the other as they talked. She said only a few words and would nod reluctantly every now and then. 
 
      
 
    Anxiety made Lady Annabelle’s heart jittery. Whatever they were talking about, it was scaring Lady Joanna.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle played a note wrong and stopped for a second. She restarted almost immediately but the mistake was enough to get the attention of the Balfour brothers.  
 
      
 
    They stopped talking, both their eyes darting to the stage. Lady Annabelle hoped they did not see her look down. She had been watching them, hoping others in the audience would notice and wonder what she was staring at. 
 
      
 
    Her face colored. She played the rest of the song and then turned from the pianoforte. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry. It does not look like I will be able to entertain you with any more songs. I am not feeling well.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia was on her feet and by her side in two seconds. “Lady Annabelle. You come with me. We’ll get some tea. How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded, her eyes gazing at the Duke of Cardinal as she left. The look of worry on his face touched her heart. He turned to her father and she heard his deep voice asking if there was anything he could do for her. 
 
      
 
    Her father shook his head but the look on his face said something different.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    It was quiet when Lady Annabelle got up the next morning. She’d gone to bed early and surprised even herself by falling asleep almost immediately and not waking up until the next day. She could not imagine what had made her so tired.  
 
      
 
    The air around her was so silent, she questioned whether she had lost her hearing. When she went to the window and pulled back the drapes, she heard the sound of birds chirping outside her window. So it was not her hearing. 
 
      
 
    She was curious now. Usually, she could hear some kind of movement, an indication that there were other living people around her. She did not hear her father’s dogs out back, nor the three kittens Lady Cecilia kept on the second floor of the mansion. She dressed and splashed some water on her face, rubbing the small cloth across her teeth to clean them.  
 
      
 
    She went down the stairs, sliding her hand along the banister, being quiet intentionally. She looked around the bottom floor but there were no maids, no one at all, moving about. Her first destination was the dining hall.  
 
      
 
    There should be a good spread of food there for all who wanted some. But there was the absence of noise from people eating breakfast. When she pushed the door open, there were only three people in the room beside the servants and they were sitting near the fireplace, talking in low voices. She did not recognize them.  
 
      
 
    That did not surprise her. Visitors from other towns and cities sometimes came to the mansion to try the breakfasts and lunches they served to all. What surprised her was that none of her family members were there. Not one of them. Lady Julia and Lady Joanna were not there. Where was everyone? 
 
      
 
    She stopped Mary, who was bringing out a fresh pot of tea. “Mary. Where is my family? Where is Lady Julia?” 
 
      
 
    Mary’s face was a blank. She shook her head. “I do not know, my lady, I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle turned away from her, looking around with a frown on her face. It did not make sense. She went across the room to the door and opened it to go out in the foyer.  
 
      
 
    She stepped out and looked up the stairs. Lady Cecilia was hurrying down them, staring down at her feet so she would not fall, holding on to the railing. She glanced up and saw Lady Annabelle.  
 
      
 
    “Oh! Lady Annabelle! I had just come for you. You must come at once.” Her voice was frantic to match the look on her face.  
 
      
 
    “What has happened?” Lady Annabelle asked, alarmed.  
 
      
 
    “It is terrible, Lady Annabelle. Oh, it is so terrible.” Lady Cecilia made it to the bottom of the stairs and came to her quickly, grabbing one of her arms. “Come with me. I cannot explain. You must hear this for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s heart raced as she hurried after her sister. They went directly to the library and went in. Lady Annabelle had always enjoyed being in the library. Her father had purchased many fine books and reading them was one of her favorite things to do. She was not feeling good when she entered the library this time. She was worried.  
 
      
 
    At the desk in the distance, the one her mother always used when she was corresponding with relatives and friends, her mother, Lady Julia, and Lady Joanna were standing, making a small circle. The three ladies turned when Lady Cecilia and Lady Annabelle entered. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle almost came to a stop, shocked by the looks on their faces. Each one was different. Her mother’s was typically hard and stern but there was another look on her face that Lady Annabelle did not recognize.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia looked angry. Lady Joanna looked guilty. She recognized the guilty look from the night before when she’d been playing the pianoforte. 
 
      
 
    “Mother! Lady Julia! What is going on here?” She passed Lady Cecilia and moved to stand directly in between her mother and Lady Julia. She looked from one to the other. Lady Joanna would not meet her eyes, which gave her pause. 
 
      
 
    She looked at her mother, who was staring at Lady Joanna at that point. “Mother?” 
 
      
 
    “I had Lady Cecilia come to get you, Lady Annabelle. I want you to hear this for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s eyes widened in fear. She looked at her two friends. “Lady Julia? Please, someone, tell me what is happening? Is someone hurt? Father? Is Father…” 
 
      
 
    “Tell her what you told me, Lady Joanna,” her mother interrupted her.  
 
      
 
    They all looked at Lady Joanna.  
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna said nothing, still looking at the ground, unwilling to make eye contact with anyone around her. She was the one accusing but it felt to her as though they were all accusing her.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna!” the duchess barked at the young woman, making her jump. She clasped her hands in front of her and mumbled something unintelligible. 
 
      
 
    “We cannot hear you.” The duchess was losing her temper. Her voice rose in pitch and volume. “You had no trouble voicing your thoughts a few moments ago. Now that my daughter is here, you cannot speak up? Tell Lady Annabelle what you told me immediately.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna’s eyes dropped to the ground again. In a low voice, barely able to be heard, she said, “I… I told the duchess that… about the be… behavior of the duke yesterday. While we were playing croquet. And after… when you were playing the pianoforte.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle frowned. “What do you mean?” She searched her memory for something that might have made Lady Joanna upset. The duke had done nothing wrong.  
 
      
 
    In fact, he hadn’t spent much time with Lady Joanna. He’d spent most of his time with her and Lady Julia. In fact, he had been encouraged and happy that Lady Joanna seemed to be having a good time with the Lords Balfour. 
 
      
 
    Frustrated with the girl, the duchess made a sound of irritation and turned to face Lady Annabelle. “Lady Joanna says that Duke Colbourn was lude with her yesterday, several times suggesting they meet in secret. She says that no matter how many objections she placed, he was persistent. Did you see any of this take place?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was too shocked to speak. Her wide eyes turned to Lady Joanna. Her claims were impossible. If there was one thing that was a fact, it was that she had her eyes on the Duke of Cardinal every chance she got.  
 
      
 
    There was very little – if any – time for him to sneak off and speak to Lady Joanna under his breath. “I saw nothing of the kind,” she responded hotly. She could feel her cheeks burning. “Why would you say such a thing, Lady Joanna? You know this is not true.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna frowned. “It is true. I know you do not want to believe me. No one ever does. But he was very crude and would not leave me alone.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw you with the Balfour brothers most of the day,” Lady Annabelle responded, trying to understand how Lady Joanna could say such a thing about Duke Colbourn. Regardless of her feelings for the man, he was a respectable gentleman and had proven himself to be such in the time he’d spent at their mansion. “You cannot expect anyone to believe such nonsense.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna huffed. “I told you she would not believe me. I told you. No one believes me!” Lady Joanna turned her back to them, covering her face with her hands. Lady Annabelle did not believe the act for a moment. She looked at her mother and Lady Julia, who both looked as taken aback as she was. Lady Julia shook her head.  
 
      
 
    “I do not know what to believe, Lady Annabelle,” she said in a quiet voice. “What do we really know about Duke Colbourn?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked at her friend like she’d grown another head. “We know he was not speaking to Lady Joanna that way yesterday!” she exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia pulled in a sigh. She folded her hands over her chest and looked at her sister. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna, you must understand why it is so hard for us to believe this. I must say, I am as surprised as everyone else. You were with us for only half the day. And in that time, you played croquet as Lord Gilbert’s partner and spent the rest of the evening sitting with him and his brother while Lady Annabelle played and then we all had some tea and toast and went to bed. I cannot think of a single time I saw the duke speaking to you.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna did not turn back to look at them. When she spoke, it was to the air in front of her. “You just did not see him. It happened the way I say it did.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s temper was getting out of her control. For the first time in her young life, she balled up her fists and shook them at her sides. She would never be convinced that the duke had done such a scandalous thing. He was a gentleman through and through.  
 
      
 
    She had known Lady Joanna for a long time. This was something she never would have expected. She had not known the duke for a long time. How could she know what he would do? Could it be possible that Lady Joanna was telling the truth? She did not want to believe it. She refused to believe it.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was an outstanding man, a man with conviction and stamina. He was a man of honor. Her father would not have done business with him, even sell him paintings if he was not sure.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend would also not have invited the duke and his colleague, Mr. Covington, to stay at Norrend if he was not completely sure his wife and daughters would be safe from harm.  
 
      
 
    He had been corresponding with the Duke of Cardinal for a long time before he was invited to come and look at the paintings.  
 
      
 
    After all that time of negotiation and invitation, could the Duke of Cardinal truly be what Lady Joanna was claiming him to be? She would not – could not believe it.  
 
      
 
    She bit her lips together to keep the wrong words from coming out. She did not want to bite Lady Joanna’s head off because of this.  
 
      
 
    If it was true, she would never forgive herself for believing in the duke and not one of her oldest friends, someone who was more like a sister to her. And she would never forgive the Duke of Cardinal either. He had already taken a great portion of her heart. He had captured her attention. She believed she had captured his, as well. The dilemma was almost too much to bear. 
 
      
 
    She simply refused to believe it. “I want to talk to Duke Colbourn,” she said, looking at her mother. The Duchess shook her head. Lady Annabelle frowned. “Why not, Mother? I want to ask him if this is true!” 
 
      
 
    “It is not your place to decide if he is telling the truth or not, Lady Annabelle,” her mother replied, her voice cold. “It is your father who will make the decision. Make no mistake, Lady Joanna, if you are lying, there will be consequences. You do not wish to shame your family, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna’s back stiffened. She shook her head. “No, I do not.” 
 
      
 
    “Then tell us now. Are you telling the truth?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna nodded her head up and down. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to tell me with your voice,” the duchess insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Grace. I am telling the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head, backing away from the women. “I do not believe her.” She turned on her heels and bolted for the door.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle, you must wait to speak to him until your father has…” 
 
      
 
    She was through the door before her mother finished. She had never in her life been disrespectful to her mother. But the woman simply did not understand. She had to find the Duke of Cardinal and warn him that Lady Joanna was trying to smear his reputation.  
 
      
 
    To what end? What did Lady Joanna hope to accomplish by tarnishing the duke’s reputation? She would never believe that it had anything to do with her. Lady Joanna may not have been close to Lady Annabelle, but the two women were still like sisters. They loved each other… or at least, that was the way Lady Annabelle had always thought of it. Lady Joanna could be a handful. But most sisters were, weren’t they? 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle ran down the hall and swung open the door of the parlor. It was empty. Her father’s study was just beyond it. She hesitated. She rarely went to her father’s study.  
 
      
 
    He did business there and she did not want to disturb him. She had learned at a young age that he needed quiet to concentrate on the deals he was making. She had no idea what those deals entailed but she had always thought they must be very intricate for him to need such peace and quiet.  
 
      
 
    Was Lady Joanna simply jealous that the duke was paying attention to Lady Annabelle and not her? Again, that made no sense to Lady Annabelle. Lord Gilbert was giving Lady Joanna plenty of attention.  
 
      
 
    Her mind went back to the night before when Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard were holding a conversation in front of a very distraught Lady Joanna. Perhaps she told them what the duke was doing? 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. It was not true so that was unlikely.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps they were telling her to say something and she did not want to? But why would they want to do that? 
 
      
 
    Nothing made sense to Lady Annabelle. All she knew was that she had to find him. If he was already with her father, she would interrupt them. She would say her peace. She would find out the truth. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle moved quickly down the hall to her father’s study. She knocked on the door lightly and then swung it open. Her father was there. The Duke of Cardinal was not.  
 
      
 
    He looked up at her. She could tell the duchess had already informed her husband what had been said. His face was drawn and worried. He beckoned to her with one hand. 
 
      
 
    “Come in, Lady Annabelle. We must talk.” 
 
      
 
    She went in and closed the door behind her, leaning against it with her hand still wrapped around the handle. Suddenly, the urge to sob like a brokenhearted child overcame her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Her father stood up and came around the desk to console her. He held his arms out and she went into them, covering her face with her hands. “Father, it is not true. It cannot be true.” 
 
      
 
    The duke pushed one large hand through his daughter’s hair and pulled her to his shoulder. “Hush, my dear. We will sort this out.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” 
 
      
 
    “I said to hush. I believe the duke has gone on a ride in town. He is due back soon. We must sort through this as quickly as possible but we cannot find the underlying cause of it without his input. The man cannot be tried and found guilty without even having a say in the situation.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked up at her father. “You cannot believe Lady Joanna, Father. You know that she is not… she is…” 
 
      
 
    “I know what you mean to say, my dear. You have dealt with much from her over the years. Do not think I have not noticed. She is quite a feisty young lady.” 
 
      
 
    “That is an understatement, Father.” Lady Annabelle’s anger was returning. How dare Lady Joanna say such things about the man she loved? 
 
      
 
    Her father took her by the hand and led her to the chair in front of his desk. He waited until she had lowered herself to it before returning to his chair on the other side of the large white wood desk.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle had sat in that particular high-backed, blue cushioned chair on many occasions, some good, some bad. The bad consisted mostly of her having spilled something and refusing to clean it up. That had happened about three times when she was five.  
 
      
 
    She felt like that five-year-old again, sitting in the chair, crying in front of her father. But so many years had passed and so many things had happened. She was not five. This was a serious matter. The duke’s reputation was at stake. If word got out that he’d even been accused, people would start to wonder about his character. 
 
      
 
    “This is not fair to the duke,” Lady Annabelle said, her voice as firm as her mother’s. “You know what a scandal like this could do to him? It is not fair! I do not understand why Lady Joanna would lie!” 
 
      
 
    “He has rejected her, has he not?” 
 
      
 
    “On several occasions. But he was not… he was already…” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend nodded. “You do not have to continue. I know what you are trying to say. He had already shown interest in you when Lady Joanna saw him.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father. At first, I thought you wanted him to meet Lady Julia. I pushed him to speak to her and told him all types of wonderful things about her…” She could not help smiling. “I think it confused him. My attraction was probably on my face from the very beginning.” 
 
      
 
    “I did not notice it,” her father admitted. “But I believe the flash in your eyes when he was around was there before he ever encountered Lady Joanna. That I know of, of course.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded, her tears drying up as she found an ally in her father. “So you do not believe Lady Joanna’s story?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend pressed his lips together, steepling his hands in front of them and resting his elbows on the desk. “I am afraid I do not believe her, Lady Annabelle. And this poses a great problem for me.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle blinked at him, waiting to hear his explanation. She did not want to push him to tell her but she wanted to know.  
 
      
 
    “The duchess will need to save face, both in society and with Lady Joanna’s mother, Lady Rickman. Earl Rickman will be unhappy but he is an easy-going chap and will not be upset for long. Many men that I’ve known have said something they did not mean to or should not have said to a lady.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “Are you saying he may have said something without realizing it?” 
 
      
 
    Her father shook his head. “I am telling you that Earl Rickman will be easier to deal with than the lady. She is very protective of her children.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle frowned. “That is not what I see, Father. She has sent Lady Joanna and Lady Julia here since they were young girls. How is that being protective of your children? I would always want mine with me. I cannot protect them from afar.” 
 
      
 
    “She feels that is exactly what she is doing,” her father said. “She is incapable of providing the kind of mothering relationship they need and she entrusted that to your mother.” He tilted his head when he saw the look on her face. “And while your mother is not the most nurturing woman in the world, she is very confident and was able to give them a mother, even if it was not the perfect mother.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Father. But what is it you are trying to say? Mother is not going to be on our side?” 
 
      
 
    “She will likely not want to believe Lady Joanna is lying to us. She will want to believe the girl would not stoop to doing something so vile and vicious to a man who has done her no harm.” 
 
      
 
    “But that is exactly what she is doing, Father!” Lady Annabelle exclaimed. “We must not let her do this to him!” 
 
      
 
    “We will get to the truth, Lady Annabelle. This I promise you. But you must stay calm. You must go to town with your mother, as that is what she had planned today.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle frowned. “I cannot go to town, Father! I am so…” 
 
      
 
    “I know you are angry. But you will have to keep up appearances. For your mother’s sake, if not mine. I enjoy my evenings when my wife has had a good day. If she has not, I am forced to keep to myself. That is not much fun.” He smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    “I do not want to go to town.” She did not return his smile. Instead, she stuck out her bottom lip and slumped down in the chair the way she had done when she was a small child. She knew it would make him smile but it was actually the way she felt. She wanted to sulk and pound her feet and her fists on the floor. She wanted to squirm and fidget and make small guttural noises to get under her mother’s skin. 
 
      
 
    But she was not going to do any of those things. Those days were over. She was a grown woman now, about to be married. And she would do anything and everything she could to make sure it was the Duke of Cardinal she met at the end of the aisle. 
 
      
 
    She stood up abruptly. “Thank you for listening, Father. I hope you will speak to the duke with mercy and kindness, despite what has been said about him.” 
 
      
 
    “You know I will, my dear.” Her father nodded at her as she moved backwards toward the door.  
 
      
 
    She gave him a long look before turning and heading back through the door. She did not want to be in the study when he had his talk with the Duke of Cardinal. She would rather be far away. But into town with her sister, Lady Julia, Lady Joanna, and her mother? Could they not change the plans? 
 
      
 
    She went up the stairs quickly to her room and changed into afternoon luncheon clothes. She was on her way back down when Lady Julia stopped her at the top of the stairs. She was going to her room to get a special pair of boots she wanted to wear. The makers claimed they were waterproof. She wanted to prove whether they were or not.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle. Come with me,” she took Lady Annabelle’s arm. That was the second time Lady Annabelle had been grabbed and dragged off somewhere by someone in just one day.  
 
      
 
    “I hope I am not going to get more bad news,” Lady Annabelle sighed. “The last time someone said something like that to me, I got some horrible, terrible news.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia practically pushed her friend down the hallway and through her doorway. She closed it behind her and began to pull off the ties that held her tunic around her waist. She slipped the tunic off and followed it with her underskirts.  
 
      
 
    “We are going into the city,” Lady Julia said, pulling on fresh clothes. She looked relieved. “I want to tell you right now that I do not believe Lady Joanna is telling us the truth. I do not know why she would lie about such a thing, other than his rejection of her. Some women simply cannot deal with a man rejecting them.” 
 
      
 
    “But many men have rejected Lady Joanna,” Lady Annabelle said, sitting on the edge of Lady Julia’s bed and watching her friend get dressed. She got up and offered to help her with her corset.  
 
      
 
    As she tightened it, she continued, “It is not like that with you and me. We are different. We have experienced rejection before and we were able to move on. She will be, too. But petty revenge is not going to solve her problems.” 
 
      
 
    “Her weaknesses are many. I do wish I did not have to speak of her so. She is my twin sister, my only sister. I wish her no harm. Why does she wish it on others who have done nothing but offer kindness to her?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was once again relieved to hear that someone other than her believed in the Duke of Cardinal’s innocence. And to hear Lady Julia say those words about her own sister, it was heartbreaking. “I know how you must be feeling, Lady Julia. She is like a sister to me. Why would she say these things? I have been going over it in my mind and I just cannot … I cannot understand!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded a thank you for the help with the corset. She stepped into the new dress she would be wearing and turned so Lady Annabelle could tie up the satin straps in the back. 
 
      
 
    “This is a nice dress. Are we dressing up for the city today?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to wear this. My father bought it several years ago and I have never worn it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle raised her eyebrows. “You have never worn it?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia laughed. “Not even once. I forgot it was there. Found it in with Lady Joanna’s things. Is that not funny?” 
 
      
 
    “I have never seen her wear it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded. “I doubt she knew it was there. Come. Are you done? Yes? Your mother and the girls are waiting down in the foyer for us.” 
 
      
 
    “They were not there the last time I was down there.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle stood up, feeling the pressure of Lady Julia’s rush. If she was standing in one place, Lady Julia would be tapping one foot in impatience. They went through the door out into the hallway.  
 
      
 
    Once she was downstairs, Lady Annabelle had a hard time looking at Lady Joanna. It did not matter if she did. The girl was not looking at her. Her anger boiled just below the surface. She was refusing to let it show.  
 
      
 
    The carriage was waiting for them out front. The driver opened the door and helped the girls into it. Once they were inside, the duchess closed the door from the outside and looked at the girls over it. “I wish to stay here and talk with the duke and Duke Colbourn when he arrives. You ladies go on and I will meet you in the restaurant at three p.m.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle turned in her seat as the driver pulled out of the driveway, staring back at her mother. Was she going to make the Duke of Cardinal leave? If she did, would Lady Annabelle ever see him again? 
 
      
 
    She spent the entire ride into the city in fear that her mother had stayed in order to demand the duke leave the premises. If she was angry enough to send him off the premises, he would not dare to see Lady Annabelle again, no matter how deep their love might be or have the chance to be.  
 
      
 
    She vowed to herself, staring out over the horizon, that she would not speak to Lady Joanna again until this matter was resolved. Lady Joanna needed to confess to the truth. Most of all – more important than anything else – Lady Annabelle wanted to know why. She just wanted to know why.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal missed seeing the ladies by only a few minutes. He had taken a longer route back to the mansion than usual, simply to enjoy the beauty of the English countryside.  
 
      
 
    He came upon the path up to the house moments after they went through the gate to go into the city. 
 
      
 
    He was riding peacefully and slowly, letting his horse meander up the path to the mansion. The air was crisp and clean. The sky was blue with just a few white clouds. He hadn’t seen a more beautiful day in quite some time. He knew what he wished he was doing. He wished he was on a picnic with the beautiful Lady Annabelle. Her smile, her sweet scent… it all appealed to him.  
 
      
 
    According to her father, whom the Duke of Cardinal respected completely – as a duke and as a man – Lady Annabelle was interested in getting to know him. The Duke of Norrend had not talked to Lady Annabelle about it but he said he could tell by the look on her face when she happened to glance the Duke of Cardinal’s way. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was fairly certain he’d seen that look on her face, as well.  
 
      
 
    He did not want to be presumptuous. It just seemed to him that with the right words from his mouth she would be his. Her father did not have an objection. If he had, he would have mentioned it long ago. 
 
      
 
    He reached the stables and dismounted, handing the reins to one of the stable boys. He turned on his heel and looked up at the mansion, holding his hat with one hand to scan the entire building. Lady Annabelle was in there somewhere, reading, talking to Lady Julia, playing a game.  
 
      
 
    He could not hazard a guess as to what she was doing right then. He wanted to know, though. The thought that he was about to find out made him feel a bit nervous. His reaction to seeing Lady Annabelle made him chuckle. He should have been long past the age where girls made him nervous. 
 
      
 
    He took the steps up to the porch two at a time, reaching the top in four stretches. He walked to the front door and opened it, entering almost silently. He turned around and closed the door behind him. Mary was standing by the dining hall door. He looked at her curiously and raised his eyebrows when she beckoned to him with her small hand.  
 
      
 
    “My lord! My lord! May I speak with you?” She kept her voice low. Her worried tone concerned him and he went to her quickly.  
 
      
 
    “What is it, Mary?” 
 
      
 
    “The girl, Lady Joanna, she has said some terrible things about you to the master, my lord. He is waiting for you in his study. He and the duchess both. They are waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal’s mood plummeted. What would Lady Joanna have said? What could she have said? He had done nothing untoward, not to her, not to Lady Julia, not even to Lady Annabelle. It was not his way.  
 
      
 
    “They are in his study?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Mary studied his face. He could tell she was searching for the truth. He looked back at her and she dropped her eyes.  
 
      
 
    He turned away from her and went toward the duke’s study, his heart hammering in his chest. This was a bad situation. Not only was his reputation at stake with all of society, his relationship with Lady Annabelle was in jeopardy and it hadn’t even started yet. Not to mention the paintings he was preparing to buy. They were items he had been searching for at least a year. The paintings meant nothing compared to his feelings for Lady Annabelle.  
 
      
 
    He took in a deep breath before knocking and opening the door at the call of “enter”. 
 
      
 
    He walked directly to the desk, where the duke was seated. The duchess stood next to him. He tried to read their faces but found it impossible. The Duke of Norrend always had a kind look on his face. He was worried, the Duke of Cardinal saw that his worry lines had come out around his eyes and his forehead. He knew they were worry lines because he had never seen them before. The duchess just looked coldly at him, giving him a sense of dread. 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to speak with me, Your Grace?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord, please sit.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend held out his hand toward the chair Lady Annabelle had been sitting in earlier. The Duke of Cardinal sat down, settling himself in the chair comfortably. This was not going to be a nice conversation. He wanted to at least be comfortable while participating in it. 
 
      
 
    “Something has come to our attention that we need to speak with you about, Duke Colbourn.” His formality made the Duke of Cardinal more nervous.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord.” The Duke of Cardinal nodded. 
 
      
 
    The duchess narrowed her eyes. “You know to what we are referring?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal nodded again, looking up at her. “One of the maids stopped me to tell me I should come in and speak with you. She said that Lady Joanna has been making some accusations against me. May I ask, please, what it is she claims I have done?” 
 
      
 
    The look on the duchess’s face eased somewhat, which was a relief to the Duke of Cardinal. He was sure she had been thinking his guilt had made him aware of the situation. She looked away from him, lifting her eyes to stare at nothing.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend was the one who answered his question. 
 
      
 
    “She has told the duchess you were making crude remarks to her during the croquet game yesterday, propositioning her to meet you in secret.” 
 
      
 
    An abrupt chuckle came out of the Duke of Cardinal unexpectedly before he could stop it. He cleared his throat, looking at the two of them with regret. He lifted one balled-up fist and put it in front of his mouth to hide his smile unsuccessfully.  
 
      
 
    “I do apologize,” he said through another chuckle. He lowered his head and let out one more, shaking his head. He looked up. “Your Grace, you cannot believe such a ludicrous lie. I am ashamed to say such a thing but the girl is not telling you the truth. I have no interest in meeting with her in secret.” 
 
      
 
    “You have done nothing untoward against Lady Joanna?” the duke asked. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head vigorously. “No, my lord. Believe me. I have no interest. She is not the one I would ask for such things if I were to ever do so. And I would never do so.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend stared at him before looking up at the duchess. “I believe him. Do you?” 
 
      
 
    The duchess was back to staring at the Duke of Cardinal with cold, hard eyes. “You are interested in my daughter, Lady Annabelle, are you not?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal moved his eyes back and forth between the duke and duchess, who were now both staring at him. He nodded. “I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it would behoove you to watch your behavior around all other women, would it not?” the duchess continued. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal felt like a schoolboy being berated by the headmaster. He forced himself to keep his head high and his eyes on theirs. “Yes, it would.” 
 
      
 
    “And you will take care that your behavior is not misconstrued in any way?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal’s temper was beginning to rise. She was making it seem like he was guilty and they were just letting him off easy. “I always do, Your Grace. But I must insist that I have done nothing and said nothing wrong. I spent nearly all my time with Lady Julia and Lady Annabelle yesterday. Lady Joanna was with the Lords Balfour. I rarely spoke to her at all, much less did I have the time or inclination to proposition her.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal thought the look on the Duke of Norrend’s face suggested the duke was already tired of the whole situation. “I believe him.” He repeated the phrase, looking up at the duchess. She looked from the Duke of Cardinal to her husband and back. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal felt he should say something in his own defense but did not know how to say it without sounding disparaging to anyone. His nature was to be polite but what Lady Joanna had done was nearly intolerable. Why would she try to ruin his chances with Lady Annabelle, therefore ruining his life?  
 
      
 
    “I am terribly disappointed that she has said something like this, Your Grace,” the Duke of Cardinal looked at the Duke of Norrend. “I am unsure how to act around her. I do hope that you are not asking me to leave the premises.” 
 
      
 
    “Your precious paintings are safe, Your Grace,” the duchess said. The duke lifted his hand and she clamped her mouth shut, looking down at the Duke of Norrend. He shook his head without looking at her. 
 
      
 
    “I do not believe that your request to stay has anything to do with the paintings. I am aware of your intentions towards my daughter and have no objections currently. You may pursue courting her with my permission. However, we are walking on a thin line here. You must remember that. If Lady Joanna tells her tale anywhere else, your reputation will be at stake, as well as ours.” 
 
      
 
    “How do I rectify that situation, my lord?” the Duke of Cardinal asked. He hoped the man would not suggest being nicer to Lady Joanna. That would only lead her to believe he was truly interested in her, which at this point he was not, even if he ever had been. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend looked up at his wife. “The duchess will take care of the situation. She will have a talk with the girls, all of them.” The duchess just nodded, her face unchanging. The Duke of Cardinal wondered if the woman had ever smiled. Did she approve of his courtship with Lady Annabelle? 
 
      
 
    It appeared it would not matter, as long as he had the Duke of Norrend on his side.  
 
      
 
    “I will take my leave of you, my lord, if you do not mind,” he said. “I am anxious to speak with Lady Annabelle. May I ask where she is?” 
 
      
 
    “She has gone to the city with her sisters.” The duchess included Lady Julia and Lady Joanna in the word. “She will be back in several hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I will be here for dinner tonight.”  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal stood up and went to the door without looking back. He was a mixture of emotions. The doorknob felt cold under his hand when he turned it. Once on the other side, he let out the breath he’d been holding and leaned over, resting his hands on his knees.  
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna had nearly done him in. The accusation had come unexpectedly. He’d been blindsided. He felt like he’d been punched.  
 
      
 
    For the life of him, he could not figure out why the girl would want to do something like that to him. What had he done to stir her ire? He stood straight up, his eyes on the front door. He was not going to wait the hours till the girls got home.  
 
      
 
    He was going to ride to the city and see if he could find them. He did not care if Lady Joanna saw him or if she was made uncomfortable by his presence. He wanted to see Lady Annabelle. Talking to her was the only thing that would make him feel better. 
 
      
 
    As he rode down the path leading away from the house, he wondered what Lady Annabelle’s reaction had been to Lady Joanna’s accusations. He had neglected to ask the duke. She must have been shocked, dismayed, hurt…  
 
      
 
    His anger at Lady Joanna rose up again. She had hurt Lady Annabelle, whether she meant to or not. That was not acceptable. He could imagine the emotions running through her. They had to be similar to the ones he was feeling. Except she may have her doubts. She would not know the truth. She hadn’t spoken to him yet.  
 
      
 
    His stomach turned over at the thought that she might have believed Lady Joanna. Perhaps that was why she had gone to the city with her? Or she may have been ordered to go by her mother. 
 
      
 
    There were many possibilities.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal hurried his horse along, no longer enjoying the bright blue sky above or the beautiful scenery around him. The only thing on his mind was getting to the city and finding Lady Annabelle. He hadn’t asked where they’d gone or the purpose for going into the city. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. His anxiety to find her had caused him to neglect important questions.  
 
      
 
    He would find her regardless. He did not care if he had to stop at every restaurant or shop and ask if they had seen the four girls. He was determined to find her.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle did not have anything to say to Lady Joanna as they rode to the city. She was upset, unsure whether she should believe Lady Joanna or not. It did not seem possible but she did not truly know the duke. Could he be a scoundrel who would do such a thing?  
 
      
 
    When they got to the shopping district, the driver stopped and let the girls out. They would walk up the street, cross to the other side and come back. It was a long street. It would take them nearly two hours to traverse the whole thing, if they stopped at every shop and did not purchase anything for lunch.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle felt a little sick when she immediately saw the Balfour brothers heading toward them. They had seen the girls first and crossed the street to meet them. She looked at Lady Joanna, wondering if the girl had known they would be there or had told them to meet her there. The look on her friend’s face was one of delight, which made Lady Annabelle sick considering the lies she had been telling that day. 
 
      
 
    She pulled lightly on Lady Julia’s puffy sleeve, moving her head in the direction of the brothers. Lady Julia turned her head and saw them. “Oh dear,” she murmured in a voice so low only Lady Annabelle heard her.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Julia, we should go in this shop. I do not want to speak to them,” Lady Annabelle murmured. 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia gave her an understanding look. She touched Lady Joanna on the arm. “We are going in here, Lady Joanna. Please give our regards to the brothers.” 
 
      
 
    Without waiting for a response, Lady Julia pulled Lady Annabelle and Lady Cecilia with her, making it seem like she was the one trying to get away from the brothers. Looking over her shoulder, Lady Annabelle saw the two Balfours looking their way, only slightly confused. They looked more amused than anything else. 
 
      
 
    Once they were inside, Lady Julia and Lady Cecilia proceeded to look at the goods and wares around them. It was a shop that sold clocks and other items for the house. Fancy plates and dinner items. Napkins and tablecloths.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle watched Lady Joanna through the window. She tried to decipher what the three were saying to each other but she did not know how to read lips. The looks on their faces told her only that they were delighted about what they were talking about.  
 
      
 
    It aggravated Lady Annabelle. She wanted to force Lady Joanna to tell the truth. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Julia,” Lady Annabelle pulled her friend to the side. “Do you think she is telling them what she told Mother this morning? They will surely go and tell everyone they meet. The lie will damage the lord’s reputation completely. He will be shunned.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia glanced toward the window where her sister and the Balfours could be seen. She shook her head. “I do not know, Lady Annabelle. I do not think they would lower themselves to spreading rumors. It would not make them look like gentlemen.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure they are concerned about looking like gentlemen,” Lady Annabelle responded, her anger coming through her voice. 
 
      
 
    “You are upset with them, as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Last night when I was playing the pianoforte, they had her in between them and I must say, she looked terribly uncomfortable. I would not have wanted to be her at that moment. They were leaning over her, speaking to each other.  
 
      
 
    She looked like she wanted to run away. She was completely distraught. Now she is talking to them as if they are all the best of friends. I am suspicious, Lady Julia, I cannot help it. Something is not right.” 
 
      
 
    “What can we do, Lady Annabelle? We cannot get someone to do something we want them to do. If she insists on telling these stories, we cannot stop her.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was not satisfied with that. There had to be a way to keep Lady Joanna from ruining the Duke of Cardinal’s reputation with the ton.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head, taking Lady Annabelle’s hand and squeezing it. “Lady Annabelle, you must not worry so much about the duke. He can handle himself. In fact, I am sure he is beside himself with worry that you have believed my sister. I cannot defend her, though I do love her. I do not understand her behavior at all. I am sorry, Lady Annabelle. I know you are in love with the duke.” 
 
      
 
    Hearing it said aloud made Lady Annabelle feel strange inside. She was coming to accept the reality that she was indeed in love with the man. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with him. 
 
      
 
    If that was what he wanted, too. 
 
      
 
    “You must try to relax. We will see the duke in a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother may have made him leave.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia looked doubtful. She pursed her pretty lips and shook her head. “I do not think she will. Your parents did not look like they believed my sister. Duke Cartwright…”  
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “He is friends with Duke Colbourn. He knows the man better than you and I do. He will find the underlying cause of it. And if he does not believe it, he will not allow your mother to get rid of His Grace. You are worrying so much and you must not do that. You will have worry lines in your pretty face before you know it.” 
 
      
 
    “You sound like my aunt,” Lady Annabelle had to laugh softly. “I will try not to worry. Right now, I only wish I was with the duke. I want to know what he is thinking, if he is angry with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why in heaven’s name would he be angry with you? You did nothing wrong,” Lady Julia sounded truly confused. She tilted her head and looked at Lady Annabelle like the woman had lost her mind. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “I… I am not sure. I just feel as though he is mad at me.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia stood for a moment, biting her lips together. She was highly amused. The look on her face irritated Lady Annabelle, who frowned. “Oh, now you are going to tease me. Do not tease me, Lady Julia. I shall have to smack you.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia stuck out the tip of her tongue quickly. “You would never do such a thing, Lady Annabelle Cartwright. And we both know that.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle sighed loudly. “You are right, of course. I am being silly.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded. “You are being silly. Are you ready to go out and confront the Balfour brothers now?” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose I can tolerate their presence for the time being. If I must.” She looked directly at her friend, who blinked rapidly and put on a sober face.  
 
      
 
    “You must,” Lady Julia said seriously. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s mood had lifted, which surprised and pleased her. She treasured Lady Julia and her ways. Talking to her always made everything better. She put her arm through Lady Julia’s and squeezed her. “You are a good friend, Lady Julia.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia grinned. “As are you.” 
 
      
 
    They went through the door one at a time, Lady Julia leaving first with Lady Annabelle directly behind her. Lady Annabelle felt the satin straps under her chin loosening. A good breeze would surely knock her hat off her head. She put one hand on the top of her head and the other on the straps. Sure enough, the bow had come loose.  
 
      
 
    “Oh dear,” she said, fiddling with the straps. She could easily retie them but how they would look worried her. She did not want a messy bow under her chin. She stopped Lady Julia and made her look at the straps.  
 
      
 
    “Please,” she heard to her left. She turned her head and saw Lord Gilbert Balfour approaching, a wide smile on his face. She looked away from the unbrushed teeth to his dark eyes. They were like pools of black snakes swimming around in the mud. She had to avert her eyes again, choosing to look to the side as if she was thinking. “Allow me to fix your bow, Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
    Before she could protest, Lord Gilbert was untying the bow and retying it, straightening the satin so that it lay flat against her chin. “There. That is much better.”  
 
      
 
    He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her so she could look in the reflection of the window. He released her almost immediately but where he had touched her made her feel uncomfortable.  
 
      
 
    “Does that look better?” he asked. She moved her eyes over the reflection, noting that her face looked like she had just been frightened nearly to death. She forced herself to change the look, making it a more amiable, innocent look. She did not want to seem like a frightened rabbit.  
 
      
 
    “It does look better,” she said in a voice much more confident than she felt. “Thank you, my lord, for your assistance.” 
 
      
 
    “It was my pleasure, my lady.” Lord Gilbert turned away from her, returning to Lady Joanna’s side. He smiled at Lord Leonard. “That is how you treat a lady, my brother. If you were not so shy, you would know that.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not shy,” Lord Leonard said. “I am selective. I choose my words wisely and it leaves me with time to analyze and observe. Something you, my brother, might oblige yourself in attempting sometime.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert shook his head, laughter on his face. Lady Annabelle thought Lord Leonard’s comments were on target. It was a shame Lord Gilbert did not take him seriously. He was intelligent.  
 
      
 
    She suspected he was much more intelligent than Lord Gilbert but let his brother stand in the spotlight so he did not have to. It was much more Lord Gilbert’s nature to be outspoken anyway.  
 
      
 
    “We must not stand here out in the open all day,” Lady Cecilia said. Lady Annabelle had almost forgotten her little sister was with them. She had wandered off in the shop and was only now coming out.  
 
      
 
    “Come, there are other shops I want to visit before the day is done. It is a beautiful day but I will burn if I stand here for long. So will you, Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “You are right, Lady Cecilia. There, we can get some pastries and cold tea.” She pointed to a small café directly on the other side of the street.  
 
      
 
    “Allow me.” Once again, Lord Gilbert came to stand by her. He took her hand and looking both ways, he crossed the street with her, holding her hand up in the air as if she was an invalid or royalty.  
 
      
 
    She did not know how to feel about it. It felt to her like he was touching her more than he should be. She did not want him to kiss her hand, help her in and out of a carriage, help her across the street. She was not helpless and did not like to be treated like a fragile child. 
 
      
 
    She gave him a cursory smile, pulling her hand away as soon as she was on the other side of the street. She turned to go in, catching the look on Lady Joanna’s face. She was angry. Lord Gilbert was deliberately treating her special to make the girl jealous.  
 
      
 
    Her feelings toward Lord Gilbert were already sour. Thinking that he was hurting Lady Joanna on purpose made it worse. She picked up her skirt and hurried over to where Lady Joanna was standing in the street, as if she was not going to come in the café. “Lady Joanna. Come with me. I want to sit with you and talk to you.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna’s eyes widened. She was not expecting Lady Annabelle to do that. Lady Annabelle held on to her friend’s elbow and directed her up the three steps to the door of the café. She smiled at Lady Joanna to show she held no ill will against her and the two of them entered the café.  
 
      
 
    “Come and sit with me at a table over here, Lady Joanna,” Lady Annabelle said, taking her friend’s hand. Lady Joanna was still in shock and could do nothing but obey. She followed Lady Annabelle to a small table for two in the corner of the café. She sat at one end so she could look across at Lady Joanna.  
 
      
 
    She did not think about what she wanted to say before she said it. She just started talking. 
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    “Lady Joanna. You must tell me why you would say those things about Duke Colbourn when you are so obviously taken with Lord Gilbert.”  
 
      
 
    She leaned forward with one hand and placed it on the table, ignoring the fact that the rest of their group had entered the café and taken a different table, their eyes fixed on the two girls in the corner.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna, you know that I am interested in the duke. Are you trying to hurt me?” 
 
      
 
    She tried to read the look on Lady Joanna’s face. It seemed a mixture of guilt and bitterness. “I am not trying to hurt you, Lady Annabelle,” the girl said in a low voice.  
 
      
 
    “Then why would you say such things.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna looked down, her cheeks turning red. “I… have you thought that what I have said might be true?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “You know your words are not true. You should tell the duke and duchess they are not true. You know it is not possible. He was not near you long enough to do such things. Not without being seen or heard.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She refused to meet Lady Annabelle’s gaze. Lady Annabelle stared at her for what seemed like an hour but was really only a few minutes.  
 
      
 
    “I am disappointed, Lady Joanna,” Lady Annabelle’s voice dropped almost to a whisper. “I am so disappointed.” 
 
      
 
    Without another thought, Lady Annabelle stood up and walked out of the café. She did not know where she was going and she prayed God would send Lady Julia after her. She felt stifled in the café and did not want to be there anymore.  
 
      
 
    She did not walk quickly. She knew Lady Julia would be catching up with her in a few moments. 
 
      
 
    True to form, her friend hurried up beside her and slowed her pace to walk with her. “Lady Annabelle, what did you say to Lady Joanna? She is crying in the café.” 
 
      
 
    “I simply asked her for the truth. She refused to give it to me.” 
 
      
 
    “She is very stubborn, the poor dear. She does not want to admit to anything.” Lady Julia’s voice was sad. She slipped her arm through Lady Annabelle’s and they walked together in silence for a few minutes, enjoying the fresh air.  
 
      
 
    “I apologize for leaving that way, Lady Julia,” Lady Annabelle finally said. “It felt like I was being suffocated in a box.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “I was not willing to spend much more of my time with the Lords Balfour.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to go home, if I am honest with you,” Lady Annabelle said.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded. “I know. You want to talk to Duke Colbourn. He is bound to be back by now. The duke and duchess will have talked to him already.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle pulled in a breath. “Yes. They have had plenty of time to talk to him.” 
 
      
 
    “You must stay calm. He will not be angry with you. I am sure of it. He will be wondering how you are feeling about it. If he does not mention it, you know he is not interested in your opinion. But he will ask.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked down at her friend’s slender, pale face. “You seem so sure.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shrugged daintily. “I am sure. I see the way he looks at you. There is no doubt. I would take bets on that.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle laughed softly. “I hope you would win.” 
 
      
 
    They had stopped walking and were standing outside another shop, this one with three pretty dresses displayed in the window. The girls remarked on the beauty of the fabric and decided to go in. They looked around the shop, admiring what was offered but not buying anything.  
 
      
 
    By the time Lady Annabelle left the dress shop, she felt much calmer. She walked back in the direction of the café. If her sister was still there, she planned to suggest they go back to the mansion. She was calm but she was still determined to speak to the duke.  
 
      
 
    She did not have to wait until she got home. She spotted his horse coming down the street from a distance. Her hand on Lady Julia’s arm squeezed tight. Lady Julia let out a small cry and looked at Lady Annabelle with alarm on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle! What is wrong?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle turned to Lady Julia with wide eyes. “He has come to the shopping district. That can only mean he is looking for us.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia looked down the street and saw him coming on horseback. “You saw him from that far away?” Her voice sounded surprised. She gave Lady Annabelle a wide-eyed look. “My goodness, Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle just laughed. “I hope he is not angry.” 
 
      
 
    “He will not be angry with you,” Lady Julia said in a cautionary voice. “But do not expect him to be in a cheerful mood. My sister will have to deal with the consequences.” 
 
      
 
    They continued to walk toward the approaching duke. Lady Annabelle wondered if he had seen them yet.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal did see the women. He caught sight of Lady Annabelle’s pretty yellow dress from far away. There was no doubt it was her. His heart did a flip and he pulled in his breath. He had to talk to her but would he be able to alone? Lady Julia was with her, as always.  
 
      
 
    Before he reached them, he had already decided to speak freely, whether Lady Julia left them alone or not.  
 
      
 
    Before they met, he had to pass by the café. He did not know the rest of the group was in there, including Lady Joanna. When they all came out on the street, he instinctively jerked on the reins of his horse, causing the animal to swerve to the left. He steadied the horse and got his wits back. Lady Joanna was staring at him with a terrified look on her face. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard backed away from the women, not willing to get involved. They had no standing with the duke and knew it fully. 
 
      
 
    Lady Cecilia moved, as well, but it was in the direction of her sister and Lady Julia. She kept looking over her shoulder until she reached them. She turned and walked beside Lady Annabelle, looking up at her big sister. “What is he going to say to her, Lady Annabelle?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle gave her sister a sarcastic look. “I do not know what he is going to say, Lady Cecilia. How could I know?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Cecilia did not respond. She looked at the duke as he approached. They were all going to meet in front of the café. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal did not get down from his horse. He sat tall in it, glaring down at Lady Joanna. She would not look up at him. He took it as a sign of her guilt. 
 
      
 
    “As you can see, I have not been sent away, Lady Joanna.” His voice was stern and angry but level. He moved his eyes to Lady Annabelle when she walked closer to them. Lady Julia and Lady Cecilia stopped walking a few feet before Lady Annabelle. “Have you anything to say for yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna said nothing. Her face was beet red and she was staring at the ground.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked at Lady Annabelle again, searching her face for anger or betrayal. He saw neither. What he saw made a warm feeling swim through his body. It stymied his anger at Lady Joanna. A feeling that pleasant was more powerful than the troubles the young lady had caused him.  
 
      
 
    “You must find another way to seek attention, Lady Joanna,” he said in a voice much softer than he had been using. “I will not tolerate any more rumors or lies. Is that understood?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna just nodded her head. She had yet to look up at him. 
 
      
 
    Giving up on the girl, the Duke of Cardinal edged his horse forward to get closer to her. “Lady Annabelle. If you would be so kind as to walk with me.” 
 
      
 
    “I would be glad to, my lord,” Lady Annabelle responded.  
 
      
 
    He dismounted and threw the reins of his horse over a small white hitching post in front of the café. Turning his back to Lady Joanna, he bowed to Lady Cecilia and Lady Julia. “If you would care to walk with us, you are welcome.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” Lady Cecilia said, dropping into a small curtsy. They waited as he went to Lady Annabelle and offered her his arm.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s heart was pounding in her chest. She took his arm and looked up at him with warm eyes.  
 
      
 
    “I was afraid you were angry with me, my lord,” she said. “It appears you are not.” 
 
      
 
    He gave her a questioning look. “I see no reason why I would be angry with you, my lady. Did you participate in or agree with what the young lady was saying?” 
 
      
 
    “No, my lord, I did not.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “I did not think you did. It was odd, do you not agree? Why is she angry with me?” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose it is because you did not return her interest.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked at Lady Annabelle, confused. He had not seen a great deal of flirting coming from Lady Joanna. Once or twice, perhaps. But nothing serious enough for him to take notice of. “She showed no interest in me.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle grinned. “You may not have noticed, my lord. You are a man. Men sometimes do not see what is right in front of them.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked so comically confused, Lady Annabelle had to laugh.  
 
      
 
    “You are laughing at me.” The Duke of Cardinal did not sound offended. It sounded like he was ready to laugh himself. 
 
      
 
    “I do not mean to, Your Grace, it is just… I have seen that look on my father’s face when he is trying to understand my mother.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal grinned at her. “I am complimented by your comparison. The Duke of Norrend is a gentleman that I aspire to imitate.” 
 
      
 
    “My mother is not a woman I aspire to imitate,” Lady Annabelle said. “She is strict and much stronger than I could ever be with my children. She has taught me well. But when I have my own children, I will give them…”  
 
      
 
    She hesitated, looking up at the duke. She was talking about children. He wanted children. She’d heard him say so. “I will give them more hugs than I have received from my mother.” 
 
      
 
    Her sentiment made the Duke of Cardinal think of his own mother and how loving she had been to him. She and his father had cared deeply for each other and it reflected in the way they treated their sons. He missed her. He would find time to introduce the lovely Lady Annabelle to her before too long had passed.  
 
      
 
    “That is good of you, Lady Annabelle. I would hope that the mother of my children would be loving to them. I know you have learned that from the Duke of Norrend, have you not? He is very open with his affection for you and Lady Cecilia.” 
 
      
 
    “He is a good father,” Lady Annabelle said. “And the duchess is a good mother. She is just not the type of mother I plan to be.” 
 
      
 
    The duke nodded. “I understand what you are saying, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    They turned at the end of the block to go back in the other direction, crossing the street first.  
 
      
 
    “Would you like to stop for a pastry? Or did you eat at the café with the rest of them?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “I did not eat. I was… feeling ill. I wanted to go home. I wanted to…” Should she tell him she was aching to see him, to make sure he was not banished from the mansion or angry with her for not standing up for him? 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to speak to me.” He finished the sentence for her. 
 
      
 
    She hesitated. “I did.” She admitted it. She might as well. He obviously knew. He stopped and turned to face her. Behind them, Lady Julia and Lady Cecilia stopped a few feet away, pretending to look in the window of the shop next to them. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to speak to you, too, my lady. I was very concerned that you would believe Lady Joanna and think that I am not who I claim to be. I came here seeking the beauty of portraits and paintings men brought to the world over the last several hundred years. But what I found was the beauty of the present. You are that beauty, Lady Annabelle. I have asked the Duke of Norrend for permission to court you. He has given it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s knees weakened and almost gave way. He caught her under her elbows and helped her straighten herself up. He had to chuckle softly. “Are you that surprised he would say yes?” he asked in an amused voice. 
 
      
 
    She laughed with him. “I am not surprised,” she said. “I am relieved. I am so glad this day has turned out so much nicer than I thought it would. I was afraid. Afraid that Lady Joanna would be believed. That the duchess would send you away. But here you are. With me.” She pulled in her breath. “I am happy.” 
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    The tension in the mansion was much less palpable than Lady Annabelle thought it would be. Lady Joanna rarely spoke to the duke when they were in the same area.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle, however, was spending as much time in his presence as she could. Though they were never alone, sometimes she felt as if they were, that it was just the two of them eating their dinner or chatting in front of the fire.  
 
      
 
    Two days after the huge storm they had experienced, the arrival of the Duke of Cardinal’s colleague was finally upon them.  
 
      
 
    Unexpectedly, a carriage came rolling up the hill toward the front of the mansion. Lady Julia and Lady Annabelle were sitting in the rocking chairs, barely moving, enjoying the late summer day.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle sat forward when she saw the carriage approaching. She stood up at the same time as Lady Julia. Both women moved to the edge of the porch. 
 
      
 
    “Do you recognize the carriage?” 
 
      
 
    “It looks like the one the hotel in the city uses. The one nearest to us,” Lady Annabelle replied, shifting her body so she could get a better look. “Go in and tell Father. He may want to come out here.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia immediately went into the house, calling out for the duke. Lady Annabelle could hear her “Your Grace” even after the door closed. 
 
      
 
    The carriage was almost to them when the door opened again and a flood of people came out. The duke, duchess, Lady Cecilia, Lady Joanna, Lady Julia, and the Duke of Cardinal all came out, one after another. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal’s face lit up. Mr. Covington had finally arrived. 
 
      
 
    He hurried to the edge of the porch and down the steps so he could meet his friend. As he passed Lady Annabelle and her father, he said, “It is my colleague. He has finally arrived!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked up at him as he went by. The smile on his face was bigger than she’d ever seen. He was delighted beyond the shadow of a doubt.  
 
      
 
    The door of the carriage opened and a slender man came out, stepping down to the ground with an energy unlike any Lady Annabelle had seen before. He seemed to be bouncing on his feet, even when he was standing in one place. He was a flurry of movement from the moment he stepped out of the carriage. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace!” Mr. Covington said, gesturing wildly with his hands as if he was swatting several flies away from him. “I am so delighted to finally see you. You would not believe, my lord, the trauma I have been through. I am lucky to be alive! Blessed, you could say! Yes, blessed! My lord, it has been quite a trip getting here, I must say. You will not believe the stories I have to tell. The heroism! The miracles! Ah, I have much to tell you!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle listened to the man talking, an instinctive smile on her face. He was almost as tall as the Duke of Cardinal, with long brown hair that reached his shoulders. His eyes were a bright blue, such a blue that it looked like his eyes were pools of clear water. He removed his hat before bowing to Lady Annabelle, the first person he met on his way up the porch steps. 
 
      
 
    “This is Lady Annabelle Cartwright. Her father, the Duke of Norrend. Her Grace, Duchess Louise Cartwright. Lady Julia Rickman. Lady Joanna Rickman. And the youngest lady here, Miss Cecelia Cartwright. This is my lord, my brother, my confidant, Mr. Matthew Covington. A gentleman beyond all measure.” 
 
      
 
    As the duke spoke, Mr. Covington straightened himself and looked very proud. “Well! I do thank you for that, Your Grace!” 
 
      
 
    “It is good to finally meet you, my lord,” Lady Annabelle tipped into a curtsy. He shook his head.  
 
      
 
    “My lady, the pleasure is mine. And I have no title.” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize, Mr. Covington.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head again. “No need, no need. I enjoy being mistaken for a lord. It makes me feel as though I have been bestowed with an honor beyond my worth.” 
 
      
 
    “No honor is beyond your worth, Mr. Covington.” Duke Colbourn looked at the family. “I have informed the duke but I neglected to tell all of you that I have known Mr. Covington since we were in the academy together. We are good friends, as well as colleagues. We have studied the history of art together for many years. He is the first person I would ask for advice on any artwork in the world.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, now,” Mr. Covington laughed. “I am sure you would find many more who are just as knowledgeable as I am. But for now, I am the best you have.”  
 
      
 
    “Shall we go inside?” The Duke of Norrend held out his hand.  
 
      
 
    “That would be fabulous, yes.” Mr. Covington passed by him, smiling at the rest of them as he went. He stopped inside the foyer, looking around with wide eyes. “What a lovely home! This interior decorating. You chose well, Your Grace. You chose well.” 
 
      
 
    Duke Cartwright smiled at him. “Thank you, Mr. Covington.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington placed his hands behind his back and began to walk slowly around the foyer, taking in the furnishings, the decorations, the art hanging on the walls. He looked satisfied. Lady Annabelle watched him make the round, looking up at the Duke of Cardinal to see what his reaction was. He was watching Mr. Covington as well, the smile on his face nearly undetectable.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington came back to them after surveying one side of the room. His eyes were alight with energy. “If this is a representation of the artwork you have, my lord, I am excited to see the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “We have collected a good deal of valuable works of art, Mr. Covington. I am sure you have heard of some of them.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington nodded. “I will be surprised if I have not heard of them all, my lord. Duke Colbourn tells me that you have the Tiziano Vecelli he has been looking for. That is good news indeed. He has been searching for some time.” 
 
      
 
    “I did not know it was in your possession until recently, my lord,” the Duke of Cardinal told the Duke of Norrend. “It has been a well-known secret.” 
 
      
 
    “A well-known secret?” Lady Joanna said. They all turned to look at her. She blushed and dropped her eyes. Mr. Covington walked to her, placing his hand under her chin and lifting it up so she had to look at him. 
 
      
 
    “What a lovely creature you are,” he said, his voice soft and breathless. “Such artistry, such beauty I could make with a face like this on a canvas. Oh yes, I could. You would be breath-taking, absolutely breath-taking!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna looked terrified. Her face turned red. He laughed and tapped her chin lightly. “I do not mean to scare you, my lady. You must already know that you are a beautiful woman. Like your sisters and the duchess here. You are surrounded by beautiful women, Your Grace. What a lucky man you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Covington. I quite agree. The parlor is this way. Shall we have some tea?” 
 
      
 
    “A lovely idea indeed!” Mr. Covington followed the duke to the door of the parlor. They all moved into the room one by one. Lady Annabelle made sure to walk in behind the Duke of Cardinal, so she could stand near him wherever he went.  
 
      
 
    He glanced back several times, making eye contact with her. He was keeping tabs on her. It made her heart melt every time their eyes met. 
 
      
 
    Standing near him, she watched as Mr. Covington circled the room, again admiring the furnishings, the grand clock standing in the corner, the artwork on the walls. She stayed where she was when the Duke of Cardinal went to him.  
 
      
 
    “The Tiziano Vecelli is in the storage room where the rest of them are, Mr. Covington,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “After we have some refreshments, we should go immediately and see them. I would like your opinion.” 
 
      
 
    “That is why I came,” Mr. Covington laughed. Lady Annabelle could tell they would have to get used to hearing that laughter. She believed he could be told that someone had died and he would find a way to turn it into something positive. He eyed his friend.  
 
      
 
    “Are you in a hurry to leave, Your Grace? I was under the impression from your last letter that you intended to stay longer than originally planned.” 
 
      
 
    “I am planning to stay, Mr. Covington, and you are welcome too, I am assuming.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington shook his head. “Never assume, my lord. Always know.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal smiled. “I do know. I asked the duke for his permission and he has had a room made ready for you. If you wish to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “I have not seen you in some time, my lord. I am wanting to stay. But I must ask, before we see the paintings, I would like to have a private discussion with you, if that is possible.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked out the window. “It does not appear there is rain on the way. Would you like to see the garden? It is a work of beauty on its own.” 
 
      
 
    “This mountainside is a thing of beauty,” Mr. Covington said as he walked toward the duke, who had seated himself in a chair near the fireplace. Mary would be in soon with refreshments. The rest of them took seats around the duke, all eyes on the newcomer. “I should love to see the garden.” 
 
      
 
    “We will return shortly.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend nodded, waving one hand. “Do as you please. Consider my home yours for the time being.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace. That is very kind of you.”  
 
      
 
    The two men walked toward the door. The Duke of Cardinal looked at Lady Annabelle over his shoulder, giving her a warm smile. She blinked, smiling back. She felt like a silly girl, thinking she would miss him while he was gone. Even for a half hour.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal and Mr. Covington did not speak until they were at the garden gate. Mr. Covington stopped and stood there for a moment, taking in what he could of the small hillside representation in the middle of the vast garden. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my,” he said breathlessly. “Oh, this is something to behold, is it not?” He pulled open the gate and went through, looking back at the Duke of Cardinal. “This is simply amazing. What a work of art!” He went directly down the path to the closest area he could get to the hill fountain. “What is this?” 
 
      
 
    “The servants call it hill fountain. I do not know if it has a proper name. It has small carvings that look like the hillside as you come up to the mansion.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington nodded. “I can see that. It is amazing work! I could never carve such small figures that look so very lifelike. Such exact representations of the real thing. Oh my, I am impressed.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal grinned. “Shall we talk about the paintings?” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington looked sober for a moment, losing his smile, though it was still hidden in his eyes. “You are under the impression the duke has been taken? The paintings are not genuine?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know for certain. Yes, it is my impression. That is why I need you to be here. I cannot buy them if they are forgeries and the duke will need to be told as much.” 
 
      
 
    “What has made you think they are not the genuine paintings?” 
 
      
 
    “Small defects I think no one else has seen. They may not be defects. They may be parts of the paintings I did not know were there. I have never seen them before in person.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington shook his head, standing stiff with his hands clasped behind his back. His eyes were focused on the hill fountain as he took in every small detail. 
 
      
 
    “If you think the paintings are forgeries, I will certainly check for any signs of defect. How many do you suspect?” 
 
      
 
    “Three.” 
 
      
 
    “Is one of them the Vecelli?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. “Thankfully, no. I do believe that one is genuine. However, with my untrained eye, I truly cannot say.” 
 
      
 
    “I will check for you, my lord. If there is any chance they are not genuine, I will know.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. That is why I asked you to come.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington’s smile was back. “Yes, we established that, did we not?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal laughed. “We did.” 
 
      
 
    “You are wanting to stay longer because of the young lady in there? The Lady Annabelle?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Yes. How did you know?” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington laughed loudly. “It does not take a trained eye to see how the two of you look at each other. There is obviously something between you. Are you courting her?” 
 
      
 
    “I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? And when did this begin? Why have you not written to me about it?” 
 
      
 
    “I just received permission yesterday. I am afraid my letter would have been delayed until after you got here.” 
 
      
 
    They both laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I am happy for you, my lord. If there is anything I can do to help the process along, please do let me know.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal gave Mr. Covington a slap on the shoulder. “You are a good friend, Mr. Covington. I am glad you are here.” 
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    Lady Annabelle stood by the window and watched the two men in the garden. Feeling like she was spying on them, she turned to the side and looked at her father.  
 
      
 
    She wanted to talk to him again. He was melancholy the last time, saying that she would be marrying soon and he would lose his little girl. Now, after what had happened the day before with Lady Joanna, she wondered if his opinion of the Duke of Cardinal had changed.  
 
      
 
    He seemed a little guarded, which disappointed Lady Annabelle. She did not want her father to object to a relationship between them. Lady Joanna had planted a seed of doubt that had not been there before.  
 
      
 
    The duke sat in his chair without speaking, lifting the teacup to his lips every now and then, staring at the non-existent fire in the fireplace. Lady Annabelle walked to him.  
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to light a fire, Father?” she asked softly. The duke looked up at her in surprise, as if he had not expected her to come over and speak to him. His face relaxed after a moment and he smiled, shaking his head.  
 
      
 
    “No, I am not cold. Are you cold?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, Father, it is quite warm today.” 
 
      
 
    “Bring a chair, my dear, and sit with me. We can talk.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle sat in the chair nearest to him, vacated by the duchess, who had taken her leave for an afternoon nap. She leaned toward her father. “I am worried, Father.” 
 
      
 
    He gave her a sober look. “As am I. Tell me, daughter, what it is you are worried about?” 
 
      
 
    “I worry for many reasons. I worry that Lady Joanna is troubled and that we will not be able to help her mature. I worry that you have… thoughts of doubt about Duke Colbourn. I worry that you will object if our relationship continues to grow.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend turned his eyes back to the blackness of the fireplace. “I worry for those reasons, as well. And for others. I worry about your mother, your sister, Lady Julia. I worry about the state of the house, whether the servants are satisfied and taken care of, whether the businesses will fail. There are many worries in this world. We must pick which ones are the most important.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle tilted her hand, trying to understand what was most important to her father. He had mentioned several things she considered much more important than the rumors and lies of a jealous young woman. She hoped he felt the same way about it. 
 
      
 
    “What is important, Father? Tell me what to be worried about.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled at her without humor. “I cannot tell you what to worry about, my dear. You will worry about the things that are closest to your heart. What is it you are most worried about?” 
 
      
 
    She tilted her head and leaned even closer. “I fear you will object to Duke Colbourn and I. I worry that Mother’s opinion will sway you.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend looked down at the floor before moving his eyes back to the fireplace. “The duchess is a hard woman to read. She is softer inside than she appears.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle gave her father a doubtful look. “I cannot imagine it, Father. Mother? Soft?” She tried to picture her mother in a situation that would cause her to react in a soft way. She could not imagine even one. She always assumed her mother was cold about everything she did. She showed little affection to her daughters. It was not something Lady Annabelle was used to seeing.  
 
      
 
    “I know you do not see it, Lady Annabelle. But you must realize that your mother has been through many traumatic events in her life. They have shaped and formed her opinion of the world. She was not always the woman she is now. She has grown distant to society and the ton. She does not seek their approval when she sends you and the girls to the parties. She seeks her own approval, something I am afraid the poor woman may never receive.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle felt sorry for her mother. “But why not, Father? Is she not capable of loving herself?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend’s eyes snapped to his daughter’s face. “That is very intuitive of you, my dear. No. It seems she is always seeking a perfection none of us can attain. That is why she is hard on you and your sisters. It is because she is hard on herself.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle dropped her head, looking at the empty fireplace with sad eyes. She suddenly understood why her father was staring into the blackness.  
 
      
 
    Seeing nothing but the black soot against the back of the stone fireplace helped clear her mind of all thoughts but those she wanted to think. She was not distracted by movement or color. She could stare into the darkness and analyze what was worrying her. 
 
      
 
    “You are too young to be worrying about the many things that live in my mind, my dear,” her father said, putting his hand out to her. She took it and he held it between them, smiling. “You are too young and too pretty. You will have a fine husband and many lovely children. I look forward to seeing them and playing with them and watching them grow.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh Father, you speak of such things with wisdom. I will listen to your advice, I make you that promise.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a good daughter,” the duke said, squeezing her hand. “I do love you.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too.” She got up and leaned over to hug him around the shoulders. Once again, as she always did, she breathed in his scent, imprinting it in her mind so that she would always know when her father was near. Smelling it would remind her of the hugs and the love her father gave her. 
 
      
 
    He looked up at her, leaning forward and whispering in a voice just loud enough for her to hear, “Now you go and check on the duke and his friend. I know you want to see if they are still in the garden.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle giggled, standing up and going back to the window. It looked like the duke and Mr. Covington were taking a quick walk around the hill fountain. She turned when she felt a presence next to her. Lady Julia was smiling at her, her small arms folded over her chest. “How are you feeling, Lady Annabelle? Are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “Oh yes, how could I not be? My father has given his permission to Duke Colbourn to court me. I could not be happier.” 
 
      
 
    “He has forgiven the Duke of Cardinal for the incident with Lady Joanna?” 
 
      
 
    “He had no need to forgive the Duke of Cardinal,” Lady Annabelle said, unable to keep the defensiveness from her voice. “It was Lady Joanna he has forgiven. The Duke of Cardinal did nothing wrong.” She looked at Lady Julia. “You know this.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded. “Yes, I misspoke.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle tilted her head to the side. “You do not believe Lady Joanna, do you, Lady Julia?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia’s face turned to one of regret. She shrugged. “I do not know what to believe, Lady Annabelle. She is my sister. I cannot believe she would make up such terrible lies, just to get revenge on a man who spurned her.” 
 
      
 
    “But the duke did not do what she said he did,” Lady Annabelle insisted. “You know that Lady Joanna was not telling the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “She has never admitted to it.” Lady Julia’s arms were still crossed in front of her chest. She turned away from Lady Annabelle, looking out the window at the men in the garden.  
 
      
 
    They were making their way around the other side, beginning the walk back to the house. The look on her face showed that she did not want to believe her sister.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle decided to drop the topic. It had to be sensitive for Lady Julia, knowing that her sister was capable of viciously attacking someone who had done nothing wrong. Especially the duke. Her duke. The thought of it brought back Lady Annabelle’s anger.  
 
      
 
    She mentally pushed the feeling away. Her anger would get her nowhere. Her father had forgiven Lady Joanna, there was probably some type of punishment involved and Earl Rickman had been notified of his daughter’s deceit. There was nothing more to be done. 
 
      
 
    She was glad to see the men were heading back into the house. They would want refreshments. She turned and hurried to the table where the pastries and tea were sitting. She poured two cups of tea and set several pastries on a small tray. She wanted to have it ready for him when he came in the door.  
 
      
 
    Someday, it would be her job to serve him in whatever capacity he needed. She would be perfectly willing.  
 
      
 
    When he came through the door, the exuberant Mr. Covington behind him, their eyes met. She lifted the tray and held it out to him. “Please take a cup of tea and a pastry. Mr. Covington?”  
 
      
 
    Both men immediately removed the cups from the tray. “Thank you, my lady,” Mr. Covington said. He sounded impressed. The Duke of Cardinal was looking at her with loving eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he said, his voice soft. Mr. Covington looked from his friend to the lady and back with a large smile.  
 
      
 
    “You see, Your Grace? You simply cannot miss it. Only a fool would miss it!” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal colored slightly, a look Lady Annabelle was not used to. She knew instinctively what Mr. Covington was talking about and realized that once again, she had been talked about. This time, the thought made her want to giggle. She set the tray down on the table beside her and lowered her head to the men. “I will leave you to your conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “You need not leave, Lady Annabelle,” Mr. Covington said. “Do not do so on my account. I am pleased to know that my good friend has a lovely woman by his side. I encourage you to be good to him. He has always been good to others.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a lot of goods in one speech, Mr. Covington,” the Duke of Cardinal said with a laugh. He looked at Lady Annabelle. “We are very complimentary towards one another. It keeps us both in good moods.” 
 
      
 
    That made Lady Annabelle giggle. She picked up one of the pastries and took a bite, moving her eyes from one to the other. Mr. Covington launched into an adventurous story about a time he and the Duke of Cardinal had taken a ship across the ocean to America and the storm they endured that made them question their decisions in life. They had both feared for their lives but survived the ordeal to tell the story. 
 
      
 
    “No one tells the story like Mr. Covington does,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “He indulges himself and makes it much more horrific than it really was. But to his credit, it was a deadly storm and yes, our lives were in danger.” 
 
      
 
    It was but one of many stories Mr. Covington had to offer. After a solid hour of nonstop talking, the Duke of Cardinal cut politely into his speech to suggest they take a look at the paintings.  
 
      
 
    “Oh yes.” Mr. Covington nodded vigorously. “I am ready to see these beautiful paintings. Please point me in the direction.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle watched him move his head, reminding her of a chicken. The thought struck her as so funny, she had to turn away and almost choked on her laughter. Lady Julia was standing next to her and patted her on the back. “Are you all right, Lady Annabelle?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded, deciding it would be best to keep such a horrid thought to herself. She was ashamed of herself and vowed not to be so mean-spirited in the future.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The room was silent while Mr. Covington looked at the paintings. The ones in question had been propped up on easels, as much in the light as possible.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend offered to have the paintings taken outside to be seen in the natural light but Mr. Covington said it made no difference. If there were any problems, he would spot them either way. 
 
      
 
    The quiet felt like a weight on Lady Annabelle’s shoulders. She shifted in place. She’d asked her father if he would allow her to come and view Mr. Covington’s examination. She was as curious as the rest of them. Knowing her love for fine art, he had agreed she could come along.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington viewed each painting from a distance, then moved in for a closer examination. He looked at the frame and tilted the painting forward to look at the back.  
 
      
 
    After the third painting, he walked away from all three, turned and stared at them, one hand under his chin. Finally, he turned to the Duke of Norrend and the Duke of Cardinal. 
 
      
 
    “These paintings are genuine,” he said bluntly. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle watched both her father and the Duke of Cardinal breathe a sigh of relief at the same time. Their shoulders relaxed and they smiled at each other.  
 
      
 
    “I am happy to hear it,” the Duke of Cardinal said. He was elated to hear the paintings were the real thing. “This is why I do not rely on my own judgment. I hope you understand, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend nodded. “I do. It is a relief to me, as well. Would you care to see the rest of my collection, Mr. Covington?” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to very much, yes.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend went to his side and they walked around the room together, stopping at each painting, lifting it if it was not hanging, making remarks about the artist and the style.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was usually very interested in such things. Had it been any other time in her life, listening to an expert such as Mr. Covington talk about paintings and fine art would have been a dream come true.  
 
      
 
    But when her father walked off with Mr. Covington, he left the Duke of Cardinal behind and she could not resist the opportunity to speak to him, no matter what they talked about.  
 
      
 
    “I am so happy the paintings are real,” she said in a low voice, stepping over to him. She had her arms crossed over her chest, gripping her arms with her hands. He noticed and raised his eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    “Are you cold, my lady?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, trying to relax her tense muscles. She did not want to admit she was now quite nervous being around him. She had been perfectly relaxed before. What had made the difference? 
 
      
 
    “I believe I am still feeling the tension from before. The anticipation was terrible. Did you not feel it, too?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I must confess I did feel somewhat apprehensive. I did not want the Duke of Norrend to think I was in any way disrespecting his knowledge of fine art. It was my own that I was questioning.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Lady Annabelle nodded. “I believe my father does, too. The duke is a very thoughtful man. He is known for considering all sides of the equation.” 
 
      
 
    “I have noticed. If he was any other man, I may not have been able to escape the wrath of the duchess. I am dismayed that she does not approve of me. I did not feel her approval when I arrived and I feel it even less now.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, my lord. I will talk with her on your behalf, if you would like.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked down at her, drinking in the high cheekbones, the dark lips, the narrow, pretty eyes of the woman he loved. “You are a jewel, my lady. I must tell you how beautiful I think you are.” 
 
      
 
    “I thank you, my lord. I am equally fond of your face.” The way she worded her compliment made them both smile broadly. 
 
      
 
    “You are fond of my face?” the Duke of Cardinal repeated, chuckling as he said it. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord.” She decided to make the most of her blunder. “It is a face I would like to continue seeing frequently. As in daily. For a very long time. As in perhaps the rest of my life.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal’s smile widened if it was at all possible. He had come for the paintings. He had found love. It was an amazing thing to him.  
 
      
 
    “That is something I am also looking forward to.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle wanted to move closer to him but etiquette prevented any further movement. She would have given anything to kiss his lips, to let him know how much she wanted to be his bride. 
 
      
 
    She held back, turning her head when her father and Mr. Covington came back toward them.  
 
      
 
    “We are going to have a celebration dinner, Lady Annabelle, Duke Colbourn. Mr. Covington has appraised the value of my art pieces at a much higher amount than I had originally assessed. I must thank you for bringing him to my home, my lord. It is much appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    “It is certainly my pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle followed the men through the door and down the narrow passageway that would take them back to the main house. She was behind the Duke of Cardinal, who glanced over his shoulder at her every so often with a warm smile on his face.  
 
      
 
    She scanned his broad shoulders, his strong legs. He was a well-built man. She could not have found a better man to fall in love with. And how lucky was she that he felt the same way? 
 
      
 
    The passageway entrance was a door that led from the parlor to the other portion of the mansion. That area had always been used for storage. Every time Lady Annabelle went down the passageway, she wondered why it had not been built a bit wider. Some of the items stored in the space must have been difficult to get through. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Lady Joanna. Lord Gilbert. I did not know you were here, my lord,” she heard her father saying as he went into the parlor through the doorway. She shuddered off a disgusted feeling and put a smile on her face.  
 
      
 
    “Your Grace. Your Grace. I have just come by for a visit with the lovely Lady Joanna. I hope that is acceptable.” Lord Gilbert bowed to them. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do not see why you cannot call on her. Have you spoken to Earl Rickman?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle came around the back of the men, moving past the windows to go around Lady Joanna and Lord Gilbert. The Duke of Cardinal followed her route.  
 
      
 
    “I have not.” 
 
      
 
    Her father had stopped to talk to Lord Gilbert. Lady Annabelle was not in the mood to speak to either of them. She was still stewing about Lady Joanna’s near sabotage of her relationship. The Duke of Cardinal reached out and grabbed her arm to slow her down. She stopped and looked back at him. He let go, turning his eyes to the other people in the room. 
 
      
 
    She instantly understood what he was implying. She was being unladylike, hurrying past the two and trying to leave the room. She stood stock-still, her eyes on her father. 
 
      
 
    “I would suggest that should be your next move, my lord, as it is he you will need permission from if you plan to court the young lady.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle watched Lady Joanna’s back stiffen. She shuffled her feet and clasped her hands behind her back. Because of Lady Annabelle’s position, she could see the girl was kneading her fingers so hard she was changing the color of her skin.  
 
      
 
    She gripped her hands together. She was nervous about something. Lady Annabelle looked up at the back of the girl’s head, wishing she had not been in such a hurry to leave. The look on Lady Joanna’s face would tell her much more about what the girl was thinking. But she had acted too soon and she was lucky the Duke of Cardinal had stopped her at all. 
 
      
 
    By contrast, Lord Gilbert looked completely at ease. He was relaxed and smiling, like he always was. He had turned to the side and she could see his profile. Nothing was a problem for Lord Gilbert.  
 
      
 
    “I will take that under advisement, Your Grace. Thank you.” Lord Gilbert bowed at the waist.  
 
      
 
    “We are on our way to the dining hall. Lunch will soon be served. We will see you there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Yes, we will be there.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend looked around the room. “I trust your brother is here?” He looked at Lady Joanna directly.  
 
      
 
    “He is. Yes. He is around here somewhere. He will be back shortly.”  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend stood for a moment, assessing the situation. He moved his eyes from Lady Joanna to Lord Gilbert.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps Lady Joanna should come with us to the dining hall,” he said.  
 
      
 
    “We are planning to play a game before lunch, my lord,” Lord Gilbert said. “I do hope we have your permission to do so. Lord Leonard will be back shortly. The game is ready to play.”  
 
      
 
    He waved his hand at the card table nearby, where indeed, the cards were laid out for a game of Whist. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend glanced at the table. He nodded. “We will see you in the dining hall.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord. Thank you.” Lord Gilbert bowed twice as the Duke of Norrend walked around him. Lady Annabelle and the Duke of Cardinal waited until her father and Mr. Covington went through the door to the foyer before following behind them.  
 
      
 
    True to his word, Lord Leonard was approaching the parlor door. He stopped and bowed to the dukes. “Your Grace. Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    “Lord Leonard,” the Duke of Norrend said. “You are staying for lunch?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord, we plan to after a few games of Whist. Lady Joanna expressed an interest in playing and my brother is known to give in to a pretty face.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I have noticed.” The Duke of Norrend sounded more serious than Lady Annabelle thought he intended. “We are going to the dining hall now. We will see you there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Lord Leonard bowed again and turned toward the parlor door. He stopped and turned back quickly, saying, “Pardon me, my lord, but did you receive good news about your paintings?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend looked back at him. “Yes. We have genuine paintings.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that is a relief to you, my lord. Congratulations.” With that, he turned and went to the parlor door. 
 
      
 
    The men continued but Lady Annabelle hung back a little and watched Lord Leonard slip through the door, only opening it enough to get through. She caught a glimpse of Lord Gilbert in the room when the door opened. His face was very serious. He did not look like he was getting ready to play a game of Whist.  
 
      
 
    She hurried after the men, not wanting to be left behind and asked any questions. Why would Lady Joanna want to play a game before lunch? She was not one to invite others to play games. In all the years she had known her, Lady Joanna had never once asked her to play a game with her. And why did Lord Gilbert look so serious? 
 
      
 
    When she went into the dining hall, she looked around for Lady Julia. If there was anyone who would share her wonder about the situation, it was her best friend. She spotted the young woman standing by the table of fruit, looking through the selection and picking out strawberries. The room was filling quickly with people from the city and the nearby countryside.  
 
      
 
    She had to maneuver around several people, excusing herself and curtsying. She finally reached Lady Julia and could not help eyeing the fruit table herself. “Oh my, those look so very fresh,” she said. Lady Julia looked up at her.  
 
      
 
    “I did not see you coming. You are like a small kitten on padded feet.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle smiled. “I did not mean to frighten you.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shrugged. “Did you enjoy the artwork examination?” 
 
      
 
    “I did, thank you. It was a relief to find out the works of art are genuine and not forgeries.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that is a relief!” Lady Julia exclaimed, right before taking a bite of her strawberry. “Did you see my sister? She is in the parlor playing games with the Balfour brothers.” Lady Julia shook her head. “I do not know what she sees in Lord Gilbert but I am glad she has found someone to spend her time with. She has become much more outgoing, would you not agree?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle would agree. But something about it all bothered her. She could not put her finger on it. “Do you have no suspicions that Lord Gilbert might not be the right suitor for Lady Joanna? You have no concerns?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia took another bite of her strawberry, finishing it and dropping the leaf on her plate. She gave Lady Annabelle a nonchalant look.  
 
      
 
    “I have spoken to her about my concerns. My sister does not listen to me. She knows that I only come from a place of love. But she does not listen to me. We are twins. I am only minutes older than her. She does not count those minutes as being worthwhile.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle gave a humorless chuckle.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna shifted in the chair nervously. The dukes were in the storage wing with Mr. Covington and Lady Annabelle surveying the value of the three paintings. She was waiting in the parlor with Lord Gilbert, while Lord Leonard scouted the rest of the house.  
 
      
 
    She wanted revenge against Duke Colbourn for humiliating her in the street. But the plan Lord Gilbert had come up with was elaborate and dangerous. She would incur the wrath of many people if she did not play her cards right.  
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert was very persuasive. When she started to question what they were doing, he always told her that she was the only person alive capable of doing what needed to be done. She was the only logical one to say the duke had said crude things to her because Lady Annabelle would never admit it, even if it were true and Lady Julia was too pure to have not slapped the duke’s face at least once. Lady Joanna was timid, meek, easily controlled. 
 
      
 
    When the group emerged from the passageway, her heart had nearly beat out of her chest. She was so tense, she gave herself a mild headache. Her hands ached from where she had been kneading them together. She desperately wanted to lie down. 
 
      
 
    But she had committed herself to the plan Lord Gilbert devised. Once the group was gone to the dining hall, she would remain in the parlor while Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard went through the passageway, retrieved the three paintings and brought them back.  
 
      
 
    They had large sacks ready, hidden in a corner near the doorway, where no one would look.  
 
      
 
    If anyone came to the parlor, which was unlikely for at least half an hour or more, Lady Joanna was to say the men had left to get lunch and bring it back for her.  
 
      
 
    The time it took for the two men to get the paintings went by like molasses dripping from a tree. Lady Joanna thought they would never return. It felt like an eternity. She paced the room, waiting with a steady beating heart. The doorknob never turned but she kept looking at it as if it had.  
 
      
 
    Finally, Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard came back through the door. They propped the paintings up against the wall. Lord Gilbert’s face was glowing with triumph. He smiled at Lady Joanna. “Do you see? Look! Look at this beauty!” He uncovered one of the paintings, looking at it with hungry eyes. Lady Joanna wondered why he found the painting so fascinating. She had seen it before. It did not seem special to her.  
 
      
 
    But Lord Gilbert’s joy at stealing the painting was written all over his face. Lord Leonard, by contrast, was sober and serious. He covered the painting back up and moved two of them to the door so that if it opened, the person on the other side would not immediately see them. He returned for the third one and looked down at Lord Gilbert.  
 
      
 
    “You must get yourself under control, brother. These are the most valuable paintings in that storage room. They will be missed quickly. For all we know, the dukes may return to look at them after lunch. We must put them in the room now.” 
 
      
 
    He went back to the door, propping the third painting up against the other two. He turned and beckoned to them. “Come. We must do this now. Each of us will hold a painting. Lady Jo, you will lead the way because you know which room is his. You do know this?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Good.” He casually opened the door and stepped out, looking around the foyer. He would have to make the timing perfect, as some people from the city came late for lunch.  
 
      
 
    People were coming and going through the area, admiring the paintings and decorations but never going into any other room but the dining hall. That was the only area they were invited besides the foyer.  
 
      
 
    He stepped back inside, shaking his head. “There are people out there. We will have to wait.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert looked at the game table. “I suppose we should play a game. At least make it look as though we had played a game. Do you agree?” 
 
      
 
    Lord Leonard nodded. “That is good thinking. You two set it up. I will find a hiding place for these in this room. We will play for five minutes. Then I will check again. I will check until there is no one out there and we can make it up the stairs without being seen.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna thought the task sounded completely impossible. She had been in the mansion for so many years, she knew the routine of the people who lived and worked there. The foyer was rarely empty, especially at lunchtime.  
 
      
 
    Since the Duke of Norrend and the Duke of Cardinal knew they were playing a game of Whist, they might return to the parlor quickly. Then how would they get the paintings out of the room? 
 
      
 
    Lord Leonard walked around the room, surveying each corner, cabinet, hutch, and trunk. When he found an easel covered up with a large drape, he nodded. Lady Joanna watched him from the table, where she was seated.  
 
      
 
    The others had no idea what kind of man Lord Leonard was. To them, he was a quiet observer, involved in his own thoughts, watching the world move around him. 
 
      
 
    But to Lady Joanna, who knew him much better than they did, he was smooth, manipulating, and calculating. He was highly intelligent, that she knew. But it did not seem to her that he was on the good side of things. He found ways to make things worse for other people.  
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert had told her several stories that he must not have thought were as bad as they were but to Lady Joanna, they showed what a scheming, devious man he could be. 
 
      
 
    She blamed Lord Leonard for Lord Gilbert’s involvement in anything improper. He was the older, bigger brother. Lord Gilbert did anything he asked. It was an odd thing to see. Lady Joanna wondered if she and Lady Julia had a relationship like that. 
 
      
 
    Lord Leonard came back to the table and sat in the third chair, picking up his cards. They played for five minutes to the second and he was on his feet again, checking the foyer. On his third attempt, he looked back inside and frantically waved his arms.  
 
      
 
    “Grab them! We must go quickly!” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert and Lady Joanna jumped to their feet so quickly, the back of his legs tipped Lord Gilbert’s chair over. He snatched it before it went crashing to the ground. He did not want to draw any attention to them. He and Lady Joanna crossed the floor quickly, grabbed the three sacks and brought them to Lord Leonard.  
 
      
 
    The three of them darted across the foyer to the stairs and went up as quickly as they could. Lady Joanna ended up at the bottom, still going up when the men were already on the second floor. They turned to look at her but said nothing. Their faces said enough. 
 
      
 
    She hurried past them and went to the door to the Duke of Cardinal’s room. She set the painting down in front of the door, leaning it against her legs so that her hand was free to turn the knob and open the door. 
 
      
 
    For one brief moment, she was afraid the duke had come back to his chambers during lunch. To her relief, the room was empty. She moved through the doorway. Lord Gilbert came in after her and then Lord Leonard. Lord Leonard closed the door behind him and set the edge of the painting on the floor, looking around.  
 
      
 
    “Where shall they be hidden? It must be somewhere that is easily accessible but no one would look there unless told to.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna scanned the room and pointed at a large hutch standing against one wall. It was used for large coats during cold winter seasons. It was at least four and a half feet wide and stretched back about the same. “In there, or behind it?” she suggested. 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert looked at Lord Leonard. The older brother nodded and the three laid the paintings on top of each other on the bed. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard pushed and pulled on the hutch until it was scooted out a foot. They placed the paintings behind it and shoved it back so they were pushed against the wall. 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna watched them with an uneasy feeling. Somehow, this was going to go wrong. Something was going to go wrong. She was no longer sure she wanted the duke to be sent away from the mansion. Lady Annabelle did look happy with him.  
 
      
 
    “I do not know if we should do this,” she said. She regretted it the moment she said it. Lord Gilbert crossed the room and took her face in his hands. He was not rough with her but he scared her nonetheless.  
 
      
 
    “It is too late to back out now, my dear. The time has come for you to have what you want. Lady Annabelle has been receiving her every wish every day of her life, has she not?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna nodded. He took his hands from her face but his eyes remained locked on hers. 
 
      
 
    “And you have not. You have experienced great loss. A loss no one else can understand. They do not seem to care, do they? Have they?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna pulled in a deep breath, shaking her head. “No, I suppose they have not.” Her voice came out defeated. It really was too late. When the paintings were found in the Duke of Cardinal’s room, it would appear he was attempting to steal them. He would be sent away from the mansion and Lady Annabelle would not have her duke anymore. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, the idea did not sound as good as it had when Lord Leonard had first come up with it. 
 
      
 
    The older brother took a few steps to stand beside them. “We cannot stand here all day. The reason we are here is because you were insistent that Lady Annabelle is punished for the years she has treated you badly. This is what you told us, is it not?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Then you will reap the rewards when the paintings are found and he is sent away. Come, we must leave this room before we are discovered.” 
 
      
 
    The three hurried to the door, slipped through and made it to the top of the stairs unseen. Lord Leonard was there first and stopped, holding up his hand. He scanned the floor below.  
 
      
 
    “We will go directly to the dining hall.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert and Lady Joanna nodded at him. They walked as casually as they could down the stairs and crossed the foyer to the dining hall doors. Lord Leonard opened them and allowed the other two to pass him.  
 
      
 
    The food looked delicious, distracting Lady Joanna from her worry. She had not realized how hungry she was. She crossed the room to the table where the bread and meat were laid out, picking up a plate from the side of the table.  
 
      
 
    She lifted her eyes long enough to see Lady Annabelle standing near the window with Lady Julia and the Duke of Cardinal. They were laughing and smiling. Lady Joanna looked at Lady Annabelle’s face. Her eyes were directed at the duke. Her smile beamed. The sun spraying through the window caught her in its light, surrounding her with a glowing halo. 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna straightened up. Resentment flooded her. Lady Annabelle was always bathed in glory. All she had to do was stand in front of a window and gaze at a handsome duke. She was given everything while Lady Joanna received scraps. 
 
      
 
    She clenched her jaw. She would make sure they found those paintings in the Duke of Cardinal’s chambers. He would be sent away. He would be humiliated and Lady Annabelle would be alone again. For once, she would feel the pain that Lady Joanna felt when a loved one is taken away.  
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert’s hand on her elbow distracted her from her thoughts. She looked over at him.  
 
      
 
    “You are lost in thought, my lady,” Lord Gilbert said, a look of concern on his face. She was touched. He would stand by her. No matter what happened. 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert was concerned about her. But it was not out of love. The look of anger on her face when she looked at Lady Annabelle was obvious to him. He knew everyone else would see it, too. He gave her a gentle look, knowing it would calm her down.  
 
      
 
    The look disappeared from her face and she gazed at him lovingly.  
 
      
 
    He did not feel in the least sorry for her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal woke up the next morning feeling refreshed and happy. He was looking forward to his day with Lady Annabelle, not knowing what to expect.  
 
      
 
    There was a ball later that evening, a birthday party for a prominent member of society. He had purchased a tunic to match Lady Annabelle’s dress, which he had not seen but had asked about as discreetly as possible. 
 
      
 
    In reality, he simply asked Lady Julia about it so he would purchase the right color. For all he knew, Lady Julia could have told Lady Annabelle that they would match. 
 
      
 
    He and Mr. Covington planned to meet first thing this morning in the storage wing. The Duke of Cardinal wanted to show him what he had seen in the paintings that had made him think they were not genuine. Mr. Covington would be able to fill him in on his error and show him how to avoid the mistake in the future.  
 
      
 
    He cleaned at the water basin with a soft cloth, dried off and dressed. He brushed his hair and looked in the mirror, scanning his face.  
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, he was in the parlor, waiting for Mr. Covington. He looked at the game of cards left out on the table. It was an odd thing. The maids had not cleaned it. Lady Joanna and the Balfour brothers had not picked it up. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, moving to pick the cards up and put them back where they belonged. Such a simple thing to do. He was disappointed in the lot of them. 
 
      
 
    As he slid the cards back onto the shelf, Mr. Covington came through the door.  
 
      
 
    “You look refreshed!” Mr. Covington said upon seeing him. “You slept well, I take it.” 
 
      
 
    “I did. And you?” 
 
      
 
    “The bed that was provided to me is one of the finest I have ever slept on. I will remember to thank Duke Cartwright for that when I see him.” 
 
      
 
    The two men headed to the door to the passageway into the storage wing. 
 
      
 
    “I see that you and your lady are very compatible,” Mr. Covington said. “I am impressed with her. You have chosen well.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. “It had nothing to do with choosing, my lord. It happened whether I wanted it to or not. As you know, I have not been seeking a wife. Although my age dictates that I find one and my duty is to have an heir, I was not looking.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington nodded. “I was aware of that. I never understood why you did not take the opportunities that were presented to you. You have known many fine ladies these past ten years since the academy.” 
 
      
 
    “I had yet to find one that I felt a connection to. With Lady Annabelle…” He shook his head. “It seemed to come naturally. I am… enthralled with her every move. I feel… different. Odd, in a way. But it is good. I like it.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington laughed. “I am glad you like the feeling of love, my lord. It is a grand thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you been in love, Mr. Covington? I have yet to hear you make mention of a female you might be interested in.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington shook his head. “I have no title to carry on and no heir is required. I am free to do as I please. I have not met a woman who can match my energy. I stay on the move. It does not leave a great deal of time for such things.” 
 
      
 
    He pushed open the door and entered the main storage room, where the three easels were propped up in a row.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington stopped so abruptly, the Duke of Cardinal bumped into him from behind. Mr. Covington looked back and stepped to the side. “I apologize. The duke must have moved the paintings to a different place.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked around him at the empty easels. He frowned. The Duke of Norrend had said nothing about moving the paintings. He did not know where the man would have moved them to.  
 
      
 
    “They have not been moved,” he said in a low voice. “I believe they have been stolen.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington’s eyes snapped back to the empty easels. He seemed to be having a little trouble grasping the situation. “Why do you say that?” he asked. “Surely we will find them stacked to the side or…” 
 
      
 
    “Those are extremely valuable paintings, Mr. Covington,” the Duke of Cardinal interrupted him.  
 
      
 
    “That was one of the reasons I was worried about their authenticity. He would not stack them to the side. You see how carefully he has boxed and crated these? He would not move them. It would take a great deal of trouble and he knew we were coming in this morning to look at them. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington stood for a moment, thinking. “We need to tell him what has happened.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal felt a stir of frustration in his chest. Why did these things keep happening to him? It was as if he was not meant to be with Lady Annabelle. But he could not accept that. He knew the connection they had was not like any other.  
 
      
 
    “Yes. Of course we do. But what is it we will tell him?” 
 
      
 
    “The truth, of course. We arrived together this morning and the paintings were gone.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal sighed. “This is turning into the strangest business deal I have ever had. Before we go, there may be other paintings that have gone missing. Do you remember what was here?” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt that I would remember each painting he had in here. It is enough that these three are gone. We must tell him now. He can make his assessment of the rest of them when he is down here.” 
 
      
 
    They turned to go back to the main wing and find the Duke of Norrend. The Duke of Cardinal had a bad feeling. He was so recently accused, how was this going to look with Duke Cartwright?  
 
      
 
    He passed through the parlor and went through the door into the foyer, Mr. Covington on his heels. They turned in the direction of the Duke of Norrend’s study. It was the one place they knew to find him, though they were not sure he was there at the moment. 
 
      
 
    A knock on the door and his answer of “Enter” made the two men look at each other with apprehension. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal opened the door and the two men went in the study. Lady Annabelle stood up from the high-backed chair, turning in their direction. Lady Julia was standing on the other side of the chair, looking at them curiously.  
 
      
 
    “Duke Cartwright, Your Grace,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “I am afraid the paintings, which we were going to inspect further this morning, have been removed from the storage wing. Did you order this removal, my lord?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend frowned, standing up and placing his fists on the surface of his desk, knuckles down. “Removed? What do you mean? They are not on the easels?” 
 
      
 
    “They are not on the easels, my lord,” Mr. Covington confirmed. “My first thought was that you had moved them.” 
 
      
 
    “I did not move them. I had no reason to. I knew you were going to look at them again today.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal nodded. “That was my reasoning, my lord. Please, you must come down and see if anything else is missing.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend was around the desk and to the door in a flash. Lady Julia and Lady Annabelle hung back but followed the men through the foyer, the parlor, and the narrow passageway. They all filed into the main storage room and stared at the empty easels. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend was speechless. He took a few steps toward the easels and stopped. He turned with a face as white as a sheet, staring at the Duke of Cardinal.  
 
      
 
    “I… I am simply beside myself. I do not know who could have done this.” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, there are many people who have access to this storage wing, my lord,” Mr. Covington said. “You do not keep your parlor door locked when you open your home for breakfast and lunch. We know the paintings were here before lunch but the Duke of Cardinal and I did not return after lunch. Did you or anyone else return after lunch?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend shook his head. “I did not. I know of no one else who would have had reason to come back here.” 
 
      
 
    “There are strangers wandering your halls every day,” Mr. Covington pointed out. The duke shook his head.  
 
      
 
    “Most of them are not strangers. They are people from the nearby city, they are country fellows with their families. They have been coming here for years, since we opened our home to them. I cannot believe that any of them would do such a thing.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend turned and went back to the door, looking as though if he had to see the empty easels any more, he might be sick. The rest of them followed him back through the passageway to the parlor.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle walked as quickly as she could to keep up with the Duke of Cardinal, who was in front of her. His face was painted with worry. She knew he was thinking about his bad luck at Norrend.  
 
      
 
    She hoped it would not change his mind about her. So far, she had not brought him anything but aggravation. 
 
      
 
    They came out into the foyer to see that the Duke of Norrend had passed through without acknowledging the presence of a very guilty-looking Lady Joanna. She was staring at the card table and swirled around when the duke came through.  
 
      
 
    “Your Grace!” she said in a frightened voice. “Are you all right, my lord? You look… distraught.” 
 
      
 
    The duke stopped and looked at her. “Did you see anyone pass through here before you went to lunch yesterday, Lady Joanna?” he asked, his voice stern and angry. 
 
      
 
    She bit her bottom lip, shaking her head. “No, my lord. I saw no one. What has happened?” 
 
      
 
    “The paintings we were looking at yesterday have disappeared. Are you sure you saw no one?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna shook her head again. “No, I am so sorry. Those… those were the very valuable paintings, were they not?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend was about to go through the door when he stopped and looked back at her. “Yes. They were three of the most valuable paintings in my possession.” The duke knew Lady Joanna knew next to nothing about art. He thought it was odd that she would question him about them.  
 
      
 
    “Do you have something to tell me, Lady Joanna?” he asked, taking a few steps back into the room in her direction. 
 
      
 
    She swallowed. Lady Annabelle could see how nervous she was. When she moved her eyes to the Duke of Cardinal, Lady Annabelle felt nausea rise into her throat. “Did you not say you were anxious to purchase those, Duke Colbourn?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle sucked in her breath sharply, her eyes darting to the Duke of Cardinal’s face. She saw his jaw clench in anger. He nodded. “Yes, I am anxious to purchase them.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you found the money you needed?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal frowned. The Duke of Norrend moved his eyes back and forth between the two, trying to figure out what was going on. “The money I needed? What do you mean, my lady?” 
 
      
 
    “I overheard you telling Mr. Covington that you might not have the funds to cover purchasing all three of the paintings. It seems a coincidence that now the paintings are gone.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna’s voice was remarkably smooth for the words that came out of her mouth. Lady Annabelle’s anger was tingling under her skin. Lady Joanna’s reputation for telling the truth was in question.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend looked at the girl in frustration. “What are you saying, Lady Joanna? Are you accusing the duke of theft? If you are, I do hope you are right. You will be in serious trouble if you are making false accusations against a high-ranking member of society.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna kept her eyes focused on them, innocence painted all over her face. She was enjoying the look on Lady Annabelle’s face. She could see her world coming apart in front of her. No duke, no marriage, no children.  
 
      
 
    “I am merely suggesting that everyone is suspect until the paintings are found. Even my room. But you may search my room if you like. I certainly did not carry three heavy paintings and put them with my things.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying I should have someone search the duke’s chambers?” The Duke of Norrend sounded flabbergasted. He shook his head. “I will do no such thing. The duke is in fine standing with this family and I will not put him through such humiliation. Kindly keep your thoughts to yourself, young lady.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal lifted one hand. “If it will make the young lady happy, Your Grace, I would be happy to let you look through my room.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle noticed the look of satisfaction on Lady Joanna’s face. She was suspicious. The girl was up to something. But she hadn’t removed the paintings. That was a fact. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure, Duke Colbourn? This must be completely voluntary.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal nodded. “I have nothing to hide, my lord.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    The entire group went up the stairs, Lady Joanna included. She trailed along behind everyone else, looking satisfied with herself. She had thrown suspicion on the Duke of Cardinal.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle did not understand her friend’s motives. It seemed excessive to keep accusing the Duke of Cardinal just because he rejected her advances.  
 
      
 
    They all gathered around the door to Duke Colbourn’s room, which he reached out and opened himself. He went in and looked around. The room looked the same way it had when he’d left that morning.  
 
      
 
    He was not a messy sleeper, so his bed was barely touched. He stepped to the side and let the duke come in. The others followed after, looking around the room.  
 
      
 
    “I see nowhere the paintings could be kept,” the Duke of Cardinal said, his eyes turning to Lady Joanna, who was the last one to come in. He was far from a stupid man. If Lady Joanna said that the paintings could possibly be in his room, she had to have a reason for doing so.  
 
      
 
    When she came in, the lady was looking down at the floor, watching where her feet went. He looked down at the floor but it made no sense to him. The paintings could not be hidden under the floor. He watched her face when she finally lifted her eyes. She was looking at the Duke of Norrend and did not move her eyes from him.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was doing his best to hold on to his temper. He was exhausted with being accused of things he had not done. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace,” he said, addressing the Duke of Norrend. “I have stolen no paintings. I have done nothing to you or your family. I tire of being accused. I would ask that the lady provide proof that the paintings are in my possession or leave me be.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend looked at Lady Joanna. “If you would be so kind as to respond to the duke, it would be appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna looked around the room. “I am sure there is somewhere the paintings can be hidden. You have not looked. They would not be in plain sight.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was watching Lady Joanna as closely as the Duke of Cardinal. She watched as Joanna ran her eyes around the room, hesitating only once. When she looked at the hutch.  
 
      
 
    “Father,” she said, moving her eyes from her father to the Duke of Cardinal. “May I ask that the hutch be moved?” There is a space behind it and below it. Or the paintings might be in the hutch.” She wished she could send her thoughts to the Duke of Cardinal so he would not think she was going along with Lady Joanna’s lies. 
 
      
 
    She did not enjoy the look he gave her but she would explain herself at a later time. She met his eyes and shook her head just slightly, hoping he would understand it. He looked confused and then turned his eyes to her father.  
 
      
 
    “I will move the hutch, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense. I will have someone on the staff move it. You will not lift a finger to support these accusations. If the paintings are behind the hutch, we will have our guilty party. If not, there are still questions about where the paintings might be.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle could not tell what her father was thinking when he went to the side of the bed and pulled on a small rope. A speaking tube from the servant’s quarters sticking out from the wall made a small sound and they could all hear a male voice through the speaking tube.  
 
      
 
    “My lord?” the voice said. 
 
      
 
    “Albert, come to the Duke of Cardinal’s room and bring William with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    They all stood in silence waiting for the servants. Lady Annabelle could feel the tension in the room. It was so thick, it was like a thundercloud surrounded them. The men came in the room only a few minutes later. 
 
      
 
    “Albert, you and William move this hutch to the side, please. We want to look behind it and underneath it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Albert and William took places on either side of the hutch and with a hefty grunt, pulled the hutch away from the wall.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle watched as the hutch was moved. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing behind it. Her eyes darted to Lady Joanna’s face. She looked shocked. Lady Annabelle was covered in chills. Lady Joanna had expected to see the paintings there. When she realized everyone was going to look at her, she made her face as neutral as she could. Guilt covered the neutral look and her face turned red. 
 
      
 
    Her hands moved to cover her mouth. “I… I…” She stared at each of them as they all glared at her. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna, do you know where the paintings are?” the Duke of Norrend asked in an angry but calm voice. 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna stared at him with wide eyes, shaking her head. “No, my lord, I…” She could say nothing more. She turned on her heels and darted out the door as quickly as she could. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna!” Lady Julia ran to the door after her sister, giving Lady Annabelle an apologetic glance. However, she was unable to reach her before Lady Joanna had disappeared out of sight. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle, the Duke of Cardinal, and the Duke of Norrend stood in the room for a moment longer, staring at the empty space behind the wall. 
 
      
 
    “I do not think the paintings are here,” the Duke of Norrend said in a low voice. He looked at the Duke of Cardinal. “Do allow me to apologize for Lady Joanna.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. “You need not apologize, Your Grace. It is not our fault when young people seek attention in the wrong ways. I am not certain what Lady Joanna has against me, but apparently, I have done her wrong somehow. I simply do not understand.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend gave him a sarcastic frown. “I have lived with my daughters and wife for more than half my life, my lord. I will never understand them myself.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle watched the dukes speak, keeping her mouth shut until she felt she was not interrupting them. When the Duke of Cardinal looked at her, she decided to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see how she looked when the paintings were not behind the hutch, Father, my lord?” She moved her eyes from one duke to the other. “She looked surprised. She thought they were there. Why would she think they were there unless she put them there?” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna would not have been able to move that hutch by herself. I must assume that she had servants help her, if this is the truth. In the meantime, the paintings are still missing. What do you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal sighed. “I do not know why this is happening. I did not come here to cause problems.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend nodded. “I know you came here with only good intentions, my lord.” He instructed the servants to move the hutch back. When they were finished, Albert approached the Duke of Norrend.  
 
      
 
    “My lord, I could not help overhearing what you said about some of us assisting Lady Joanna. I beg of you, sir, not to believe such a thing. We are loyal to you. You have no member of your staff in this house who would do such a thing.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend looked at Albert appreciatively. “I thank you for that, Albert. However, if you overhear anything that might help us, come to me immediately.” 
 
      
 
    Albert bowed his head and left the room with William. Lady Annabelle moved to stand next to Lady Julia. “Father, we will go find Lady Joanna and see if we can coax the truth from her. Do we have your permission?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend nodded. “Yes, that is a good idea, my dear.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle followed Lady Julia from the room, looking over her shoulder at the Duke of Cardinal. He returned her gaze with one of worry. She wanted to talk to him privately but it was not the time. There would be a chance later that evening at dinner.  
 
      
 
    The two young women walked quickly to the other rooms, looking in for Lady Joanna. She was not in the rooms.  
 
      
 
    “It looks like we may have to search the house,” Lady Julia said, looking down the hallway as if she expected to see Lady Joanna appear at any moment. They went down the stairs together. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think she stayed in the house?” Lady Annabelle asked. 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “I do not know. It is doubtful, I must say. But where would she go?” 
 
      
 
    “The garden? Would she take a ride? We should go to the stables and see if she took a horse.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded. “Yes, I agree. But first, we must check the parlor and we should find the duchess.” 
 
      
 
    Agreeing on this, the two ladies went quickly to the parlor, believing Lady Joanna would not be there. She was not but the duchess was. She was entertaining visitors. When the two girls went into the room, she looked up at them with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, my dears,” she said. She looked at the two women sitting across from her on the couch. “This is my daughter, Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia Rickman, daughter of Earl Rickman.” 
 
      
 
    “We have met,” one of the ladies stood up to greet the young women with an air kiss on either side of their cheeks. “You may not remember, Lady Annabelle. I was one of the ladies who volunteered with the children’s painting class.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle smiled. “I do remember you, my lady, but I am afraid I have forgotten your name.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Henrietta Caldwell. It is so good to see you again. You are looking lovely today.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Lady Annabelle replied. “Mother, may I speak with you privately?” 
 
      
 
    The Duchess of Norrend looked surprised but stood up immediately. “If you will excuse me, my ladies. It appears my daughter has a crisis on her hands.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is quite important.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to come along, if I may,” Lady Julia said, looking from Lady Annabelle to the Duchess of Norrend.  
 
      
 
    “Of course, Lady Julia,” Lady Annabelle replied. “This concerns you, as well, does it not?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle noticed the worry cover her mother’s face. The Duchess of Norrend excused herself from her visitors and walked to the door. The maid, Mary, was standing by the door, dusting a bust of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the ladies coming, moving quickly to open the door for them. She bowed her head when they passed. 
 
      
 
    “Mary, bring the ladies some tea and pastries. I will return shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lady,” Mary replied. 
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    The duchess was impatient to know what was going on. She eyed the young ladies as they stepped out into the foyer. “We will walk in the garden. Please tell me what this is all about. Has Lady Joanna acted up again?” 
 
      
 
    “You are amazingly intuitive, Mother,” Lady Annabelle replied. “This does have to do with Lady Joanna. Have you seen her this afternoon?” 
 
      
 
    “I have not seen her since breakfast. What has happened?” 
 
      
 
    “The paintings have gone missing. The three that were in question. Did Father tell you about them?” 
 
      
 
    The Duchess of Norrend nodded. “He did. And what has that to do with Lady Joanna?” 
 
      
 
    “She must be participating in this somehow,” Lady Annabelle said as the three women stepped out onto the porch, descended the steps and began walking to the garden.  
 
      
 
    “This morning, the Duke of Cardinal and Mr. Covington went to inspect the collection and the three paintings were gone. They told Father and we all overheard. Lady Joanna told Father to check the Duke of Cardinal’s chambers for the paintings.” 
 
      
 
    The Duchess of Norrend frowned. “Why would she request such a thing?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “She certainly seems to have a vendetta against him, Mother. I do not know why and I am not sure it is because he rejected her advances. He seems as perplexed as we are about this.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure he is. Men do not like to be accused when they have done nothing wrong. I assume the paintings were not in his chambers?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Mother, they were not. We are suspicious because Lady Joanna looked very surprised that the paintings were not there. Father has given us permission to find her and question her about this.” 
 
      
 
    “This is very troubling. There must be a reason for her behavior.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell her what you told me you saw when you were playing the pianoforte, Lady Annabelle,” Lady Julia said.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle glanced at Lady Julia and nodded. “Yes, I told Lady Julia that while I played that night, Lady Joanna was sitting in between the Lords Balfour.  
 
      
 
    They were having a conversation over her and she looked very upset. I have no way of knowing what it was about but she looked so unhappy. It was the next day she accused the Duke of Norrend of being inappropriate with her. I think they may have given her the idea.  
 
      
 
    As for the paintings, it is always a possibility that they are the ones who took them.” 
 
      
 
    The Duchess of Norrend was quietly thinking, an intense look on her face. “Has no one thought to mention this to the Earl? He will want to know what his daughters are getting into, would he not?” 
 
      
 
    “I have spoken to my father, my lady,” Lady Julia said. “Not today but a few days ago. He is not worried. He believes the Lords Balfour will inherit a great fortune from their father and it is my understanding that if he can get Lord Gilbert to marry Lady Joanna, we will need not worry about money for the rest of our lives.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not believe the Lords Balfour will be inheriting a great fortune,” the Duchess of Norrend said in a low voice. Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia looked at her, surprised.  
 
      
 
    “Why do you believe that, my lady?” Lady Julia asked. 
 
      
 
    The Duchess of Norrend looked at the young woman. “The lords do not carry themselves as though they have wealth. Their clothes are not indicative of wealth. They show very little class and behave in crude ways. Lord Gilbert is more outgoing than his brother. He likes to talk. But what he says has little substance. I do not trust them.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you trust the Duke of Cardinal? Despite what Lady Joanna tried to do?” 
 
      
 
    Her mother nodded. “I have listened to your father. He knows the man much better than I do. If he believes we can trust the Duke of Cardinal, I have no choice but to accept his decision. It appears he will become a member of the family eventually. Therefore, I will give him as many chances as needed to prove himself worthy.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle could not help smiling, despite the circumstances. It felt good to know that her mother accepted the Duke of Cardinal and that it was she who would be bringing him into the family. As her husband. 
 
      
 
    The thought made her heart race. 
 
      
 
    The women continued to walk in the garden. Lady Annabelle could not help admiring the hill fountain and the beautiful flowers and foliage around her. The sun beamed over their heads as mid-day dragged into the afternoon. Dark clouds in the distance indicated there would be rain but for now, it was clear and beautiful. 
 
      
 
    “Where do you suppose Lady Joanna went?” Lady Annabelle asked, scanning the garden in case the young woman was hiding there somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “She is upset?” the Duchess of Norrend asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she ran from the room when she saw the paintings weren’t there. The duke’s chambers showed no signs that they had ever been there.” 
 
      
 
    “Would she have gone home?” Lady Julia asked. “I suppose we could check there.” 
 
      
 
    “We must go to the stables and see if a horse is gone,” Lady Annabelle said, bringing up their earlier plan. Lady Julia nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is what we were going to do, is it not?” 
 
      
 
    “I will go back to my guests,” the Duchess of Norrend said in a quiet voice. “And if I see Lady Joanna, we will talk immediately. I cannot ignore my visitors any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, my lady,” Lady Julia bowed her head to the Duchess of Norrend. “We will return once we have checked the stables and my home. We will report to you immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “See that you do. Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    The two young women watched the Duchess of Norrend turn on her heels and walk back to the house. After a moment’s hesitation, the two of them crossed back over the path and through the gate, walking down to the stables over the green lawn.  
 
      
 
    “Do you think she went for a ride? If she did, we might not see her for hours.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know, Lady Julia,” Lady Annabelle shook her head. “Wherever she went, we must find her. She knows something she is not telling us.” 
 
      
 
    “I am afraid for her, Lady Annabelle.” Lady Julia looked sad. “I hope we can find her and coax her to tell us the truth. I just cannot believe she has gotten mixed up in something like this. She has been a handful but she has always been a lady to respect. Those Balfour brothers have corrupted her.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle thought about her friend’s words as they made their way down the hill to the stables. She did not have a response. Lady Joanna was Lady Julia’s twin sister. She could not imagine how it felt to know such a close relative might be responsible for such actions.  
 
      
 
    “She should have known better than to let this happen,” Lady Julia continued. “She is a smart girl. I fear she has been taken in by Lord Gilbert and made to do things she did not want to do.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “I agree with you. But what can we do? If she is responsible in any way, she will need to confess to my father and to the Duke of Cardinal. She will be shamed. I know neither of the dukes wants that to happen.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia looked off into the distance. Lady Annabelle could tell she was wondering where her sister was at that moment in time. “She must be held accountable if she is at all responsible.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree but…” Lady Annabelle let her words trail off. She did not want Lady Joanna shamed. She wished the young woman hadn’t gotten herself into this trouble to begin with. And she still was not sure how she was involved.  
 
      
 
    “I do not understand what she has against the Duke of Cardinal,” Lady Julia said. “He has been nothing but a gentleman to us all since he arrived. Do you believe she is doing this because she is somehow in love with him and wants revenge because he chose you?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle frowned. “I just cannot believe that.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded. “I was thinking the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    They reached the stables. The door was open and they went inside, taking a lantern from a hook by the front door. Lady Annabelle held the lantern up as they walked down the row of stalls. There were horses in each one but the last. Lady Annabelle looked around for the stable boy. After a moment, she heard a rustling in a stall across from them and held up the lantern.  
 
      
 
    The young boy was brushing down the legs of one of the horses. When he stood up straight, he caught sight of them and cried out softly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! I apologize! I did not see you come in.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle smiled at him. “I am sorry to frighten you, Christopher. Have you seen Lady Joanna?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she took Dreamcatcher for a ride. She said she would be back in an hour or two.” 
 
      
 
    “How long ago was that?” Lady Julia asked. 
 
      
 
    “I would say about twenty minutes, my lady,” Christopher replied. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Prepare two of the horses for us. We will also be taking rides.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lady,” Christopher said, bowing at the waist. He left the stall he was in and readied two of the horses for them. 
 
      
 
    “Where do you suggest we go first?” Lady Julia asked. 
 
      
 
    “I want to go to your house first. If she needed comfort, she might find it there. And she would be away from the questions.” 
 
      
 
    “She may have gone for a ride in the woods. If so, we might not find her. She will have to come back to us.” 
 
      
 
    “We know she will eventually. We will check the house first.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded. “All right.” 
 
      
 
    They mounted the horses and rode away from the house in silence. Unsurprisingly, what they were thinking was quite similar.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle felt disappointment in her friend, though the behavior was somewhat expected. She felt sorry for Lady Joanna.  
 
      
 
    The girl just did not seem to have herself together. It made Lady Annabelle want to take the girl in hand and give her some guidance. But since they were the same age and given Lady Joanna’s stubborn attitude, it would not surprise her if her advice fell on deaf ears. 
 
      
 
    She glanced at Lady Julia, stifling a sigh. Her friend’s face was so downhearted, so sad. It made Lady Annabelle’s heart hurt. The thought that the Lords Balfour may have violated her sister was giving her a great deal of angst.  
 
      
 
    “Everything is going to be all right, Lady Julia,” she said softly. “Do not worry. We will find her and we will set things to rights.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia gave her a grateful look but the worry did not leave her face.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    The two girls did not find Lady Joanna at the Rickman mansion. The housekeeper informed them that no one had seen Lady Joanna all day. They turned their horses around and went back to Norrend.  
 
      
 
    Instead of going inside, they passed the mansion and went to the woods, following a path they knew Lady Joanna would take if she were going for a ride.  
 
      
 
    As they rode past the stables, Lady Annabelle called to Christopher, who came out rubbing his hands on a cloth.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lady?” 
 
      
 
    “Has Lady Joanna returned?” 
 
      
 
    “No, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded and urged her horse toward the path through the woods. Riding down the path had always been one of her favorite things to do. It was a beautiful land. When the sun was shining and the birds were singing, it was magical. 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia was still very quiet. Lady Annabelle wondered what was going through her mind. It was not good thoughts, she was sure of that.  
 
      
 
    After riding for ten minutes, Lady Annabelle saw someone approaching from the opposite direction. To her relief, it was Lady Joanna. They would not have to search any longer and maybe they would get the answers they were looking for.  
 
      
 
    When she saw them, Lady Joanna stopped her horse and looked dismayed. She did not turn and run, which Lady Annabelle was grateful for. It would have been silly to chase her friend down and how would they stop her? Jump on her horse? 
 
      
 
    The thought amused Lady Annabelle but a smile did not come to her lips. She looked at Lady Julia, who glanced back at her.  
 
      
 
    “I see her,” Lady Julia said.  
 
      
 
    “She sees us, as well. Stay calm. We will get our answers.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia looked guilty and sad at the same time.  
 
      
 
    “You must not worry, Lady Julia,” Lady Annabelle said. “Lady Joanna knows we love her. We only want what’s best for her.” 
 
      
 
    “We know that,” Lady Julia replied. “But does she? It does not appear so. If she thought we loved her, she would have come to us, would she not?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “I do not know. It is doubtful, in my mind.” 
 
      
 
    The two girls reached Lady Joanna and stopped their horses a few feet away from her. 
 
      
 
    “We have been searching for you everywhere, Lady Joanna,” Lady Annabelle said gently. “Are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna looked surprised by the question. “I… I do not feel all right,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we find a place to sit and talk? Or would you like to come back to Norrend and talk there?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna looked past them down the path that would take them to the house. “I do not want to go back yet. I was riding slowly to help the time pass. I know the dukes are angry with me.” 
 
      
 
    “They are not as angry as they are confused,” Lady Annabelle said. “Please, can we find somewhere to talk? Perhaps we can go back to the garden.” 
 
      
 
    “The circle benches are just past here,” Lady Julia suggested. “Shall we go there?” 
 
      
 
    “That is a good idea,” Lady Annabelle said hurriedly. She urged the horse to go past Lady Joanna and the two sisters followed her. 
 
      
 
    “I have been so worried about you,” Lady Julia said to her sister. “Why have you been behaving so strangely? Surely you are not acting on the orders of the Balfours.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not act on anyone’s orders.” Lady Joanna sounded offended. “I do what is in my mind, what I feel like doing.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “I do not believe that. You are my sister. How can you not see that what you are doing is wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not want to talk about it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia frowned. “You must talk about it, Lady Joanna. We need to know what is going through your mind so that we might be better able to understand what you are doing and why. We cannot help you if you do not open yourself to us.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not need help.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked over her shoulder at her friend. “You are mistaken. You do need help. And only those who love you can help you.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna snorted in an unladylike fashion. “I do not need anyone’s help.” 
 
      
 
    They reached the circle benches and dismounted. The Duke of Norrend had placed an “oasis” in the middle of the woods, creating a large clearing where he’d placed claw-footed, white iron benches in a circle in the middle.  
 
      
 
    Large flower pots were put in between each bench. The flowers blooming in the pots added beautiful colors to the scene. Added to the beauty was a small stream running past the clearing. It was beyond the tree line but the sound of the bubbling water was comforting nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna was the first one to sit on a bench. Her sister and Lady Annabelle sat on either side of her. Lady Annabelle was reminded of the night Lady Joanna was trapped in between the Balfour brothers.  
 
      
 
    “I must ask you again, Lady Joanna,” she said, “for the truth. We must know the truth if we are to get you out of this situation.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna frowned at her. “What situation are you speaking of?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle blinked at her. “You must know that my father and the Duke of Cardinal know that you have been lying to them. You will have to face the consequences eventually. Would it not be better to tell us what has happened so that we can defend you?” 
 
      
 
    “I have not… have not been… lying…” Lady Joanna could barely get the words out. Her cheeks and nose were red with shame, giving her away to the other two young women. 
 
      
 
    “But we know that you have, Lady Joanna.” Lady Julia’s voice was slightly angry. “The Duke of Cardinal did not proposition you during the croquet game. He has done nothing to merit your ire. Why are you trying to destroy his reputation by calling his honor into question? You accuse him of rudeness and then of theft. What is going through your mind to make you do this, if not the influence of the Balfour brothers?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna was quiet. Lady Annabelle decided to give it a try. 
 
      
 
    “Do the Balfour brothers have a vendetta against the Duke of Cardinal?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna looked at her. “I would not know.” 
 
      
 
    “You spend time with them. You talk to them. You must know what kind of men they are and what they are capable of. Did they steal the paintings? Is that why you looked surprised that they were not in the Duke of Cardinal’s room?” 
 
      
 
    “No. No, that is not how it is.” Lady Joanna shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Then please inform me. I must know. You know that the duke and I are courting. I plan to make him my husband. I will be his wife. I love him and I feel he loves me, as well. This… situation you have caused is threatening my happiness and my life with him. I must have answers.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you upset because he did not turn his eyes to you?” Lady Julia asked. 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna’s face was still red. She lifted her hands and covered it, lowering her head.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna, had you not accused the duke to begin with, you would be more trustworthy now in the eyes of the dukes. But you have accused him of theft. Of the paintings he was already planning to buy. Why would you do this?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna pressed her lips together, lowering her hands to her lap, where she kneaded her fingers together firmly.  
 
      
 
    “I… I have been…” 
 
      
 
    The two young women waited for Lady Joanna to continue, not wanting to barrage her further with questions. Lady Joanna swallowed visibly and looked at Lady Annabelle. 
 
      
 
    “I feel terrible about this, Lady Annabelle. I know I have done wrong and I do not know what to do about it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle felt some relief. It appeared Lady Joanna was finally going to tell them what had happened.  
 
      
 
    “I did not accuse the duke because I wanted to. I was told it was the best thing to do to make him leave Norrend.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked at her friend with a shocked face. “Whatever do you mean? Why would you want the duke to leave?” 
 
      
 
    “I… He… It is a complicated thing.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it is not.” Lady Julia frowned, her anger showing on her face. “The Cartwrights have done only good for you and for me. They have helped us for many years now, since we were small. Why would you want to hurt Lady Annabelle this way?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna pulled in a deep sigh and let it out slowly. “Lord Gilbert told me if the duke was to marry Lady Annabelle, her parents would no longer be interested in supporting us. He said the Duke of Norrend told Reverend Stovington as much while they were talking one day. He overheard in the parlor while playing cards with his brother.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle scowled. “That is completely untrue! Why would my parents ever decide such a thing?” 
 
      
 
    “You should know better than that, Lady Joanna,” Lady Julia scolded her sister. “The duke and duchess have always been kind to us. Whether or not Lady Annabelle is married will make no difference.” 
 
      
 
    “If she is married, there will be no need for her to attend the balls searching for a husband. That is what we are doing. We would be left on our own.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “No. You are mistaken. I do not believe Lord Gilbert heard any such words coming from my father’s mouth. He loves you and Lady Julia as if you are his own daughters. Why do you think you are still welcome in Norrend, even though you lied to my father’s face?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna’s face went scarlet and she dropped her eyes again. “I believed him. He told me… he wants to court me and… I believed what he was telling me.” 
 
      
 
    “But if he wanted to court you, why would you be worried about going to the balls?” Lady Julia asked. Lady Joanna looked at her.  
 
      
 
    “Because you would have no one. Father has spoken about pairing you with Lord Leonard since I am with Lord Gilbert. I told him I did not think you would want that.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia lifted her eyebrows. “I am glad you told him that. I have no interest in being with Lord Leonard.” 
 
      
 
    “You must believe me,” Lady Joanna moved her eyes from Lady Annabelle to her sister and back. “I did not know the Balfours would steal the paintings. They may not have. They… they were behind the hutch. I suppose a… a servant could have…” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “No. If the Balfour brothers put the paintings back there and they are not there now, that means they came back and took them. We must inform my father right away.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not want to get in more trouble,” Lady Joanna said. “Will you tell him for me?” 
 
      
 
    She was disappointed when both of them shook their heads.  
 
      
 
    “You will have to tell him, Lady Joanna,” Lady Annabelle said. “This is something you will need to take responsibility for.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna cried as the three women rode back to Norrend. She was sure the Balfour brothers would lie. They would deny everything and she would end up looking like the liar she had become.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle could not help feeling sorry for her. Her father was not an irrational man. But he would not accept being disrespected and lied to, especially not by someone he had been taking care of for years. 
 
      
 
    They approached the stables slowly. Christopher was standing outside the stables, looking toward the woods. As they crossed the field, he walked to them, lifting one hand to take the bridle of Lady Annabelle’s horse. 
 
      
 
    “My lady, your father has been asking for you.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “Did you tell him we went for a ride to find Lady Joanna?” 
 
      
 
    “I told him that Lady Joanna went for a ride earlier and you and Lady Julia went, also. I did not tell him you were looking for Lady Joanna.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Christopher. If you will take care of the horses for us.” 
 
      
 
    The young man smiled. “That is my job, my lady. I would be happy to, of course.” 
 
      
 
    Once they were off the horses, Lady Julia and Lady Annabelle hurried across the lawn to the house. Lady Joanna moved slower, dragging behind to the point they had to turn and call to her. She reluctantly picked up her pace and went into the house behind them. 
 
      
 
    They went to the parlor first to look for their father. He, the Duke of Cardinal and Mr. Covington were sitting by the large window on the other side of the room. The three men stood up when the ladies entered, their eyes focusing directly on Lady Joanna. The girl’s face was still as red as a beet and it was obvious she had been crying by her swollen, red eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna.” The Duke of Norrend did not greet his daughter or Lady Julia. He took a step toward the young woman, who cowered, her face guilty. “What is the meaning of this behavior? You have not been yourself recently.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna moved her eyes only to look up at the two dukes, keeping her head bowed to them. “I… I have not been myself recently, Your Grace,” she replied. “I have been… influenced by others to do things I would not otherwise do.” 
 
      
 
    “Including lying about the Duke of Cardinal?” The Duke of Norrend sounded shocked. He stared at her, along with the other two men.  
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna could not bring herself to answer out loud. She nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Both times?”  
 
      
 
    Again, she nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You will need to speak up, Lady Joanna. I would like an answer. Out loud.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord. I lied both times.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend made a sound of disappointment and shook his head. “What has caused this behavior from you, my dear? You would never have done something like this before. Would you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, my lord, I would not. I… I was influenced by the Lords Balfour.” 
 
      
 
    The men all looked at each other.  
 
      
 
    “Those men…” The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. “I did not trust them already. I do not know why I did not think of them in the first place. It might have saved us some trouble. Did you find them suspicious, my lord?” He looked at the Duke of Norrend, who just stared back at him. 
 
      
 
    “Neither of them expressed interest in Lady Annabelle and therefore I did not pay a lot of attention to them. I suggested the Lady Joanna seek out permission from her father.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you not think it odd that the Lords Balfour are not here today? They are here every day since they came to stay with the reverend.” The Duke of Norrend nodded as the other man spoke.  
 
      
 
    “They are frequently here,” he said. “Now that the paintings are missing, they are also missing. I find it strange. I will send a messenger to the reverend, asking him to send the brothers here.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you tell him about the missing paintings, my lord?” the Duke of Cardinal asked.  
 
      
 
    “I would like to speak to them in person before I do,” the Duke of Norrend replied. “Unfortunately…”  
 
      
 
    His eyes fell on Lady Joanna. “I am still very confused about this whole situation. Lady Joanna, I wish for you to tell me what has happened from the beginning, please. Why did you lie about the Duke of Cardinal and make it seem he was inappropriate with you? Is this something the Lords Balfour put in your head?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna hesitated before answering. “I… I cannot say the lords are responsible for everything that has happened,” she said. “I was given the idea by them but it was I who decided what to say.” 
 
      
 
    “But, my lady, why would you lie about His Grace?” Mr. Covington finally spoke. The others looked at him. “His Grace is one of the most respectable, remarkable men I have met in my life. He has never caused harm to anyone, at least not intentionally. You could have severely damaged his reputation. If you spoke to the Balfour brothers about this matter and they told anyone in the ton, his reputation would be at stake. Why would you do this to this kind gentleman?” 
 
      
 
    They all turned their eyes back to her. Her face was nearly pulsing red. She dropped her eyes to the floor once more. “I cannot honestly say why I behaved this way, my lords.” 
 
      
 
    “You must,” the Duke of Cardinal insisted. “You must tell us. I believe it is my right to know why someone has tried to slander me. Is it because I was not receptive to your advances?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna slowly nodded.  
 
      
 
    “But my lady, I do not recall you giving any signs that you were interested in me,” the duke continued.  
 
      
 
    “You were interested in Lady Annabelle,” Lady Joanna replied in a voice so low they could barely hear her. 
 
      
 
    “Speak up, young lady,” the Duke of Norrend barked. Her eyes darted to his face, fear covering her with chills. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Your Grace. I said you were interested in Lady Annabelle.” 
 
      
 
    “So you lied about him intentionally, even though you knew he was interested in me and I in him?” Lady Annabelle frowned. “What have I done to you, Lady Joanna? Why would you do this to me after we have been practically sisters since we were children?” 
 
      
 
    “I am ashamed of myself. I truly am.” 
 
      
 
    “And well you should be!” the Duke of Norrend said, drawing his eyebrows together. “You could have sullied the duke in a way that was not repairable. Have you told anyone in the city about your accusations?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna shook her head. “No, my lord. I have not.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “That is a good thing, Lady Joanna. See that you speak the truth from now on. Tell me about the paintings. How did you get them and where did you put them?” 
 
      
 
    “I was in the storage room with the Balfours. They took the paintings and put them in the Duke of Cardinal’s chambers.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal bristled inside. They had intentionally made it look like he was stealing. He shook his head, looking disappointed. “My lady, I do not understand why you would allow that to happen to me. If the paintings had been discovered there this morning, it would not be redeemable. I would be forced to leave Norrend and Lady Annabelle, two things I have no intention of doing anytime soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose that means we are not leaving as planned?” Mr. Covington said. The duke looked at him. 
 
      
 
    “No, Mr. Covington, I am staying here. You are a free man and can roam the world if you please. But I cannot. I will be married within the year.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle felt chills cover her body. He was talking about her. He was looking at her. When he smiled, she smiled back. He lost his smile when he looked at Lady Joanna. “You have put my entire life in jeopardy and I want answers.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna stammered at him. “I… Lord Gilbert can be very persuasive. But, my lords, I did not know they were going to take the paintings. I have made myself look like a fool and I am ashamed. Lord Gilbert said he only wanted to help me with my plan to have you dismissed from Norrend.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle winced at the words. She could hardly believe they were coming from Lady Joanna’s mouth. She was so upset and disappointed with her friend. 
 
      
 
    “When we saw that the paintings were not there today, I… I realized what I had done. I helped them steal the paintings. I do not know where they have taken them or what they will do with them.” 
 
      
 
    “This is very disturbing.” The Duke of Norrend looked at the Duke of Cardinal. “I am not aware that the two know much about fine works of art. They cannot sell them outright because they are registered to me and they would have to travel far before anyone would buy them not knowing they are mine. Do you suppose they will destroy them or otherwise damage them?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. “I do not know them well, my lord. But I do not think they are stupid enough to damage the paintings. More than likely, they will try to sell them. But you are correct, they are registered to you. And I have traveled far to come to see them. It took me a bit of time but I found the paintings I desired.” 
 
      
 
    “If you wish, you may purchase the Vecelli painting and leave the missing ones to me to find.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. “No, my lord, I will wait and purchase all the ones I have chosen at the same time. Whether or not the three paintings are recovered in good condition, I will buy them. I feel responsible for this.” 
 
      
 
    “You are in no way responsible. You should not think that way. If the paintings are not in the same condition they were when they left my home – if they have left – I will not charge the same price for them. We will base it on their condition upon their return.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord, I agree to that.” 
 
      
 
    “I will send a message to Reverend Stovington requesting the young men make a visit. If they do not come tonight, we will see them at church in the morning.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    There was no message from the reverend the rest of that Saturday night and the Balfour brothers did not pay a visit. When Lady Annabelle went to sleep that night, she could hear Lady Joanna weeping in her room.  
 
      
 
    She was not surprised to see Lady Julia sitting on her bed waiting for her, her nightgown and cap on already.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Julia. Can you not sleep?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought Lady Joanna would go home tonight but she has decided to stay. Why do you think she chose to stay?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not think she wants to see your parents. She is too ashamed. They would question her if she cried in her room there like she is doing in her room here.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia nodded, a satisfied look on her face. “That does make perfect sense.” She scooted over on the bed and Lady Annabelle sat next to her after changing into her nightgown. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow is Sunday,” Lady Julia said. “It is God’s day and we will have to put on a smile for the church. I do not feel a lot like smiling. I can think of nothing in my life right now that would make me smile.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked at her with raised eyebrows. “Am I not a blessing? Is it not your privilege and honor to be my best friend in the world?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia laughed. Lady Annabelle nodded.  
 
      
 
    “I thought I could make you smile. I know you are unhappy with what is going on but it will be resolved soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel responsible. She is my twin sister. I feel whatever she does is a reflection on me and that now people will not think of me the same.” 
 
      
 
    “No one in this house will think of you any differently,” Lady Annabelle replied, shaking her head. She reached over and took Lady Julia’s hand, looking into her eyes comfortingly.  
 
      
 
    “You did not do this. The fact that she is your sister, even a twin sister, does not make you responsible for the choices she makes. She is someone completely different from you. You are my best friend. Please understand how much I care about you.” 
 
      
 
    She brought Lady Julia’s hand to her chest and held it against her heart. Lady Julia sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lady Annabelle. I feel different now.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to sleep in here tonight?” 
 
      
 
    “That would be a great comfort to me.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle held her hand out, sweeping it over the huge bed behind them. “There is plenty of room and you are always welcome. Come, let us get some sleep so that we will not have droopy, puffy eyes in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    The girls had climbed in the bed and both were asleep within minutes. The day had been long and disappointing. 
 
      
 
    As they were on the way to church, after a hearty breakfast, they were quiet, not wanting to interrupt the conversation of her father and the Duke of Cardinal. Lady Annabelle listened to them discuss what they planned to say to Reverend Stovington and the Lords Balfour. Her father was unhappy that they had not received a message back from him. 
 
      
 
    They reached the church, where many other buggies and carriages were pulled into the dirt lot beside the building. There were a few people outside but it appeared almost everyone was almost inside. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend stepped down from the carriage, glancing around him. “It looks as though there are not many people attending church today. Are we late? Perhaps we are early.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “No, Father. We are here at the same time we usually are.” 
 
      
 
    The men walked ahead of the women into the church, passing several people who were talking quietly. They looked at the group as they passed but none of them said anything directly to them. 
 
      
 
    “Mother?” Lady Annabelle looked at her mother, worried. “Something feels different today.” 
 
      
 
    The Duchess of Norrend nodded at her daughter. “I agree, my dear. But we will not know until we get inside, will we?” 
 
      
 
    We might not even know then, Lady Annabelle thought, her heart racing. What if something had happened to the reverend? Or to either of the Balfour brothers?  
 
      
 
    They were the ones who knew where the paintings were. If they had them in their possession, they might have opened themselves up to dangerous people. Or had the reverend participated in the theft in some way? 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s eyes darted to her father as if he could read her thoughts. She would not want him to know she suspected the reverend even for a second. She did not feel it was possible but was rather thinking of anything and everything that might be an answer.  
 
      
 
    “My lords!” A man Lady Annabelle did not recognize came around a corner and spotted her father and the rest of them. “Have you seen Reverend Stovington?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was covered in chills. “Is he missing?” she asked. The man looked at her.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lady, he is. He has not been seen since last night. He had a late visitor, the Duke and Duchess of Rochester Island. They stayed until late into the evening and left. They said he did not mention going anywhere and there was no sign that he was planning to leave his church.” 
 
      
 
    “I suspect something else may have happened to him,” the Duke of Cardinal said, frowning. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that was my thought, too, my lord,” the man replied. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your information,” the Duke of Norrend said, turning to his wife and daughters. “I must find the Lords Balfour. They will have to answer for this. I am sure they will know what has happened to the reverend. He would not miss a Sunday at his church unless he was detained elsewhere and unable to come.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree, my lord,” his wife answered. “We will wait for you here.” 
 
      
 
    “But, Mother…” Lady Annabelle began to protest and then slid her eyes to her father and the Duke of Cardinal. She closed her mouth and took a step back, looking down. It was not her place to help the men.  
 
      
 
    The dukes and Mr. Covington went down the middle aisle toward the altar at the end and the ladies sat down in the back pew, watching them. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal could not have felt much more confused. He looked back on the time he had spent at Norrend and could not remember anything he had done to make Lady Joanna betray him in such a way. Not even for the chance of getting a husband.  
 
      
 
    Would a woman really go to such lengths just to get someone as unattractive and crude as Lord Gilbert Balfour? 
 
      
 
    He followed the Duke of Norrend to the stage where the altar was. They stepped up on it and went to the door to the right that would lead to the offices of the church. The door on the opposite side led to the quarters where the reverend and any of his charges or those seeking sanctuary could take a room.  
 
      
 
    “We will check the offices first,” the Duke of Norrend said. “If there is no sign of foul play, we will check the rooms. I do not wish to invade anyone’s privacy.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not think the Balfour brothers will be here, my lord,” Mr. Covington said. “If the reverend is missing, they will know they are suspect. We may have to search for them elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope they are here,” the Duke of Norrend said. “I do not wish to spend my Sunday searching for them.” 
 
      
 
    “We will need to find Reverend Stovington. I must say, my lord...” The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. “I do not think the Lords Balfour are very intelligent. If they are planning all of this, they have not thought anything through. If they did harm to Reverend Stovington, they will hang. And they have made it perfectly clear that something is afoot by not being here when he is missing.” 
 
      
 
    “They might be here,” Mr. Covington said. 
 
      
 
    The dukes looked at him, nodding. “Perhaps.” 
 
      
 
    They went through the long hallway that curved around the back end of the church. The Duke of Norrend opened doors as he went, putting his head in to see if anyone occupied the room.  
 
      
 
    There were four offices and two classrooms for the children. No one was in the offices. There were children, whose parents did not expect the reverend to be missing, in both the classrooms. They looked up at the men in surprise. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend just smiled at them and closed the door. He turned to his companions, shaking his head. “They are not in the offices nor the classrooms. I suppose we will have to check the rooms. I hesitate to do so because it is very personal. But we must find them.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure we cannot be the only ones looking for the reverend, my lord,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “Though we may be the only ones looking for the Lords Balfour.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend nodded. “I believe you are right, Duke Colbourn.” 
 
      
 
    The men crossed the stage to the other side, passing through the door to the bedrooms. As they had suspected, there were two other men walking down the hallway. They turned when they heard the men come through the door.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend put his hands behind his back and clasped them together, walking swiftly to the two men. “Have you seen the reverend or any sign of where he might be?” 
 
      
 
    Both men shook their heads and one answered, “No, my lord. We have been looking in every room and he does not appear to be here. We are quite worried about him. He would not leave without giving notice or getting a replacement for himself.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” the Duke of Norrend nodded at them. “I will check below with my companions. You continue to look up here.” 
 
      
 
    The men nodded and bowed at the waist. “Yes, my lord,” they said at the same time. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal gave the Duke of Norrend a quizzical look when the older man turned back to leave the hallway. “What is below, my lord?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend looked up at the Duke of Cardinal, who was taller than him. “The cellar.” 
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    The three men went down a spiral staircase that led to the damp parts of the church. The Duke of Cardinal found the underground rooms to be intriguing.  
 
      
 
    The walls were made of stone, with etchings of animals, leaves, flowers, and other objects of nature decorating them. The floor was also stone but the duke  
 
      
 
    was impressed by how smooth it was. It must have taken some time to make the rooms as uniquely well-done as they were. There were lanterns on the walls and the Duke of Norrend lit one to carry with them as they walked through the rooms.  
 
      
 
    “I do not believe I have ever been in a church with a cellar that looked like this, my lord,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “How long have you known about this place?” 
 
      
 
    “I have always been aware the cellar was made this way. I believe the church held functions down here some years ago, when it was first built. It does not seem suitable for such things now.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal just smiled at him.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose it is not. If the Lords Balfour are down here, we will insist on getting our answers.” 
 
      
 
    “You do realize they will not admit to anything,” Mr. Covington said. “They will deny all. Criminals always do.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be able to tell if they are lying to me,” the Duke of Norrend sounded confident. The Duke of Cardinal wondered how he could be that way. “One way or another, I will have my paintings.” 
 
      
 
    The three men walked quietly through the tunnels and hallways. The Duke of Norrend held up the lantern while the other two men lit their own. They split up to search the large cellar, meeting up in the middle where they had started. 
 
      
 
    “They are not here.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you see any signs that they might have been or that anyone has been down here recently?” the Duke of Norrend asked. Both men shook their heads. 
 
      
 
    “No, I am sorry, my lord,” Mr. Covington said.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend sighed heavily. “We must continue the search outside.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps someone else has found out where the reverend went,” Mr. Covington said.  
 
      
 
    “We will find out. I have not been…” The Duke of Norrend stopped speaking when the door they were about to pass through opened and the Lords Balfour came through, Gilbert first with his brother behind him. 
 
      
 
    The two young lords stopped and stared at the three men. The Duke of Cardinal thought they looked scared out of their minds. He knew instantly that they were guilty of everything Lady Joanna had said. Despite that, he knew that unless the two boys confessed or the paintings were found in their possession, there was no proof of their guilt. 
 
      
 
    He half expected the two to turn tail and run back up the steps to get away from them. But they didn’t. Lord Gilbert calmly stepped into the main room, his brother coming through behind him.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Your Grace. Your Grace.” Lord Gilbert did not acknowledge Mr. Covington, bowing at the dukes. “Have you seen the reverend?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal’s heart sank. They had the perfect reason for being down in the cellar, and even for looking guilty. Everyone was looking for the reverend and by asking the question, Lord Gilbert was using the disappearance as an excuse to keep from looking like he was doing something wrong. 
 
      
 
    “We have been looking for him,” the Duke of Norrend answered. His tone indicated to the Duke of Cardinal that he was thinking the same thing. “When did you last see him?” 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday evening,” Lord Gilbert responded. “He is not down here?” 
 
      
 
    “No, we have not seen him.” The Duke of Norrend crossed his arms over his chest. “We must talk. We have questions to ask you.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it about, my lord?”  
 
      
 
    “It is about the paintings the Duke of Cardinal was purchasing from me. They have gone missing.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my, that is not good news,” Lord Gilbert said. His face did not change. He did not look worried.  
 
      
 
    “No, it is not. And Lady Joanna claims that you have taken them.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert raised his eyebrows and looked genuinely surprised. “Why would she say such a thing?” 
 
      
 
    “She was very credible,” the Duke of Cardinal said.  
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert gave him a sarcastic look. “It seems to me she has lied before. She has caused trouble in the past. I find it hard to believe you would take her word for anything.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend frowned. “I do believe the last words I spoke to you was to advise you to go to Earl Rickman and ask for permission to court Lady Joanna. You appeared to be getting very close to her. I know that she was under that impression as well. I believe we all were. If you feel she is not worthy of being trusted and believed, why would you allow yourself to be involved with her?” 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert had the courtesy to look ashamed for a moment. The Duke of Cardinal had to refrain from losing his temper. They were guilty and they were not going to own up to it, just as Mr. Covington had said.  
 
      
 
    “I want my paintings returned,” the Duke of Norrend said. “And if anything has happened to Reverend Stovington, I can assure you, there will be consequences.” 
 
      
 
    “We have done nothing to the reverend, my lord,” Lord Gilbert responded in a calm voice. “We are going up to the church to continue the search for the reverend. If I hear anything about your paintings, I will certainly notify you directly and as quickly as possible. But I cannot tell you where they are or where the reverend is.” 
 
      
 
    “Cannot or will not?” the Duke of Cardinal inquired. Lord Gilbert looked at him for a moment before smiling.  
 
      
 
    “I cannot tell you something I do not know.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal balled up his fists but kept them behind his back. These men had callously attempted to destroy his reputation and almost cost him the woman he loved. He would not resort to fisticuffs, though he was very tempted.  
 
      
 
    The Lords Balfour turned to go back up the stairs. The dukes looked at each other with regret and reluctantly went up the stairs behind the two Balfours. Lord Leonard still had not spoken.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal thought he looked like he wanted to say something. It might benefit them to split up the two brothers and try to get the information from Lord Leonard. But he had never seen the two brothers apart.  
 
      
 
    He wanted desperately to speak to Lady Annabelle about it. She was highly intelligent and intuitive. She had the kind of woman’s intuition that would be perfect for sorting out this kind of tragedy.  
 
      
 
    Once he began thinking about her, the Duke of Cardinal could not stop. He was anxious to be in her presence again, missing her like he never thought he would. And it had been less than an hour. He wondered if she was missing him as much as he was missing her.  
 
      
 
    He stared at the back of Lord Gilbert’s head as they went up to the church. He was not an attractive man by any means and had little money. He was not dressed in the clothes of the season, indicating he was unable to purchase new ones. He was unclean, dirty on the inside and the outside.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal could not imagine what Lady Joanna saw in him or how he had been able to manipulate her the way he did. 
 
      
 
    He certainly did not seem charming in any way. 
 
      
 
    The men came out just outside the church, where the door to the cellar stood open. People were walking around the grounds with looks of wonder and curiosity on their faces. The reverend would be missed if he was not able to return. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal turned to go in the church. He wanted to see Lady Annabelle. He wanted to tell her he had been thinking about her. Just to see her pretty face and be in her presence would be enough to calm his angst.  
 
      
 
    “Your Grace?” The Duke of Norrend looked at him as he turned to the church. “Will you be joining us to look for the reverend?” 
 
      
 
    “I will, my lord,” the Duke of Cardinal replied. “I wish to check on the ladies first. They may know something by now.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not see how they could.” Despite his words, the Duke of Norrend moved to follow the Duke of Cardinal into the church.  
 
      
 
    There were more people there than there had been when they left the ladies. The Duchess of Norrend and the girls were not sitting in the back pew anymore but were standing in the middle aisle, talking to some of the other ladies.  
 
      
 
    When Lady Annabelle looked up and caught his eye, her face lit up. A warm feeling spread through him and he could not help but smile. She smiled back. He thought it was the most beautiful smile he had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Covington leaned over and tapped the Duke of Cardinal on his arm. “You look like a love-sick puppy dog, Your Grace,” he murmured in an amused voice. 
 
      
 
    “Do I?” The duke did not take his eyes from Lady Annabelle. 
 
      
 
    “You do. You should go speak to her. I think it will do both of you some good. I can see you are upset about the current events. Upset as in angry. You should go talk to her. It will calm your heart.” 
 
      
 
    “I like your advice, Mr. Covington,” the Duke of Cardinal responded. “I believe I will take it.” 
 
      
 
    He moved away from the group of men toward the women, pulling in a deep, calming breath. He did not take his eyes from her face. She saw him coming and turned toward him.  
 
      
 
    The duke was stopped several times by other parishioners asking if he knew anything, to which he always responded that he didn’t. He wondered why the people would ask such a ridiculous question. He was practically a stranger and if the reverend had been spotted, they would already have known about it.  
 
      
 
    He managed to get to the ladies within a few minutes, avoiding as many people as he could.  
 
      
 
    He stepped up beside them just as the women moved their eyes over his shoulder and spotted the Balfour brothers. Lady Joanna looked distraught immediately and she turned away, covering her face. Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia looked from the Lords Balfour up to the Duke of Cardinal with questioning looks. 
 
      
 
    He did not want to tell them what they already knew. The Balfour brothers were contesting the accusations and claiming innocence. They tossed Lady Joanna to the lions as soon as it was convenient for them.
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    He looked sorrowfully at Lady Joanna before turning his eyes to the Duchess of Norrend.  
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, the Lords Balfour are claiming innocence and have said that Lady Joanna cannot be trusted. The reverend has not been seen or found. The Lords Balfour claim they have not seen or heard from him since last evening. Can you think of anywhere he might have gone?” 
 
      
 
    The Duchess of Norrend glanced around the room at the rest of the people. “I am sure that if anyone knows where he is, it would not be me, my lord. Nor my daughters. We do not associate with the reverend the way the duke does. He would be more likely to have answers than I would. I am sure he will think of something.” 
 
      
 
    “My lady, would you care to walk with me?” The Duke of Cardinal turned to Lady Annabelle. “We will go around the church grounds and join the others who are looking for the reverend.” 
 
      
 
    “I do hope he is all right,” Lady Julia said. “I always enjoy his sermons.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to go on a walk with you, my lord,” Lady Annabelle said, scanning the duke’s handsome face. “Mother, do I have your permission?” She did not even turn her eyes from him when she asked the question. Her mother looked at her with amusement.  
 
      
 
    “You may,” she said, turning to Lady Julia. “You will accompany them, Lady Julia.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia stood up. “Yes, Your Grace. I would be happy to.” She followed behind the Duke of Cardinal and Lady Annabelle as they went to the door, her hands clasped behind her back.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle could not help but smile up at the Duke of Cardinal. He returned her smile. 
 
      
 
    As they passed through the door, the Duke of Cardinal holding it open for her, he leaned down slightly and said in a low voice, “I do hope that we will be walking down the aisle in the other direction within a year or so. I suppose it is up to you.” 
 
      
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “It is up to me? How is it up to me?” 
 
      
 
    “You will have to say yes after our courtship, will you not? What if you tire of me and do not want to see me again?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle threw back her head and let out a light laugh. She tilted her head to the side and gave him a warm look. “I do not think that is possible, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure? I would hate to give you my heart only to have it trampled on.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle wondered if she should be offended by his words. “I am not the type to trample on someone’s heart, my lord. And I certainly would not trample on yours. I have a great deal of love to give and if there is anyone I would like to give it to, it is you.” 
 
      
 
    “I do like the sound of those words, my lady,” he responded. “I have been thinking about you all day, wondering when I would have the time to speak with you alone. I feel your input in this matter would be vital.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you?” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle’s heart raced at the thought that he valued her opinion. She did not know what she would have to offer but she would certainly try. 
 
      
 
    “We must find a way to prove the paintings were stolen by the Lords Balfour. Only then will we find the paintings and justice will be done. But I can think of nothing that would prove they took them.” 
 
      
 
    “The last time we saw the paintings,” Lady Annabelle said, looking out over the land as she walked, “the Lords Balfour and Lady Joanna were in the parlor. Do you remember?” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” The Duke of Cardinal nodded. 
 
      
 
    “And Lady Joanna… I was behind her. I could see how nervous she was. She was kneading her hands like she does when she is nervous.” 
 
      
 
    “Kneading?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle lifted her hands and rubbed her fingers over her palms aggressively to show him. “This is what she does. Either behind her back or in front. This time, it was at her back and only I could see it. I do not believe you noticed though their backs were to you, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “I did not notice. Even if I had, I would not have associated it with nervous energy, as I do not know the Lady Joanna very well.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “I have known her for nearly all my life. I know her mannerisms.” 
 
      
 
    “I am quite sure you do.” 
 
      
 
    “They were there when we all left for the dining hall, do you recall?” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “They were playing cards.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the Duke of Cardinal remembered putting away the card game. “I put the cards away this morning before I went in to see the paintings.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at him. “You did? Why would you do that? The servants would have gotten them.” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “I wanted to be helpful. I want to be on your father’s good side.” 
 
      
 
    “If they left the cards there, it shows they were distracted from finishing up. They did not even have time to clean up after themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Would they have cleaned it up or left it for the servants?” the Duke of Cardinal asked. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Joanna knows that the rule of the house is if you get out the board or the deck of cards, you must put it away. Our servants do a lot of work around the house and Father does not want our mess to be in the way. He says it is a sign of respect.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal’s eyebrows shot up. “A sign of respect to the servants?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “The sign of respect to oneself.” 
 
      
 
    Catching on, the Duke of Cardinal nodded. “I see.” He thought about it for a moment. “If I had not put away the game, it would have at least shown that they were distracted. That they had to do something quickly before they went to the dining hall.” 
 
      
 
    “How did they manage to get to your chambers without anyone seeing them? With three paintings?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. “I have no idea. I would like to extract the information from them but I do not believe I can do anything to make them more friendly to me. I believe they came here with the intention of taking the paintings and I simply got in the way.” 
 
      
 
    “You are probably correct, my lord,” Lady Annabelle’s voice was soft. “I do wish there was a way.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal put one hand on hers where it rested on his arm. “I apologize, my lady. I am very frustrated with them. I am beside myself and I do not know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    She looked amused. “A duel?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at her as if he could not believe she could even suggest such a thing, even in jest. “I do not wish to kill them for their wrongdoing. Should we participate in a duel, one or both would surely die. However, this is not something I want to happen. I do not want to duel them. Neither of them.” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot duel two people at once, my lord,” Lady Annabelle responded, stepping over a particularly large stone on the ground and then looking back up at him. He was smiling, though it was barely detectable.  
 
      
 
    “I would not wish to duel them at the same time, though I think their odds would be slightly better.” 
 
      
 
    “My goodness,” Lady Annabelle chuckled. “I did not know you were such a good shot.” 
 
      
 
    “I am,” the Duke of Cardinal replied with a nod. “My father gave me some tips on how to survive. Shooting a pistol was one of them.  
 
      
 
    “In case you should ever be challenged?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is right.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he have cause to think you would be challenged with something so severe?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked down at her, squinting his dark eyes. “My lady, is that something you wish to discuss or shall we speak about the paintings?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head and said firmly, “I do want to discuss the paintings. But let us finish this first. Please tell me, my lord, if he had any cause to think that way. Were you a restless young man?” 
 
      
 
    “I am still a young man and I am quite restless,” the Duke of Cardinal responded with a nod and a wide smile. She giggled again. “But I was not a troublemaker. I was a good boy for my father and mother.” 
 
      
 
    “And your mother still lives?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the duchess is in Cardinal Castle.” 
 
      
 
    “You live in a castle?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, at first confusing her and then clarifying with his words. “My mother lives there. The duchess will never leave Cardinal Castle. It is her home. I have several pets there, including two dogs and three horses. I miss my pets.” 
 
      
 
    “And you are planning to stay here. Will you be bringing them with you?” 
 
      
 
    “If they wish to come.” 
 
      
 
    Again, Lady Annabelle had to laugh. “If they wish to come? How will you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you any pets, my lady?” 
 
      
 
    She looked up at him. “My lord, you’ve been living with us for several weeks. You know I do not have a pet.” 
 
      
 
    “You should get a cat.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head, laughing again. “You are making me laugh, my lord. I do not need a pet. I am perfectly fine on my own. However, it does appear that when you and I marry, I will inherit your five pets. I am sure I will love them as my own.” 
 
      
 
    “You do not know how much that means to me,” the Duke of Cardinal said, squeezing her hand with his overtop hers.  
 
      
 
    “I think we have not gotten very far on the progress of finding the paintings or the reverend.” Lady Annabelle’s voice was soft.  
 
      
 
    He laughed. “No, I suppose we got on different topics. We will have a lot of time to discuss our lives and our pets.” 
 
      
 
    “Your pets,” Lady Annabelle stressed with a smile.  
 
      
 
    His laughter came abruptly once again. “Yes. My pets.” 
 
      
 
    “As for the Balfour brothers, I believe they took the paintings and I believe Lady Joanna has told the truth. This time. She was lying before but now… I could see it on her face. She has told us the truth and is now deep in regret and shame for her actions.” 
 
      
 
    “It is sad to see the poor girl in such a state. She is pretty and smart, yet she does not feel that way.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “I am at a loss to know what is running through her head sometimes. She has turned down perfectly suitable interested men, at least they seemed to be so to me. It does not make sense to me. It is as though she wants to be alone in the world.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not think anyone wants to be alone in this world,” the Duke of Cardinal said, turning her so they could walk to the West, where the sun was burning bright in the sky. “But some people do bring their loneliness on themselves by lying, cheating, and stealing. Let us rejoin your family. I know your mother must be worried about you.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle laughed. “She is not worried about me, my lord. She knows I am with you.” 
 
      
 
    Her words comforted the Duke of Cardinal. He wanted the duchess to approve of him.  
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    It was late that night before Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia went to bed. They spent an hour in Lady Joanna’s room, comforting her and talking to her about things that had nothing to do with paintings or suitors.  
 
      
 
    It was not easy for Lady Annabelle not to mention her intended, as he never left her mind. But she knew it was important for Lady Joanna to recover from her betrayal. 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna and Lady Julia had gone back to their home for a few hours after church but found themselves bored and lonely without the Cartwright family surrounding them.  
 
      
 
    Their father was out searching for the reverend and their mother was holed up in her chambers with a book and a cup of tea. She did not want to be disturbed. 
 
      
 
    She never wanted to be disturbed. 
 
      
 
    Since they were left to their own devices, the girls changed into riding clothes and took an hour-long ride, going to the city shopping district for a short time and enjoying the afternoon sun. Lady Annabelle chose to stay at Norrend with her mother. She took a nap and ate tea and biscuits, sitting in front of the fireplace with her mother in another chair nearby.  
 
      
 
    They said nothing. Just being in the presence of another person calmed Lady Annabelle’s beating heart.  
 
      
 
    She’d had a good talk with her mother, who assured her that she was thinking deeply about her courtship with the Duke of Cardinal. She was still unsure how to react to the duke.  
 
      
 
    “He is not a difficult man to understand, Mother,” Lady Annabelle said at one point, lowering her book to her lap. 
 
      
 
    “I have not spoken with him except to reprimand him for something that has been told to me. The duke is the one giving you permission to court him.” 
 
      
 
    “But he is a good man, Mother, surely you see that.” 
 
      
 
    As she spoke, Cecilia came in the room and went directly to the cart to pour herself some tea. She picked up a pastry, turning back and eyeing her mother and sister. “What have I walked into?” she asked innocently. “I do hope there is no argument.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “I am merely trying to convince our mother that the Duke of Cardinal is not a bad man, despite what Lady Joanna might have said.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia looked at her mother. “Lady Joanna was not telling the truth, Mother. I know she is not telling the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle and the Duchess of Norrend looked at the young girl with wonder. “You do?” Lady Annabelle asked. “How do you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I overheard a conversation they were having at the church today.” She came over to the couch where Lady Annabelle was sitting and sat down.  
 
      
 
    “Why have you not mentioned it yet?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it was already proven that Lady Joanna was telling falsehoods. I saw no need to add wood to the fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Please tell me what you overheard, Cecilia,” Lady Annabelle said. “I want Mother to understand that the duke has done nothing wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia looked from her sister to her mother. “The Lords Balfour were talking about her. They said they were surprised she told the duke what she told him.  
 
      
 
    They never thought she would. They called her weak and child-like. Lord Gilbert… he is not a very nice man. He used some very harsh language to describe Lady Joanna. I am just glad she is no longer considering him as a suitor. He would have been very cruel to her and she could have nothing done about it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked at her mother’s face to see her reaction. The Duchess of Norrend was moving her lips around as if she wanted to say something but the words would not form. Her face was thoughtful and finally, she looked at her eldest daughter. “If she lied for them to protect them, I can see why she has been so distraught.” 
 
      
 
    “She did exactly that, Mother,” Cecilia said. “And they believe she would do anything they asked her to. At least Lord Gilbert believes that. Lord Leonard only talks to his brother. I have not heard him speak but a few times since they arrived.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “Yes, I noticed that.” 
 
      
 
    “I do believe we all noticed that,” the Duchess of Norrend said.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle related the information to Lady Julia that night after they got Lady Joanna calm and in bed. Lady Julia had decided to stay with Lady Annabelle for another night, so they could stay up later and talk. She said she had something to tell Lady Annabelle. 
 
      
 
    They dressed for bed and climbed in, laying under the covers and looking at each other. The lantern on the side table on Lady Annabelle’s side was still lit.  
 
      
 
    “What is it you need to tell me? And why could you not tell me when we were with Lady Joanna?” Lady Annabelle asked.  
 
      
 
    “I could not tell you this because Lady Joanna will be very upset. Somehow, my father has not gotten the hint that the Balfour brothers are not to be trusted. He told someone at church that there would be arrangements made that I would marry Lord Leonard and Lady Joanna would marry Lord Gilbert.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle felt a little sick to her stomach. She knew that was the last thing Lady Julia wanted and Lady Joanna was not safe with a manipulative man like Lord Gilbert. “Oh dear. That cannot happen. Your life would be ruined.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it would. But I will never marry Lord Leonard. The mere thought makes me ill. It is quite frightening to think that we would have to live the rest of our lives married to two cruel, unlawful brothers. I want nothing to do with them now. How will I feel after marrying one?” 
 
      
 
    “You need not worry, my dear,” Lady Annabelle said in a low voice, scanning her friend’s face in the dim light of the lantern. “You will not marry him. Lady Joanna will not marry Lord Gilbert. It will not come to pass.” 
 
      
 
    “You sound very confident.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “We will find the paintings and get justice. When we get justice, your father will see the light. The Lords Balfour will not be here to manipulate or steal anymore. They will be in prison or they will be hanged. That, of course, will depend on what has happened to Reverend Stovington.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia pressed her cheek into the fluffy white pillow under her face. “I wonder where he is. I certainly hope he is safe.” 
 
      
 
    “I do, too,” Lady Annabelle responded, nodding. “I fear for his life. If he has gone missing without a trace or a word, there is a good chance he is not all right.” 
 
      
 
    “You are right,” Lady Julia agreed. “And he is such a good man. This is such a tragedy.” She was quiet for a moment before continuing, “When you spoke with the Duke of Cardinal today on your walk, did you solve anything at all? Do we have any way of finding the paintings?” 
 
      
 
    “We did not come to any solid conclusions. We know they took them. We just do not know where. That will be the hardest thing. Trying to find them. Someone knows something and they are not even aware of it.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle scooted herself down a little, pulling the covers up to her chin. She stared at the waving canopy fabric above her four-poster bed. It was the most fascinating color of green and she’d insisted on bedclothes to match. The green color comforted Lady Annabelle’s rapid heartbeat.  
 
      
 
    “I mean, someone probably saw something and they did not even realize it might be a clue of some kind. Earlier today, Cecilia overheard the Lords Balfour discussing Joanna and how gullible she is. I could not mention them in front of her this evening. She is already distraught. I do not want to add to her pain and discomfort.” 
 
      
 
    “I thank you for thinking of her.” 
 
      
 
    “You did the same.”  
 
      
 
    They smiled at each other. 
 
      
 
    “I wish she realized that we really do care for her. I have told her on many occasions and not heard the same feelings returned. Not with her words.” Lady Julia repeated Lady Annabelle’s movements, turning to lay on her back and stare up at the fabric. She did not pull the covers up to her chin. 
 
      
 
    “I think she knows deep in her heart that we love her. I cannot imagine what would make her feel so terrible about herself. I feel sorry for her.” 
 
      
 
    “I think feeling sorry for her is one of the ways she copes with people,” Lady Julia said. “What I mean to say is that when people feel sorry for her, she feels more comfortable. She wants to be taken care of. She wants to be loved and taken care of. I think she thought that was what Lord Gilbert was going to give her.” 
 
      
 
    “She did not always look happy when she was with him,” Lady Annabelle said. “And I noticed when they were together and Father was telling Lord Gilbert to talk to your father about courting her, she did not look happy. She became very stiff and held her hands behind her back. I could not see her face at that time but I know she had to have been trying hard to cover her feelings. Probably smiling through it.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you believe she loved Lord Gilbert at all?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know. But I do not believe he loved her at any point in time. It seems to me they used her to try to get the Duke of Cardinal to leave and then steal the paintings. When they realized the duke was more believable than Lady Joanna, they had to think of something new. I wonder what they told her to make her go along with them?” 
 
      
 
    “I do hope the reverend is found soon.” 
 
      
 
    “As do I.”  
 
      
 
    “I hope he is not injured or…” Lady Annabelle could tell Lady Julia did not even want to mention that the reverend could be dead.  
 
      
 
    “Do you really think the Lords Balfour would be unwise enough to do such a thing?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be ill-advised, to be sure. But I do not know the men well and at this point, I feel that there is a possibility they would be unwise enough to do something ghastly to the reverend.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle and Lady Julia were quiet after that. Lady Annabelle occupied her tired mind with thoughts of the Duke of Cardinal until she fell asleep, only to dream of the man who would someday be her husband. 
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    When Lady Annabelle woke up the next morning, she discovered Lady Julia was already up and gone from the room.  
 
      
 
    She sat up and stretched, thinking about her dream, the bits that she could remember. She’d been with the Duke of Cardinal at a dance. She felt comfortable in his arms. She remembered the feeling with a smile. She stretched her arms over her head and yawned.  
 
      
 
    Her brain was still in a fog so she got out of bed and went straight to the water basin. She poured fresh water into it from the pitcher that sat beside it and dipped her hands in it. It was cool but not terribly cold. It woke her some and she rubbed her hands on her face to wake up fully.  
 
      
 
    She got dressed and brushed her hair quickly. She could smell breakfast foods and the scent of fresh tea in the air. It made her stomach grumble.  
 
      
 
    She went down the stairs quickly, looking down the hallway before descending. All the doors were closed. She did not know who else was up. 
 
      
 
    The dining hall was half-filled with people from the city and the nearby counties, enjoying the traditional breakfast foods the Cartwrights always had available. She passed through the hall, smiling at the people and nodding in response to their greetings.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia and Lady Joanna were seated near the window, where they usually sat to eat. The sun was shining through the great, tall windows. The drapes had been pulled to the side.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle made a plate of food and sat with her friends. “Good morning,” she greeted them. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
      
 
    Looking at Lady Joanna, Lady Annabelle did not think she slept well. There were dark rings under her eyes and her face looked drawn and tired. She did not answer Lady Annabelle but Lady Julia did. 
 
      
 
    “I did sleep well. I always do when I am in your room, Lady Annabelle. I do not think my sister did, though.” Her voice was regretful as she looked at Lady Joanna. Lady Joanna looked back at her and shrugged.  
 
      
 
    “I will be fine. It unnerves me that Lord Gilbert… and Lord Leonard have not owned their crime. And I am worried about the reverend. Father says there has still been no sign of him. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard will not be back here to Norrend, I believe.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “I agree. They will not come back here. I do not think Father would let them anyway.” 
 
      
 
    The ladies sat eating, watching the guests of Norrend as they mingled around the room, talking, eating, laughing. Lady Annabelle wondered how they could be so joyous, considering the reverend was still missing. The paintings would mean nothing to any of them. But surely they knew the reverend and knew he was still not found. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle scanned the room for the Duke of Cardinal but did not see him among the crowd. “I wonder where the duke is,” she murmured quietly. Lady Julia looked at her. 
 
      
 
    “I saw him leave already. He was with your father and Mr. Covington. I do not know where they were going but I do not think they left Norrend. They are probably in the parlor.” 
 
      
 
    “They must have come in early.” Lady Annabelle was disappointed. She missed the duke, not having seen him for the entire night from dinnertime till the morning. She was anxious for a time when she would not have to miss him, when she would see him when she woke up in the morning and when she went to bed at night.  
 
      
 
    She told herself to be patient. He would be her husband soon enough.  
 
      
 
    She laughed at herself inside, knowing that soon enough was not quite soon enough for her. 
 
      
 
    After their breakfast, the young ladies decided to walk in the garden and enjoy the morning air. Just as they went through the door into the foyer, they saw the Duke of Cardinal coming out of the parlor with the Duke of Norrend and Mr. Covington.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning, my ladies,” Mr. Covington said in a loud voice. Lady Annabelle suspected he thought they might not have seen them.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Covington,” Lady Annabelle responded. She looked at her father. “Has there been any news, Father? Has the reverend been found?” 
 
      
 
    Her father shook his head. “He has not been found.” 
 
      
 
    “But Earl Balfour is here,” Mr. Covington said, making all three ladies look at him. Lady Annabelle turned her eyes back to her father.  
 
      
 
    “Earl Balfour? The father of the Lords Balfour?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is correct. He is at the church now. The word is that he is here to take his sons back with him.” 
 
      
 
    “But they cannot leave, Father. They have the paintings and they know what happened to the reverend.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Norrend stared at his daughter. “You say those things with great confidence.” 
 
      
 
    “Father, you do believe it, do you not? It could be no one else.” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle, I have asked your father for his permission to take you on a carriage ride today and a walk in the park.” 
 
      
 
    When the Duke of Cardinal spoke up, Lady Annabelle’s heart beat hard against her chest. She found it suddenly a little hard to breathe. All she could do was smile at him. 
 
      
 
    “I am happy to hear that,” she said. “When would you like to go?” 
 
      
 
    “If you are not busy now, we can go.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded. “I am ready to go.” She turned to Lady Joanna and Lady Julia. “You enjoy a walk if you like. I will be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Enjoy yourself, Lady Annabelle.” Lady Julia leaned over and gave her air kisses on each cheek.  
 
      
 
    “I will.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia gave her a knowing smile as she passed by, taking the duke’s arm as she had the day before. It was going to be a regular habit when they were married. She would not walk anywhere without circling her hands around his arm. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Annabelle,” her father stopped her. She turned to look at him. “There is a ball in three days. We must prepare for it whether the reverend is found or not. Our lives must go on, shall we say.” 
 
      
 
    She blinked at him, wondering why it was so important for her to know that right then. She nodded. “All right, Father.” 
 
      
 
    As the Duke of Cardinal led Lady Annabelle outside to his waiting carriage, he leaned over and said in a low voice. “We are going to do a little searching of our own, if you are up for it, Lady Annabelle. I do not want you to think I am being mischievous but the presence of the duke and others at the church yesterday did not leave the Balfour brothers many options but to cover themselves the whole day. Today, we will go visit Earl Balfour at the church.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he not come just to get his sons?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal helped her up into the carriage and then went around to get in himself. She enjoyed being so close to him and knowing every time there was a jostle of the carriage or a rock in the road, she would be forced to bump against and lean on him.  
 
      
 
    She did not mind it. In fact, she rather looked forward to the small touches that would occur randomly throughout the ride.  
 
      
 
    “I assume he did come to get them but I suspect there is something else going on. They are the thieves as we have surmised so far but we have no proof of this. If their father has come to the church, I feel there is a good chance his sons were only following his directions. He does not sound like a gentleman from what I have heard. Already he has upset several women with his crude talk.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked surprised. “He has? When did he arrive?” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently, he came sometime this morning during morning mass. Your father and I attended the mass this morning and he introduced himself to us. We did not have a lot of time to talk but what was said was quite telling.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think he knows about the paintings?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked down at her with a sober face. “Not only do I think he knows about the paintings, I believe he knows something about the whereabouts of the reverend.” 
 
      
 
    “They will not tell us anything, will they? No more than they have? Their father will be of no help to us if he is taking part in the scheme.” 
 
      
 
    “We will have to take that chance.” 
 
      
 
    “We may have to do some very quiet research, my lord,” Lady Annabelle said. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked down at her with a serious expression. “What do you mean, my lady?” 
 
      
 
    “When I was a child, Lady Julia and Lady Joanna and I played a game in Norrend that never seemed to end. We would walk very quietly behind each other and if you were not spotted and touched, you won the game. I often won the game. But while I played, I noticed I could hear other people’s conversations very well and learned to avoid being seen by anyone, including those I was playing the game with. If we play that game with the Balfours, we may overhear some things we need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “Like the whereabouts of the reverend,” the Duke of Cardinal nodded as he spoke. “Yes, that is a good idea. I like your game.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “What other games did you and the fine Rickman ladies play together?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked thoughtful. “I would have to think about it. It was so long ago. I will have to think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a very young lady. How can you forget already?” the Duke of Cardinal laughed. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shrugged. “There are some things that once they are over, you rid from your mind in order to make room for better stuff than you had. I did that with my childish games. I do not think about them anymore. We had a lot of fun. But those days are over now and I will not reclaim them. I am a grown woman now.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned. “Yes, my dear, I can see that.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder how much the Balfours know about art. Did you have a chance to talk to their father about it?” 
 
      
 
    “I did not. I did not want your father to question them further. If we make them angry, we might have a real catastrophe on our hands.” 
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    Lady Annabelle and the Duke of Cardinal went to the church, leaving the carriage a fair distance away and walking the rest of the way so they would not be seen.  
 
      
 
    She was feeling nervous but safe with the duke. He would not let any harm come to her, she was sure of it.  
 
      
 
    When she looked at him, even when he was not looking at her, she felt a warm feeling of love flow through her. She looked at his lips, his eyes, the features of his face, taking them in and making a new memory.  
 
      
 
    She was anxious for the day she could feel his arms wrapped around her and feel the love he had for her. She would make a scent memory of him, just the way she had with her father.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, my lord, I do hope the reverend is all right.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal nodded. “I do, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “If he was not found at the church yesterday, why do you think he might be there now?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know who else is at the church but if the Balfours are the only ones there, there is a reason for it. The Lords Balfour may not have been expecting their father and were therefore not ready to go. But I see no reason for them to stay any longer, yet they do. This does not make sense to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I am wondering the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t thought about it but since he mentioned it, it was a curiosity.  
 
      
 
    As they approached the church, the Duke of Cardinal led her across the lawn behind a row of trees so they could not be seen. He stopped when he could see the side of the church with the door that led to the cellar.  
 
      
 
    “I think we missed a room down there,” the Duke of Cardinal said, keeping his voice low. “I want to see if they are in there again. If they are, there must be something going on that we should know about.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear. Do you think the reverend is being held down there? Or is dead and they are covering it up right now?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. “I do not know.”  
 
      
 
    “Should we not just go in and talk to the Earl? Surely you can coax the information from him.” 
 
      
 
    “I can certainly try. But I want to walk around the church first and see if we can find anything. Perhaps we will catch them in a compromising position.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not think my father would approve of spying on the church or the Balfours,” Lady Annabelle said in a quiet voice. The Duke of Cardinal looked down at her.  
 
      
 
    “He may not. Do you want to leave?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked up at him warmly. She wanted to do whatever he wanted to do. If that included spying, so be it. “No, I do not want to leave. But I do think we should be very careful and if we do not see anything, we should go inside and talk to them.” 
 
      
 
    “If we can find them. I see their carriage is still there waiting for them. They may be gathering their things together. They have had enough time to do so. They must be doing something else.” 
 
      
 
    The two fell quiet as they walked along the tree line. There was no movement around the church. It was completely silent. When they got back to their original position, the Duke of Cardinal stopped so suddenly, Lady Annabelle almost ran into him. She stopped, grabbing her skirts and looking up at him in surprise.  
 
      
 
    “My lord?” 
 
      
 
    “We will have to go inside and speak to them.” 
 
      
 
    “What are they doing in the church without the reverend?” 
 
      
 
    He looked down at her with penetrating eyes. “We do not know that the reverend is not in there.” 
 
      
 
    The thought gave Lady Annabelle chills. Her eyes widened and she moved them to the exterior of the church. “That is a very frightening thought,” she said breathlessly.  
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to take you back to Norrend? It may not be safe for you to be here.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle shook her head. “No, I want to stay with you. You will keep me safe. Besides, I do not see the Balfours hurting me. It just does not seem possible.” 
 
      
 
    She was confused by the look that swept over the Duke of Cardinal’s face. His eyes turned soft and he tilted his head slightly to the side.  
 
      
 
    “You have had little experience with truly evil people, my lady. That is a good and a bad thing. It does not teach you what you need to know but it also keeps you happy and comfortable. You must protect yourself against the evil in this world and there is a lot of it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle had to admit she knew very little of the world outside Norrend and her little city of people. “What will you say to them, my lord? How will you know if they are telling you the truth?” 
 
      
 
    “I will have to go by my instincts. And did I not tell you that having you here would help? They will be less likely to react violently with a woman present and the intuition of a woman like you is invaluable.” 
 
      
 
    “It is pleasing that you believe in my intuition, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I do. Come on, shall we go in?” 
 
      
 
    With one hand around his elbow and the other holding her skirts up slightly, Lady Annabelle walked with the Duke of Cardinal across the lawn and up to the front of the church. She looked up at the man. “I thought you said they were probably hiding in the cellar.” 
 
      
 
    “We must check the upper half first. The cellar is enclosed and more dangerous. If they are up top, we can speak with them more freely. They will be highly suspicious if we are down in the cellar. However, if we need to, that is where we will go.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle nodded and said nothing more. She was ashamed for questioning him. He was filled with logic and reason. He would not tell her anything she did not need to know, nor would he hide anything back.  
 
      
 
    The loving feeling of warmth passed over her and she looked up at him, admiring his profile. He had a certain walk that she loved watching. His stride was smooth and strong.  
 
      
 
    He appeared to be very confident, which he, in fact, was. Lady Annabelle gripped his arm with her hand so hard he looked down at it and then into her eyes. 
 
      
 
    She wanted to drown in the dark pools of his eyes. 
 
      
 
    They went up the steps to the front of the church and went through the double doors, only opening one. The Duke of Cardinal let her through first.  
 
      
 
    She felt a rush of cool air as soon as she stepped through and looked around for an open window. She saw none and blinked in confusion. She looked back at the Duke of Cardinal. 
 
      
 
    “Did you feel that?” 
 
      
 
    “Feel what?” the Duke of Cardinal asked. 
 
      
 
    “That rush of wind. It was cold. I do not see any windows open. Where do you suppose it could have come from?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal came in behind her and looked around. He scanned each pew and all the windows. “I am not sure. That is truly strange. Come along.” 
 
      
 
    The two slowly made their way down the middle aisle. “You look that way and I will look this way,” the Duke of Cardinal instructed her. She nodded but then turned to him. 
 
      
 
    “What am I looking for, my lord?” 
 
      
 
    “Look for pews that are out of place, wooden boards on the floor broken or that might just look different. Holes in the wall that could indicate a secret passage to…”  
 
      
 
    He stopped and stared across the room at the fireplace. Lady Annabelle stopped when he did and looked up at him. When she saw the direction of his eyes, she looked at the fireplace as well. 
 
      
 
    “No. They would not have put him in the fire, would they?” 
 
      
 
    “There is only one way to find out.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle reluctantly followed him to the fireplace. He held out his hand to it as if the fire was blazing and would warm his hand. He looked down at Lady Annabelle. “Do you feel this? Is it cold for you?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle held out her hand and felt the same cool breeze she’d felt when she’d entered the church. 
 
      
 
    “I do feel it.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal nodded. “I do, as well.” He bent down and looked up into the flue. “I cannot see anything in there. It is too dark.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle ran her eyes around the fireplace from the mantle above it that held several crosses and figurines of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph to the floor grating beneath it.  
 
      
 
    She narrowed her eyes, focusing on the ashes. “They have burned something recently. There has been no need for a lit fire. It has been warm for several days.” 
 
      
 
    She took hold of a fireplace poker in a container beside the fireplace and began to sift through the ashes, looking for some kind of clothing or a paper that made it through the fire. There were some scraps. She bent over and carefully pushed at the remnants with the poker, trying to figure out what they were. 
 
      
 
    “Why… I think this is a Bible, my lord. Look at this,” she pushed the poker down on one piece of paper and brought it up to show him. He plucked the piece of paper from the end of the poker and turned it over in his hands.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, this is a page from the Bible,” the Duke of Cardinal agreed with her. Her body covered in chills at the thought that the Balfours were brave enough to burn a Bible in the church. They looked at each other with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What can this mean, my lord?” Lady Annabelle whispered. “Is… is the reverend dead?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know, my lady. A burned Bible does not mean that the reverend is here or dead.” 
 
      
 
    “We know he was not the one who burned that Bible,” Lady Annabelle insisted. “Nor would he allow such a thing to happen. Not if he were able to stop it.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal nodded. “While that is true, my lady, it does not mean he has gone to Heaven. It means he either did not know it was going to happen or was not present when it did. If he was present, please do remember the poor shape of the reverend. He is a tall man but is quite round and he does not look like he takes care of his body. The young Lord Gilbert could have overpowered him just because of the sheer strength of his youth.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked straight at her, holding up a scrap of the Bible page. “We go and find the reverend.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked down at the grate in the fireplace, pushing the poker through more of the soot. Some of it fell down into the grate. She narrowed her eyes. “When you and Father were downstairs, did you see the bottom of this?” 
 
      
 
    “We did not go in the soot cellar,” the Duke of Cardinal gave her an interested look. His eyebrows were raised and there was the trace of a smile around his lips. She looked back at him with a serious expression.  
 
      
 
    “I think we should go check the soot cellar.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “I agree. But we must be quiet.” 
 
      
 
    “I am a master at being quiet,” Lady Annabelle replied with a giggle, setting the poker back in its place in the container.  
 
      
 
    “So you have mentioned.”  
 
      
 
    The two of them turned away from the fireplace and stopped abruptly when they saw Earl Balfour and his sons coming in the front door.  
 
      
 
    There was nowhere for the two of them to hide so they stood together, pretending they had not noticed anything in the fireplace. The Duke of Cardinal put his hand on her lower back and urged her forward. “Be nice,” he murmured in a voice only loud enough for her to hear. 
 
      
 
    The warning made Lady Annabelle giggle again, which made her less nervous. She walked with him through the pew to reach the middle aisle where they would greet the Balfours. The men were looking at them with suspicious eyes. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle knew exactly what the Duke of Cardinal had meant when he said Earl Balfour was not the most pleasant of men. Lord Gilbert resembled him much more than Lord Leonard. The Earl of Beldingshire stopped a few feet from the Duke of Cardinal and bowed to him.  
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Your Grace. I did not know you would be returning.” 
 
      
 
    “Frankly,” the Duke of Cardinal responded, “I am surprised there are not more people here. Did you send them away?” 
 
      
 
    “There was nowhere left to be searched, my lord. If the reverend is still here, he is not in this church.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you be certain of that?” 
 
      
 
    “I can.” 
 
      
 
    “And you base this on the fact that there were many people here earlier searching for him?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
      
 
    “You have continued to look for him?” 
 
      
 
    “I have, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    “You have found no evidence of foul play?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle watched the Lords Balfour during the exchange. Lord Gilbert looked at her once or twice but the questions the Duke of Cardinal was firing at his father kept drawing his attention away from her. She watched their reactions. There was no way they were not responsible for what was happening. Lord Leonard looked nervous. His brother looked angry. 
 
      
 
    “No, my lord. And we have continued searching. But we will need to depart from here soon.” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot leave without knowing what happened to the reverend, surely. You were here to apprentice under him, Lord Balfour, were you not?” He directed the question to Lord Leonard. The young man nodded, looking guilty. He dropped his eyes and would not meet the Duke of Cardinal’s again. 
 
      
 
    “Surely you have become friends with him at least. I have only known the reverend for a short time and he seemed like an amiable sort, a gentleman to his bones. Would you not agree?” He continued to use a firm voice, directing it at Lord Leonard, who looked like he was being stabbed by every word.  
 
      
 
    “I did, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Then how can you, in good conscience, leave without knowing where the reverend has gone? Whether he is still alive or not?” 
 
      
 
    “He is still alive,” Lord Leonard replied in a hurried voice. His father looked at him sharply and he shut his mouth with a snap. Lady Annabelle could see the muscles in his jaw when he clenched his teeth together. He could look away but he could not keep her from noticing that reaction. He also stiffened and his hand gripped the back of an aisle seat. 
 
      
 
    So many indications that the Balfours were guilty of something. But it was not the murder of the reverend. Lady Annabelle fully believed Lord Leonard when he said the reverend was still alive. 
 
      
 
    Unable to let that comment pass, the Duke of Cardinal frowned at Lord Leonard. “Lord Leonard, how can you be so sure?” 
 
      
 
    Lord Leonard looked down at his father. To Lady Annabelle, the look on Lord Leonard’s face resembled that of someone looking at a snake about to strike.  
 
      
 
    “I did not ask your father the question, Lord Leonard,” the Duke of Cardinal said. “I asked it of you. Why are you so confident?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not believe anyone would want to bring harm to the old man, my lord,” Lord Leonard finally answered. “He is amiable, as you say, and a true gentleman. I am sure he has just gotten lost, perhaps he tripped and has hurt himself in the woods. There are people looking for him through the woods. Would you care to join them?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head, looking down at Lady Annabelle. 
 
      
 
    “We are here to do another search of our own. We are going to the cellar. Would you care to join us? More eyes are always better in my opinion when searching for something or someone.” 
 
      
 
    Again, because she was watching for the reactions of Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard, she saw both boys look at their father sharply. She knew she and the Duke of Cardinal were on the right track.  
 
      
 
    The Earl of Beldingshire did not give any indication he was afraid. “We will most certainly come down with you. But I promise you, we have searched thoroughly and have found no sign of him.” 
 
      
 
    “I would feel better if I looked on my own.” 
 
      
 
    The Earl of Beldingshire bent low, nodding. “Of course, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Leonard led the way as the small group circled around the church to the cellar door. He was also the one who opened it and held it while the others went in. Before she went through first, Lord Gilbert gave her his lit lantern. She took it gratefully, forgetting why she was there for a moment. She gave him a smile and said, “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    He did not smile back. 
 
      
 
    She went in just after the Earl of Beldingshire. The Duke of Cardinal insisted that the Earl go first, to light the way, that Lady Annabelle have her own lantern and that he would bring up the rear.  
 
      
 
    This was to make sure the Balfours did not close the door on them and leave them in the cellar to rot away, hidden from the world like the reverend.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle looked at the door to the soot cellar as they entered the main room.  
 
      
 
    “Where would you like to search first, my lord?” The Earl of Beldingshire looked up at the Duke of Cardinal. 
 
      
 
    “You three go down that corridor and try every door and then come back. We will check this side over here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lord.” The Earl of Beldingshire gestured with his head to his sons. They followed him, going down the corridor, Lord Gilbert looking over his shoulder at them every so often with a worried expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see how worried he is, my lord?” Lady Annabelle asked. “We must be very close.” 
 
      
 
    “I think so as well. Come, let us see about this door to the soot cellar.” 
 
      
 
    He turned and hurried to it. Lady Annabelle went with him but she walked slowly backward, her eyes still down the corridor as the Balfours disappeared down it. When she could no longer see them, she spun around and stared at the door as the Duke of Cardinal pushed and pulled on it. 
 
      
 
    “If they put him in this room, they will have locked it,” he said, looking up and around him, holding his lantern up high. There were shelves from the floor to the ceiling next to the door. It was covered in a fine sheet of dust and every tool on it was also covered with dust.  
 
      
 
    “Here are some very useful items,” the Duke of Cardinal said, looking at the shelves. He handed the lantern to Lady Annabella and she held both hers and his up as high as she could.  
 
      
 
    The duke took down a length of rope that was circled together. It was not the thickest rope but it would do if he needed to tie anyone up. He also took down a long iron pry bar, which he put next to the locked doorknob. 
 
      
 
    He pulled back on the prybar until he heard a snapping sound inside and the doorknob fell off. He pushed the door open, reached back, and took one of the lanterns from Lady Annabelle. “You will stay out here. The soot cellar is not a clean place to be. I will check to see if the reverend is in there.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not want to be alone, my lord,” Lady Annabelle said in a pleading voice. She looked up at him, blinking rapidly in fear. She looked behind her, expecting to see the Balfours headed for them, ready to bind them up and shove them in the soot cellar too. 
 
      
 
    “The soot cellar is no place for a lady,” the Duke of Cardinal insisted. “You must stay out here.” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot, my lord. It is too late for us to be thinking about such delicacies. I must come with you.” 
 
      
 
    “You will get terribly dirty.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled at him. “It is nothing that cannot be washed off, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    “It will ruin your dress.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle was becoming a bit frustrated with the duke. “My lord, I insist I must come in. I cannot defend myself if I am out here alone and they cannot lock us in the soot cellar because you have just broken off the doorknob. I must come with you.” 
 
      
 
    “You are correct. Just stay near me.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be right by your side, my lord, I promise you.” 
 
      
 
    The two went into the room together, the Duke of Cardinal in front just slightly, holding up his lantern. He reached back once they were in the cellar and grasped Lady Annabelle’s arm for a moment, making sure she was near enough for him to grab if he needed to keep her from falling.  
 
      
 
    He reached out with the lantern and swung it from side to side, casting the light on the walls and corners.  
 
      
 
    “Reverend? Are you here?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal led Lady Annabelle toward the back of the soot cellar. It was not a large room but they moved slowly so as not to unrest the soot that was layered on the ground.  
 
      
 
    In the corner was a huge pile of coal along one wall, creating a dark shadow when the lantern light passed over it. Lady Annabelle felt a chill run through her and she moved a little closer to the duke.  
 
      
 
    “Reverend?” The Duke of Cardinal used a low voice but it echoed through the small room. He turned to the right and held out his lantern toward the corner. He took a step forward. “Reverend?”  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle noticed the change in his voice. She moved around him and took a step forward, holding out her lantern the way he was. They stared for a second at what looked like a large folded rug propped up against the wall.  
 
      
 
    “Oh no,” Lady Annabelle said quietly, hurrying forward before the duke could stop her. “Oh no, Reverend Stovington. Oh my.” She set the lantern down beside the rug and reached forward to unfold the top of it.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal stopped her with one hand. “Please, my lady, let me do this.” 
 
      
 
    “I…” Lady Annabelle pulled her hand back, retreating a step or two to allow him in front of her. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal grasped the corner of the rug and pulled it back.  
 
      
 
    They were staring at the face of the Reverend Stovington. He looked peaceful.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, Reverend Stovington.” Lady Annabelle covered her mouth with one hand and turned her head away from the man in the corner. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal looked over his shoulder at her before touching his fingers to the side of the reverend’s neck. “He is still alive,” he said, much to Lady Annabelle’s relief. She sighed and turned back. 
 
      
 
    “We must get him out of here immediately. We must find the Balfours before they have a chance to leave with the paintings.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal nodded. “Yes. Hold the lanterns. I will carry him out.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle quickly picked up the lanterns and followed the Duke of Cardinal when he hefted the reverend up into his arms and carried him through the open door to the outer part of the cellar. She went around him to the stairs so that she could shine the light while they went up into the church.  
 
      
 
    “I must go fetch a doctor,” she said. “I wish that we had brought the carriage to the church. Now we will have to walk all the way back to get it.” 
 
      
 
    “I will go for the carriage. You stay with the reverend.” 
 
      
 
    “What if the Balfours return?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal shook his head. “If there is one thing I believe about the Earl of Beldingshire and his sons, it is that they are not stupid. They must have known we would find the reverend. They have probably already loaded the paintings in a carriage and are heading out.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think you will cross their path?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know. But I believe you will be safe here with the reverend until I return or the doctor gets here, whichever is first.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal laid the reverend down on the stage by the altar. “Get some water and a cloth, my lady. Try to clean him up as best you can.” 
 
      
 
    When he laid the reverend down, some of the soot left from his feet and hair coated the stage underneath him. Lady Annabelle stared at it, thinking about what the reverend had been through in the past day.  
 
      
 
    She did not want to picture how the Earl of Beldingshire and his sons got the reverend into the cellar. They must have hurt him somehow.  
 
      
 
    “I will return.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal hurried down the middle aisle and disappeared through the front door. Lady Annabelle watched until he was gone and then turned back to the reverend.  
 
      
 
    “I am here, Reverend Stovington,” she said quietly, bending over him and touching his face. “I am here.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal had not run in a long time. He felt a strong release of energy as he took off down the stairs and headed to where they had left the carriage. When he was past the tree line, he could see a dust cloud down the street.  
 
      
 
    His instincts were right. The Earl of Beldingshire and his sons had taken the paintings and were leaving. His sense of urgency renewed and with another burst of energy, he ran to the carriage as quickly as he could. The horses were standing idle, waiting for their master. He jumped up in the carriage and snapped the reins. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal turned the carriage around and went after the Balfours, uncertain how he would get them to stop. He raced the horses as fast as they would go, knowing the Balfours were doing the same thing. They were in a wagon pulled by two horses instead of four. He was grateful because the extra two horses would have made it impossible for him to catch up.  
 
      
 
    He concentrated on the dust cloud. It did not veer off the main road. They were headed to the city. He shook his head. They would not get away from him in the city. It was crowded and there was always at least one carriage or horse-drawn carriage on the road.  
 
      
 
    Someone would surely stop them on the other side. And he needed to get the doctor, who was in the city, so he was going in the right direction. 
 
      
 
    The carriage wheels jumped and hopped on the bumpy road, making the Duke of Cardinal bounce around in the seat. His body would be bruised from the rough ride but he did not care. He pictured the reverend in his mind.  
 
      
 
    Too many people were being hurt by the pursuit of the three paintings. They were worth a lot of money but the Balfours would not even be able to sell them without being reported.  
 
      
 
    He watched as the wagon in front of him got closer. Their horses were slowing down. He watched in satisfaction as he pulled up behind them. Lord Gilbert and Lord Leonard were both turned, looking back in his direction. They both looked terrified. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal was flattered since he had no real plan on how to get them to stop. He contemplated running up alongside their wagon and jumping over from the carriage. Not only was it three against one but he had never done such a stunt in his life and doubted he ever could. Perhaps when he was a very young man. 
 
      
 
    He continued to chase them, leaning forward in the seat as if it would make the carriage go faster. 
 
      
 
    He could hear the young men calling out to their father to go faster. 
 
      
 
    There was a curve at the end of the dirt road, where the street turned to smooth cobblestone and led into the city. From his position behind them, the Duke of Cardinal could see beyond the curve.  
 
      
 
    Another carriage was approaching. He could not see who was driving it but they were about to crash into the Balfours. He slowed his horses down and let the Balfours pull out in front. The two young men in the back of the wagon looked at him in astonishment.  
 
      
 
    He lifted one hand and pointed. The two turned and looked around the curve. They yelled to their father, who yanked back on the reins to get the horses to stop. Panicking, the animals reared back, both lifting up on their hind legs, causing the wagon to crash into them. The momentum was too high for the wagon to stop when they did.  
 
      
 
    The Balfour men were thrown from the wagon. The Duke of Cardinal looked away for a moment, unwilling to see their bodies flying through the air. He had slowed his horses enough so that he was quickly by the side of the crazed animals.  
 
      
 
    He stopped his carriage and jumped down, running to catch the bridle of the horses or jump in the wagon to stop them from tearing off down the road.  
 
      
 
    He could not grasp the bridle quick enough as the animals were still rearing and whinnying in a panic. He decided to jump in the wagon. When he pulled himself up, he looked down on the back of the vehicle at the three paintings, stacked one on top of the other.  
 
      
 
    Aggravated at the carelessness of the Balfour men, the Duke of Cardinal grabbed the reins and began calling to the animals to calm them. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa! Whoa!” he said, pulling back gently on the reins.  
 
      
 
    The animals came down on all fours once again and pawed at the ground, irritated.  
 
      
 
    The carriage that had been coming in the direction of the church had stopped when the occupants saw the wreckage and the men laying on the ground. It was a couple, a man and a woman, dressed in fine clothing.  
 
      
 
    They both looked shocked. The man got down from his seat and went around to help the woman, who took his hand without moving her eyes from the scene. She took in the two young men laying on the ground, their father not far from them in the grass nearby. 
 
      
 
    “What has happened here?” the man said, coming up to the wagon and looking up at the Duke of Cardinal. “It looks like the animals were driven mad.” 
 
      
 
    “They were driven hard, my lord,” the Duke of Cardinal replied. “But they will be fine. I am Duke Stephen Colbourn of Cardinal.” 
 
      
 
    “I am William, the Duke of Rochester Island. This is my wife, the Duchess of Rochester Island.” 
 
      
 
    “It is good to meet you, Your Grace. You were visiting with the reverend recently, were you not?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is right.” 
 
      
 
    “He has been injured. He is at the church now. Please get him and bring him to Norrend. Do you know where Norrend is?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know the Duke of Norrend. That is, my wife knows the Duchess of Norrend.” 
 
      
 
    “I am going to get the doctor. I will meet you at Norrend. Also, the daughter of the Duke of Norrend, Lady Annabelle, has stayed with the reverend. It would be so kind of you to give her a ride home since you will be taking the reverend there anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course! My lord, we must go. There are people in danger.” The duchess was already heading back toward their carriage.  
 
      
 
    Without another word but a single nod of their heads, the dukes went in separate directions. The Duke of Cardinal glanced over his shoulder once more to look at the paintings. So much trouble for these priceless works of art. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Several days later, Lady Annabelle knocked the croquet ball with her mallet and watched with satisfaction as it slid through two of the hoops. She smiled at the Duke of Cardinal, who just shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Remind me why I play this game with you, my lady,” he said in an amused voice. “I cannot win.” 
 
      
 
    “You have won my heart, my lord,” Lady Annabelle said playfully. “I hope that is more important than a croquet game.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the Duke of Cardinal chuckled. “Yes, I must say it is much more important.” 
 
      
 
    The ordeal they had just been through had exhausted them both. Once they were back at Norrend with the reverend, both of them went to their separate rooms and slept for a long time. Lady Annabelle did not find out what happened to the Balfours until the next day. 
 
      
 
    Lord Gilbert suffered a broken leg and was unconscious for two days. His brother was also knocked unconscious but came to before his father and brother, while they were still alone in the road.  
 
      
 
    He spotted the carriage the Duke of Cardinal had left behind, jumped in it, and left without a second of hesitation never to be seen again. He did not check on his father or brother.  
 
      
 
    He could not have saved his father. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle felt sorry for the men, despite the harm they had caused. It seemed like the death of the Earl of Beldingshire, despite his unlawful ways, was too high a sacrifice to pay for three works of art, no matter how priceless they were.  
 
      
 
    The family put together a celebration, inviting anyone who wanted to come to an impromptu party. They gave no real reason for the party. No one outside the Norrend home knew what had happened. 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle moved up the hillside to stand by the Duke of Cardinal. She watched as Lady Julia took her turn, followed by Lady Joanna. She and the Duke of Cardinal did not speak, content to be near each other for the time being.  
 
      
 
    They would have plenty of time to talk in the future, when they could have more privacy.  
 
      
 
    Lady Julia smiled up at Lady Annabelle. “I am going to be as good as you someday, Lady Annabelle. You do know this, do you not?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle just laughed. “You must practice more, Lady Julia. That is the only way to get better.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have been told that before.” 
 
      
 
    “How is your mother? I heard she was feeling a little better.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia stepped up to where they were, turning to watch her sister take her turn. “She is speaking more. And she is coming out of her room more often. It is… such a lovely feeling, Lady Annabelle. Such a lovely feeling seeing her coming out of the shell she has been in for so many years.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to invite her over as soon as you feel she is well enough. I have already asked permission from the duchess and she has agreed that it would be good for your mother to come and visit again after all these years. She entrusted the care of her two daughters to my family and Mother feels it would be only right for her to see how things have gone.” 
 
      
 
    “I am grateful to the duchess for that,” Lady Julia nodded and then immediately shook her head, her eyes on her sister. “Lady Joanna, you are not holding that right. No, you must twist it just a little more to the right if you want it to go through the hoop.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Joanna scrunched her nose at her sister. “I know what I am doing, Lady Julia.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia shook her head. “I do not think you do, sister.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of responding, Lady Joanna swung the mallet and hit the ball, sending it flying off to the right, completely missing the hoop. She turned and scrunched her face up again.  
 
      
 
    “I do suppose I should have listened to you on that, sister, but you know how I am.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Julia laughed and went down to banter with her sister on the hillside, pretending to show her the correct swing.  
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle watched them, feeling a warmth emanating from the Duke of Cardinal from where he stood next to her. She looked up at him and found him gazing at her. She smiled. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, my lord?” 
 
      
 
    “I am enthralled with you, Lady Annabelle. Your smile, your eyes, the way you care about your family and your friends. How is it that I could be so blessed?” 
 
      
 
    “You have done many good things in your short life, my lord,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    He grinned at her. “Thank you for the compliment. I do not feel as old now.” 
 
      
 
    She gave him a shocked look. “My lord! You are not old!” 
 
      
 
    “I am older than you.” 
 
      
 
    She scoffed, waving her hand in the air. “Do not be silly, my lord. That does not make you old. It makes you mature. If you were my father’s age, it might be closer to the truth.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal threw back his head and laughed heartily. “Lady Annabelle, you have a wonderful sense of humor. I predict many laughs in our future.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I do hope so,” Lady Annabelle replied. “I do love to laugh.” She caught his eyes and they exchanged warm looks. 
 
      
 
    “My lady, are you… do you… truly love me?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Annabelle wondered why he would ask a question with such an obvious answer. She turned to him, folding her hands inside the gloves she had taken off. It was a warm day and the gloves were suffocating her hands. She gripped her fingers together, hiding them in the folds of the fabric. “I do, my lord. Very much.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean you will be my wife and give me children?” the Duke of Cardinal knew all the answers to the questions he was asking. And he was not insecure about what her answers might be. He just wanted to hear it from her lips. See her and hear her profess her love for him. “Will you marry me, Lady Annabelle Cartwright?” 
 
      
 
    As he spoke the words, he took both her hands, gloves and all and brought them to his lips. When his words were finished, he placed a soft kiss on each hand. “You would honor me greatly with your love and devotion.” 
 
      
 
    “My lord, I will marry you. I will bear your children. I will stay with you until we are both old and grey and forever after that. Never will I let go of your hand.” 
 
      
 
    He looked in her eyes. He could see how much she loved him. It made his chest tighten. The feeling would have been painful if it wasn’t love that prompted it to happen. “I am so happy to hear that. I will protect you always. I hope that what you have seen of me has not made you doubtful in any way.” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, drawing her eyebrows together. “It cannot happen, my lord. I have given my heart to you and only you. Not even for a moment have I believed any of the slanderous lies leveled upon you. I was outraged and angered by it.”  
 
      
 
    She glanced over at Lady Julia and Lady Joanna who had moved to another part of the lawn to continue their game without Lady Annabelle and the Duke of Cardinal, who were obviously otherwise occupied. “I have forgiven her. I do hope you have found it in your heart to do so, as well.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cardinal smiled at her, tilting his head to the side. “My lady, as long as I have you by my side, I can withstand any storm. I have forgiven her because she was quite taken in by the machinations of Lord Balfour. And I am so very grateful that you defended my honor when these things came to light.” 
 
      
 
    “It would not have been any other way, my lord. From the first moment I saw you, I felt there was something different about you. I found pleasure in the way you spoke, the way you looked at me. You have traits that I find quite attractive.” 
 
      
 
    “As do you, my lady.” He squeezed her fingers lightly, bringing them once again to his lips.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, my lord,” Lady Annabelle said in a soft voice, stepping a bit closer to him. She looked up, drowning in the passion she saw deep in his eyes. “I am so pleased my father has no objection to our union. I would have found it impossible to say no when you asked me to be your wife.” 
 
      
 
    “I would not have liked to hear that word come from your mouth, Lady Annabelle. But if it had, I would have respected your decision and gone to South London with Mr. Covington.” 
 
      
 
    The thought of the Duke of Cardinal leaving with Mr. Covington and never seeing him again made Lady Annabelle’s heart ache even though it had not happened. She never wanted to be apart from him again, barring business trips.  
 
      
 
    She trusted her heart with him. She would give him everything she had, love him more than any other woman in the world. She would keep him happy and content. And he would keep her safe and protected from anything evil in the world. 
 
      
 
    “My lord, please do not ever leave me behind. I wish to be yours forever.” 
 
      
 
    “Sweet lady, the day that we are married is the day you will be next to me for the rest of our lives. I will never leave you behind and I hope to someday be worth the love I see in your eyes. I will prove myself to you, my lady. I will give you everything you ask for, as long as it is in my power to do so. Thank you for giving me your heart. I gladly accept it and give you mine in return.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Duke Colbourn of Cardinal.” 
 
      
 
    “And I love you, my Lady Annabelle Cartwright.” 
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    A Mysterious Governess for the Reluctant Earl 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Lord Grimshaw, you must understand that this is very unorthodox.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t imagine how that could be,” Sebastian Blackburn, the Earl of Grimshaw, stated with a huff of irritation. “I am certainly not the only one to come and seek a governess through you.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not, my lord,” the solicitor replied, pushing the spectacles up his nose. “That is the main purpose of our establishment, of course. I only mean that asking various governesses here to be interviewed by you personally is very unorthodox, and quite possibly not possible on such short notice.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Grimshaw said, doing his best to keep a steady voice. “How much time would you find sufficient if you cannot procure prospects today? Would tomorrow give you a sufficient amount of time?” 
 
      
 
    “A week would be more reasonable, Lord Grimshaw.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t have a week!” Grimshaw said, standing up in the room. 
 
      
 
    The solicitor sat back in his chair in response to Sebastian’s physical presence in the small office room.  
 
      
 
    “It is your fault I find myself here. I asked you to procure me a governess and in less than a year she goes and elopes. I obviously can’t count on you to pick a proper candidate so here I am to do it myself. This trip to London has already been inconvenient enough. I want to be done with the whole thing in no more than three days’ time.” 
 
      
 
    The solicitor moved the glasses on his nose once more. He didn't particularly enjoy being reprimanded in his own office but nothing could be done for it. Many young ladies would take up these governess jobs only long enough to see themselves properly wed. Though a resignation in less than a year was unusually quick, it was a common occurrence for a governess to give up pupils for marriage. 
 
      
 
    “I am very sorry that Miss Watts left your service…” 
 
      
 
    “How about you tell my two girls how sorry you are? In the last two years, they have lost a mother and now their governess. Perhaps if you will not furnish me with candidates to interview myself, I will just take you with me back to Brighton Abby so that you may look into their doe eyes and explain why they have had no womanly figure to support and guide them these last four months.” 
 
      
 
    “I assure you that won’t be necessary, Lord Grimshaw,” the solicitor said, shuffling papers on his desk. “I am sure that I will be able to find several candidates ready for your approval by tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    The solicitor was feeling rather terrified from the Earl’s commanding presence and was willing to do whatever it took to pacify the man.  
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw nodded in approval with a grunt before turning to retrieve his beaver fur hat and cane.  
 
      
 
    “Then I will arrive promptly tomorrow morning at nine o’clock and I expect to have several options to choose from,” he announced in a less harsh but still demanding voice. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Lord Grimshaw. It is our passion to make sure all our clients are pleased in every way with any employment they need filling,” the solicitor said, standing and reciting the business motto. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian stormed from the office and building onto the busy streets of London. He looked either direction at the various people walking along the road before donning his hat. 
 
      
 
    “Need a cab, m’ lord?” a small voice called up to him. 
 
      
 
    He looked down to inspect the eyes of the dirty orphan waiting expectantly. Sebastian expected he hoped for a penny in return for his aid in procuring a carriage for hire.  
 
      
 
    “Alright, sure,” Sebastian said as he studied the boy. 
 
      
 
    The small child’s face brightened to finally get an affirmative answer. Sebastian had no doubt it was one of the few he had gotten all week. The child was scarcely a skeleton.  
 
      
 
    Despite his malnutrition, he donned his own ragged cap and ran out to the muddied and filth-filled street to hail a carriage.  
 
      
 
    It only took a moment for the yellow carriage pulled by a single horse to be called over by the boy. Sebastian had to admit he was quite proficient at his job.  
 
      
 
    As the carriage pulled to the side of the raised sidewalk so as to keep the Earl from soiling his leather boots in the street, the boy opened the door and removed his hat, bowing in respect.  
 
      
 
    “For you, m’lord,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian reached into his pocket and pulled out a sixpence to give the child. He supposed the boy had held out his hat for the money, not expecting someone of his class would be willing to put it directly into such a dirty hand. 
 
      
 
    Instead of placing the coin in the hat, however, Sebastian knelt down to the child’s level. Grabbing the boy’s dirty thin hand with his own white-gloved one, he placed the coin in his palm.  
 
      
 
    “I would hate for it to fall out of the hole in your cap,” Sebastian said, motioning to the worn headpiece. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, m’ lord!” The boy was so overcome with excitement at the money he could scarcely breathe. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian ruffled the boy’s matted brown hair and smiled at him before raising himself back up and entering the carriage.  
 
      
 
    “Where to, guvnor?” the driver called from his high seat in front of the box. 
 
      
 
    “Grand Hotel, Covent Garden,” Sebastian responded without fanfare as he settled back into the carriage seat. 
 
      
 
    He was vastly irritated to spend even one more day in London, but there seemed to be nothing to do for it.  
 
      
 
    He had trusted a solicitor once, though he wasn’t entirely sure if it was that exact man he had met today as he had accused, to procure a governess for him. If there was one thing that Sebastian Blackburn, Earl of Grimshaw, had learned in life, it was that if he wanted something done properly, he was going to have to do it himself.  
 
      
 
    The following morning Sebastian walked into the employment office satisfied to see a row of ladies seated and patiently waiting.  
 
      
 
    He could easily already mark several of them off his list of candidates as they were far too handsome to look upon. He wasn’t about to allow his future governess to catch the eye of a local gentleman again.  
 
      
 
    His girls had suffered enough without the loss of yet another motherly figure in their life. He would settle on a lady that would not only excel as a tutor but also one that looked so demure as to never risk leaving again. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian was shown into the same solicitor’s office. He spoke rather nervously as he shuffled through his papers and made room for the Earl at the desk. 
 
      
 
    “I have a list of all qualified ladies. All are in need of employment and able to travel as far distance as is necessary. I have assured all of them that this governess position is not a temporary one and dedication is required.” 
 
      
 
    Sebastian nodded his head in approval. He was aware that he could be a quite severe-looking man so he attempted to soften his look. It wasn’t easy when he was in such a sour disposition already. He never liked traveling to London. There were far too many people. 
 
      
 
    “Please do send the first one in,” Sebastian said, taking his seat in the solicitor’s chair behind the desk.  
 
      
 
    The man only hesitated for a moment before nodding and leaving the room. A few seconds later he returned with a lady in tow. She was one of the seated misses he had singled out at once as far too beautiful for his position. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, I am sure you are very skilled,” Sebastian said before the woman even fully entered the room, “but I am looking for something else in a governess. Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    He kept his thick arms on the table with his fingers interlaced. She looked up in shock between the Earl and the solicitor before the latter finally shooed her out of the room and returned with another. 
 
      
 
    “This will do fine, please have a seat, miss?” Sebastian said, taking control of the room as was his habit. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Mary Prescott, sir,” she said as she took her seat.  
 
      
 
    Sebastian spent the next several hours interviewing one miss after another. Some, like the first, were dismissed right away. Others were given the opportunity to answer a few questions but quickly were found wanting. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian was just beginning to lose hope when Miss Hannah Jacobson made her way into the room. He looked her over, finding her features very satisfying to his needs. 
 
      
 
    Her dress clearly stated that she was of a lower class. Not only was it extremely plain and not of the fashion he had seen as of late, but it was also altered along the edges. He could scarcely make her face out between the large white cap she had completely covering her head and the wide brim spectacles that obscured the rest of her face. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Hannah Jacobson,” the solicitor said before leaving the room.  
 
      
 
    She took her seat and, passing her information forward to the Earl, kept her eyes on the hands neatly folded in her lap. Sebastian pulled his eyes from her curious figure to the pamphlet before him. 
 
      
 
    Her dress seemed to make more sense as he read over that her schooling was at Hendrick’s Preparatory School for Young Misses. He was familiar with the institution. Though it produced satisfactory educators, it was one often used by those who couldn’t afford much better. 
 
      
 
    “I am in need of a lady who can both teach my two young daughters the educational lessons appropriate to their age as well as etiquette they will need in preparation for their adult lives. I trust your education at Hendrick’s Preparatory was satisfactory?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord Grimshaw.” 
 
      
 
    “And if you were offered the position, how soon would you be able to arrive at Brighton Abby? Of course, I would pay for your transportation,” he added with a wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    “I could leave as soon as needed, or as soon as it is convenient for you,” she replied with her head still down. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t rather like how dull and sullen she seemed. He wondered how that would fair with his girls who were often rambunctious and feral. Though on the other hand, he thought perhaps her demeanor might have an influence on them.  
 
      
 
    “I see here that Hendrick’s first put you with the Baron Edgley. I see you spent almost a year there, but I see no reference.” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct,” she said as her eyes met his for the first time since entering the room.  
 
      
 
    “Could you perchance tell me why your post terminated with the baron and perhaps why there is no reference,” Sebastian said, a little more severely than he had meant to. 
 
      
 
    He was just frustrated, not with the miss, but with the fact that this was yet another red flag against yet another unqualified governess.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you know the baron?” Hannah retorted, not yet ready to answer the question. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, well, my ward was their son, Joseph. He took ill quite suddenly and after several months without recovering they thought it best to dismiss me. Both Baron and Baroness Edgley were beside themselves with worry over Joseph, and I didn’t feel it appropriate to ask for a reference in such a time.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did they not supply one upon your dismissal?” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose it was just the stress they were under. I think the Baron forgot, he had so much on his mind, you see.” 
 
      
 
    Sebastian thought this over and considered it to be a suitable reason for not giving a reference. Hannah Jacobson didn’t seem like the type of girl who would fail in her job as an educator if her school marks were any indication. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” the Earl said, standing up. Miss Jacobson did the same. “I have seen as much as I think I need to. You are hired. I will arrange a coach to collect you and your belongings first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow morning?” Hannah said, surprised to not only get the job with such a dubious work history and suspicious explanation of it, but to also start right away. 
 
      
 
    “You said you were available, did you not?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes of course. I would be happy to begin as soon as you wish. I was just surprised is all,” she added with a shy smile. 
 
      
 
    She looked down from the Earl, no doubt to hide a blush behind the large ruffles of her cap. He couldn’t help but wonder later that day if it was actually dimples he had also seen along with the rose on her cheeks.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Hannah took a steadying breath before leaving the small rented flat that had been her home these last six months. She couldn’t help but feel anxious about the new employment and one outside of London. 
 
      
 
    Hannah had told herself numerous times it would be better to acquire a post outside of the city she had been born in. She needed to get far enough away that the reputation that Baron Edgley was spreading wouldn’t reach. 
 
      
 
    She grabbed her one small suitcase and locked the door behind her. More than anything she was in great need of the income this opportunity would provide. She learned to live frugally from a very young age, but it still had not prepared her for her six-month period without a job. 
 
      
 
    Of course, she could have always gone to her aunt and uncle and asked for help if she really needed to. It was something she would not consider unless she was near death, however. 
 
      
 
    They thought they were being kind when they sent her off to Hendrick’s Preparatory School. It had relieved her own parents of at least one of the seven children at that time. Now her mother’s brood was boasting twelve children. Her aunt and uncle were satisfied in their charitable duty to send her, the eldest, off to receive a proper education and the promise of employment afterward. 
 
      
 
    Hannah began her education at the age of eleven. From that moment on, every waking wish for her, and every other girl at that school, was just to be freed upon their eighteenth birthday. 
 
      
 
    Unlike so many who died of malnutrition or sickness in the cramp quarters of the ill-heated school, Hannah had made it to her eighteenth year. She was promptly removed from school and placed in the baron’s home. 
 
      
 
    How something so horrible as that school could have furnished her a post even more horrifying was more than Hannah would ever understand. They clearly cared little for the homes they were sending their wards to. 
 
      
 
    Hannah could only hope that her new station would be an improvement on her last, and she could again send money back to her family who needed it so desperately. 
 
      
 
    She watched the countryside pass by out the window of the public carriage. She was happy to be in the box instead of sitting outside with the cases as two other men had done for the cheaper fair. 
 
      
 
    In the carriage, she was squished tight up against the window to avoid all contact with the gentleman next to her. She would have rather not been smothered into a vehicle with five other bodies, only one of which was another woman, for the duration of the ride. 
 
      
 
    She could have no opinion on the matter, however, as it was her employer who had furnished the arraignment.  
 
      
 
    Hannah thought on the Earl of Grimshaw as dusk was beginning to set on her day-long ride. She wondered what sort of a man he was. He had seemed quite fierce at their one and only meeting. He was such an imposing figure even the solicitor had seemed to shrink away from him. 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw reminded her quite a bit of the teachers from her past. Quick to strike the hand and slow to show any amount of kindness. It seemed an insufferable idea to go to a house that seemed much like her childhood upbringing.  
 
      
 
    She had no choice in the matter. She had extinguished all her reserves and had already been turned down for six different positions in London, either from lack of reference or worse from word of mouth reference from the baron himself.  
 
      
 
    At that moment while she was lost in thought, the gentleman who had fallen asleep next to her began to slouch in her direction. Hannah stiffened as his arm came in contact with hers.  
 
      
 
    Hannah did her best to lean farther out of the window. Even the mere innocent touch of a sleeping man was enough to make her wish to scream in fear.  
 
      
 
    Her nose was already freezing from the cool breeze blowing by in the darkening outside world. She didn’t care if her nose fell off from the cold, she would hold herself outside the carriage as long as necessary till the man righted himself again.  
 
      
 
    Finally, just after midnight, the coach stopped at the gates of Brighton Abby. Luckily before that, her gentleman companion had woken and already removed himself at an earlier stop. 
 
      
 
    Even with the added space in the carriage, when it was her turn to dismount, she couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. She thanked the man who handed her chest down and began the walk through the gates to her new home.  
 
      
 
    She couldn’t see much of it in the darkness. Thankfully some lights were still in the windows guiding her way. Just as she came to the front of the house a woman came around the corner.  
 
      
 
    Hannah sighed in relief to see that she would not have to sit outside and wait for the house to awaken to be let in. She smiled gratefully at the woman and followed her to the side of the house where the service entrance was. 
 
      
 
    Inside she could see the lady much clearer. She was no doubt in her late fifties and covered her head with a large laced cap as Hannah did, though Hannah was sure for an entirely different reason. 
 
      
 
    “I am Mrs. Brennon, the housekeeper,” she said as she wiped her nose against the cold. “Come inside quickly, child, and make yourself warm. I insisted that David keep the fire warm until your arrival.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Brennon. That was most kind of you,” Hannah replied, grateful for the warmth. 
 
      
 
    “Come and sit and I will have some tea and sandwiches brought down.” 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t go through such trouble on my account. If you would just show me to my quarters, I will not keep you up any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense, at my age one doesn’t sleep much anyway,” Mrs. Brennon said as she eased herself down into a chair in front of a warm hearth. 
 
      
 
    Hannah couldn’t have been more appreciative of the light meal and warm drink brought by one of the maids. She made a mental note to repay the kindness at a later date. 
 
      
 
    “Now,” Mrs. Brennon said after she finished her tea, “Lord Grimshaw will see you tomorrow in the morning room after breakfast. Nine o’clock sharp, do you hear?” she warned with a wagging finger. “He doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    “The earl would like to personally give you the details of your duty and the parameters of your stay at Brighton Abby. After this, I will take you to see your new pupils and a short tour of the house. It would do you no good to see it now.” 
 
      
 
    “How will I find my way to the morning room,” Hannah asked. 
 
      
 
    She had seen very little of the estate in the dark but what she did see was quite massive. She was sure it was an easy enough thing to get lost in its expansive halls. 
 
      
 
    “Mary will bring you your breakfast in the morning, she will be able to help you on.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Brennon. This is a far better welcome than I could have ever wished for,” Hannah said, grateful from the depths of her heart. 
 
      
 
    The following morning Hannah woke early in the privacy of her own room. It was nothing she had ever experienced before in the whole of her life. Whether it was sharing a bed with siblings, the massive dormitories of her school, or the servant quarters of the baron’s London home, she had always had at least one companion in her room. 
 
      
 
    It all seemed very quiet to her as she got out of bed and dressed for the day. The first thing she did before even the maid could enter was replacing the hair cap and thick glasses that served no purpose but to hide her face.  
 
      
 
    As she finished this, a soft knock came at her door. Hannah wrapped herself in her shawl before cracking it open. Seeing that it was indeed the maid with her breakfast, she opened the door all the way to let her in. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Mary,” she said cheerfully as she set down the tray. “You will be Miss Jacobson.” 
 
      
 
    “Just Hannah, please,” Hannah said as the maid turned to inspect her.  
 
      
 
    She let out a giggle. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen someone so young wear a cap. And why do you have it on before you are even dressed?” she asked, motioning to the nightgown that Hannah was still in. 
 
      
 
    “I was just a bit chilled this morning,” Hannah said by way of excuse. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll have the warm water coming up for you next. Can you start the fire, or do you need help?” 
 
      
 
    Hannah looked over to the small mantle with the cinders from the fire that had glowed upon her entry the night before. 
 
      
 
    Next to the hearth was a basket filled with more wood and small scraps to start the fire with. Hannah could barely contain her own joy. Having a fire to warm herself by was a treasured event. 
 
      
 
    “I can manage it on my own. I only just woke. Is there a bucket I might sweep the ashes in?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Mary said, waving her off with another laugh, “the chambermaid will come around and take care of all of that.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah wasn’t used to having breakfast brought to her, or maids to clean up after her. Even in the baron’s house, such things couldn’t be afforded and Hannah was expected to take care of her own needs and eat her meals with the rest of the staff. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mean to make work for others,” Hannah said.  
 
      
 
    After all, it was something that had been beaten into her, quite literally, growing up. Every person in this world had a God-ordained purpose. For the misses of Hendrick’s Prep, it was to serve others, not to be waited upon. 
 
      
 
    “It is no more work than we are used to. This is a big house. It takes a large staff to maintain it. You will find that we are more than amply supplied to see to your comfort. In that way, you will be able to focus all your energy on Lady Caroline and Lady Rebecca. At least that is what the earl wishes.” 
 
      
 
    “Well if it is Lord Grimshaw’s instructions then I won’t interfere,” Hannah said rather reluctantly.  
 
      
 
    Mary gave her one last welcoming smile before she went on her way out of the room and to the rest of her duties.  
 
      
 
    By the time that Hannah had finished the fire, Mary was back to deliver the warm basin as promised.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” was all Hannah could manage before Mary was on her way again.  
 
      
 
    The house may have been fully staffed but it was also a very busy place. Hannah peeked out of her room and saw the bustle of several other servants going about their daily duties.  
 
      
 
    Returning to her private room, Hannah washed, feeling most refreshed after such a long trip, and dressed in her simple grey muslin dress. She wrapped her neckline with her cotton fichu that was long enough to tuck through her bodice and double as her apron over her skirts.  
 
      
 
    She did her best to smooth out any wrinkles in both the cotton fichu and dress that had occurred in the time in her chest.  
 
      
 
    Finally feeling herself fully put together, Hannah sat down to take her breakfast. She was happy to see a steaming pot of tea, toast, and fresh marmalade.  
 
      
 
    She was feeling quite spoiled as she ate her toast and took in the sights around her. Along with her bed, there was a cabinet to place her garments in, a small table and a mirror. Additionally, she had her breakfast table and chair, and an alcove with large windows. 
 
      
 
    After finishing her breakfast, she walked over to the window to get a better idea of the grounds around her.  
 
      
 
    Hannah’s breath caught in her chest as she looked out the window at the rich green forest that lay beyond the manicured gardens of Brighton Abby.  
 
      
 
    She was sure she understood why it was called such a name now. The sun seemed to touch every top of every tree, extending across the vast array of vegetation that surrounded the house.  
 
      
 
    Hannah had never seen so much green in all her life all in one place. It was a most enchanting sight to see. Reaching down, she unlatched one of the windows and let the fresh air in.  
 
      
 
    She was sure even the air smelled better than it did back in London. She closed her eyes for just a moment as she soaked in all the smells and sounds that seemed to engulf her.  
 
      
 
    Finally glancing down to the watch at her waist, she was startled out of her relaxing meditation. It was now a quarter to nine.  
 
      
 
    Panic seized her in realizing she had fifteen minutes to get her person to the morning room. Worst of all, she had forgotten to ask Mary how to get there.  
 
      
 
    If her first impressions of the earl, not to mention the housekeeper’s warnings the night before, were any indication, Hannah had a feeling he would not take her tardy appearance lightly.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Please excuse me,” Hannah said to a gentleman who was fortunate to be in the hall she was presently searching. “Could you be so kind as to point me to the morning room?” 
 
      
 
    She recognized the footman as the one who had stoked the fire the night before. He gave her a rather large toothy grin as he looked her over. 
 
      
 
    “So, you are the new governess, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I am sorry to be rude, but I am a trifle late for a meeting with the earl. If you could quickly point me to the proper room I would be greatly in your debt.” 
 
      
 
    He surveyed her again. Hannah could not have been more grateful for her homely appearance as his eyes drifted over her. Finally, he decided she was wanting, much to her relief. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re going the wrong direction to start,” he said, not finding much interest in her looks. “Then you will turn right at the main stair and you will find it two doors down in the east wing.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah looked in the direction he was speaking and did her best to remember his words. She nodded her thanks before hurrying back the way she had come. 
 
      
 
    Luckily, she found the room just as the watch attached to her waist indicated the hour. She breathed a sigh of relief as she knocked promptly on the door. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” a deep commanding voice called from within.  
 
      
 
    Hannah opened the door, set her chin at a proper height and entered the room.  
 
      
 
    She found the earl sitting behind a small writing desk situated in a corner of the room. It was an exquisitely beautiful room with golden wallpaper and floral couches all facing some great windows to the east. It was no wonder this was called the morning room, for the light from the rising sun brought warmth to every inch of it. 
 
      
 
    “Please have a seat,” the earl instructed from behind his writing desk while he continued at his work.  
 
      
 
    Hannah hesitated for a moment. There was nowhere to sit but on the couches facing the window in front of him. It didn’t seem proper to put her back to him as his desk was behind the couches. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson, is there a reason why you will not sit?” he asked rather impatiently as he put his quill down for a moment to study her. 
 
      
 
    “It is only,” Hannah hesitated. “I only wonder if it would be proper for me to sit when the only available seats have my back to you.” 
 
      
 
    “If you would please have a seat, Miss Jacobson, I will join you presently. I am just finishing up some business.”  
 
      
 
    Hannah didn’t think his sharp tone was quite necessary. Nonetheless, she seated herself and enjoyed the view out the window as best she could with the sound of his quick writing scratching the parchment behind her. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the earl finished his note and sealed it for delivery. Once finished, he rose from his seat and came to sit across from her on an opposing couch.  
 
      
 
    “I apologize for the delay,” he said as he attempted to soothe his own nerves. “Have you settled yourself well in your new quarters?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you, Lord Grimshaw. They are more than I expected.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Now let us get on to the business of expectations for the girls’ education and your role in the household.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Hannah said expectantly. 
 
      
 
    “My daughters are seven and five. I am sure that you will be most adequate in seeing that they continue in their scholarly education?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I would ask that half the day be spent in scholarly learning and the other half in training as proper young ladies. You may organize the day as you wish so long as both of these standards are met.” 
 
      
 
    “I would be happy to impart whatever knowledge you deem necessary.” 
 
      
 
    “I am glad to hear that,” Sebastian said, relieved to see the demure lady was all business as was he. 
 
      
 
    “Now, there are some rules that I must insist you follow while you are here at Brighton Abby. I assure you there is an important purpose for all of them and I would ask you to adhere to them strictly.” 
 
      
 
    “Rule number one, I would ask that you do not go into the local village unless I take you myself.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah’s jaw dropped open. 
 
      
 
    “But, sir, I am not sure I understand the meaning of such a rule. Surely if I go along with other members of the staff that would be sufficient to see me safely there and back. What other purpose could you have for insisting I go only in your presence?” 
 
      
 
    “Please, I assure you it is for a good reason. I, perhaps, may assign another I feel would be appropriate for the task, but as of right now that is not so. We will go to town each Sunday, and then again once a week on the afternoon of your choosing. Please advise me what day would be best at your earliest convenience so that I may make my own preparations to be available at that time.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah was utterly shocked at his demand as well as his delivery of it. There was no question in his mind that this was completely right to do. 
 
      
 
    “The second rule pertains to the first. I would ask that each Sunday you attend services with us in our family seat so as to watch the girls.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah was growing increasingly nervous with every rule he announced. Would he insist she be in his presence at all times? Despite her fear she simply nodded in acknowledgment. 
 
      
 
    “Third, because I am alone in the house with the girls most of the time, I allow them to join me for evening meals. I would ask you to also be in attendance for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Lastly,” he continued without waiting for her to reply, “while you are here in my employment, I must insist that you do not consort with any members of the opposite sex within the town or the staff unless approved by myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Consort? Opposite sex? I am not sure what you are inferring, Lord Grimshaw,” Hannah said, now having heard far too much, “but I am a respectable lady.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not inferring anything, Miss Jacobson. I am sure you are and I would never suggest otherwise. I am merely informing you of these rules for the benefit of my children.” 
 
      
 
    “How could that possibly benefit your girls?”  
 
      
 
    “I am afraid you will just have to trust me on this one,” the Earl of Grimshaw said with a stoic face that gave nothing away. 
 
      
 
    Hannah wasn’t sure if she felt more shocked, hurt or insulted after her meeting with the Earl of Grimshaw. How could he have sanely asked such things of her? 
 
      
 
    She had hoped that this time around she would leave her employment with a promising referral. How could that ever be the case when she couldn’t bring herself to agree to such rules? 
 
      
 
    Of course, she understood the necessity of grooming the girls both in their education and in preparation for their lives as proper young ladies. She also didn’t mind the idea of attending to them at church and for supper although it was unorthodox. 
 
      
 
    She did, however, find herself vastly insulted to be told that she was only allowed out of the house in his presence. How dare the earl infer that she would have inappropriate interactions with members of the male staff and therefore forbid any interaction whatsoever! 
 
      
 
    It was just the same physically demanding presence of her last employer. Again and again, Hannah had told herself that the baron was just an anomaly and that her next situation would be vastly better. She was beginning to question that sound advice she gave to herself.  
 
      
 
    Standing outside the schoolroom door she smoothed her apron and took a steadying breath. She knocked first before being called in.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Miss Jacobson,” a kind-eyed young girl said, coming to stand in front of her.  
 
      
 
    She motioned for the two small girls to stand. Hannah took the moment to look her pupils over. They both had the black hair that matched their father. In fact, everything about their demure somber faces reminded her of the earl. 
 
      
 
    She was immediately drawn to the youngest of the two who looked up at her with the largest brown eyes she had ever seen before.  
 
      
 
    “I am Abigail, their nurse. This is Lady Caroline and the little one there is Lady Rebecca,” the young girl pointed out to Hannah. 
 
      
 
    Hannah was surprised that such a young girl was their nurse. She looked to be no more than sixteen. She wondered if that perhaps explained why the earl had insisted that it was Hannah who tended to the girls outside of school instead of their nurse. 
 
      
 
    “It’s very nice to meet you, Abigail, as well as both of you, Lady Caroline and Lady Rebecca,” Hannah said, smiling down at her wards as soothingly as possible. 
 
      
 
    “If it is alright with you, I would like to assess what your last governess has already imparted to you before we begin with our own lessons. Would that be alright?” 
 
      
 
    Both girls first looked at their nurse. Even at her young age, it was clear she was the only consistent mother figure they had had thus far in their lives.  
 
      
 
    Abigail gave them an encouraging nod and both girls turned to their new governess ready for the task. 
 
      
 
    “Our last governess would have us sit at the table over there,” Lady Caroline said by way of being helpful as Abigail excused herself from the room. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lady Caroline,” Hannah said as she scanned the room and began to take in its layout.  
 
      
 
    There was a bookshelf amply supplied with resources for Hannah to comb over and use. A warm fireplace to be used in winter months with a comfy chair for her to sit in and read to the children. There was one desk for her use and a small table for the girls’ use. 
 
      
 
    Hannah spent the remainder of the afternoon assessing her two pupils. Rebecca was very young in age, only being five, and was very new in her education. Hannah was sure her education would start at the very beginning. Caroline, on the other hand, was very knowledgeable of her numbers and letters and was even able to demonstrate some exquisite handwriting.  
 
      
 
    Both girls were very quiet, however, and much of what Hannah came to learn of them was a slow and painful process to draw out.  
 
      
 
    She did notice that Caroline’s eyes also continued to float away from her task at hand. She realized that her first assignment for the child would be to focus on tasks at hand and not get lost in thought. 
 
      
 
    As the morning came to an end and a servant arrived with a tray of light luncheon, Hannah was relieved for the break. 
 
      
 
    Her last pupil, though he truly had taken ill towards the end, had been a wild and rambunctious boy. It was a stark difference to these soft-spoken girls. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson,” Caroline said after Hannah suggested they take a break for tea and a light meal, “our last governess would always read to us at the end of our lessons.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes drifted again behind Hannah, and she realized that the child’s distraction had been the chair with a book already set on its arm. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell that you are very intent on having something read to you,” Hannah said. “Perhaps it would be worth letting the tea stand a few moments to read just a few pages.” 
 
      
 
    “The book is just there on the chair,” Caroline continued encouragingly as she grabbed her sister’s hand and seated them both on the carpet. 
 
      
 
    Hannah had not seen such light lit in this child’s eyes thus far. She made a note of Caroline’s excitement for storytelling. Perhaps it would be a way to encourage the child to open up more to her. 
 
      
 
    She followed the girls over, picked up the leather-bound novel and sat down in the chair. It was a very comfortable seat and she couldn’t help but also relish the fact of many afternoons seated here reading to the children. 
 
      
 
    She had just examined the cover of the book when she felt a rustling of her skirts. Hannah felt the chills run up her spine that gave her the distinct indication that a living creature was walking around in her skirts.  
 
      
 
    Moving the book out of the way she inspected her folds and much to her dismay saw a small lump begin to move beneath the grey fabric. Grabbing the skirt and petticoat in one hand, she removed the fabric and exposed a big fat mouse with its long tail coiled around it.  
 
      
 
    For a moment Hannah froze to the spot, just watching the mouse nibble on a biscuit piece he had happily in his paws. How a mouse or the biscuit ended up on the chair she didn’t care to know. 
 
      
 
    As sensation returned to her body, she promptly rose from her chair and screamed. The mouse, having been interrupted from his mid-day meal, began to scurry frantically around the seat of the chair, not sure where to go next. 
 
      
 
    Hannah screamed again. It wasn’t the first mouse she had seen, certainly there were plenty in her school growing up. But she had never expected to see one in her seat. She promptly swung the book at the mouse, hoping to put them both out of her misery. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t! Stop!” Caroline stood and screamed herself. 
 
      
 
    Hannah watched in utter bewilderment as the child grabbed the mouse by its tail and scooped it into her hands where it sat quite peacefully. 
 
      
 
    “Why would you try to squish Mr. Whiskers?” Lady Rebecca said with tears brimming in her saucer eyes. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “What is the meaning of all this?” the earl shouted before he fully opened the classroom door. 
 
      
 
    Hannah was still so utterly bewildered by the whole event that she barely registered the pure panic in the earl’s dark eyes. Instead, both girls and the governess stared at him blinking. From behind him, Abigail was peeking around her employer to see the status of the children in her charge.  
 
      
 
    “Father,” Caroline cried, running into his arms.  
 
      
 
    Rebecca was not far behind her sister. Grimshaw enveloped both his children in his thick arms and did his best to calm their fears. He bent down to their level and let both children cry into either shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “She tried to kill him,” Caroline sobbed out. 
 
      
 
    “Kill who?” Grimshaw asked ever so softly, though his dagger gaze on Miss Jacobson was less than gentle. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Whiskers,” Caroline replied, holding up her rodent for her father’s inspection. “She tried to hit him with a book.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s alright now, girls,” he cooed to them both. Standing up, he faced Miss Jacobson with his full overshadowing stature. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson, I can understand why you might scream at the sight of Mr. Whiskers, but I assure you he is just a pet. If you would but leave him in his proper container you won’t even have to think about him. There is no need for you to cause the pet any harm.” 
 
      
 
    Both girls came to their nurse’s side. Though Rebecca was five she was still small enough that Abigail could pick her up into her arms.  
 
      
 
    “It was hard to know his family status as he was seated in my chair under my skirts and not in his container as you said is his home,” Hannah shot back, completely infuriated that he was chastising her for her actions. 
 
      
 
    “What would you have me do when finding a rodent in such a place?” she added, crossing her arms.  
 
      
 
    Hannah would not allow herself to be bullied by this man. She had had quite enough of that at her last employment. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw turned his gaze back towards his two daughters and immediately both of their matching chocolate eyes hit the floor in guilt. He turned, now shadowing them in his displeasure. 
 
      
 
    For a man who had once spoken so softly to the children, his voice was now deep and full of anger. 
 
      
 
    “Is that true? Caroline? Rebecca? Did you put Mr. Whiskers on Miss Jacobson’s chair?” 
 
      
 
    “I only gave him some of my biscuit from breakfast. He wanted to eat it in the chair, not his cage. I guess I forgot he was there,” Caroline said, though it was easy to see she was making the story up on the spot. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that is all the truth,” he retorted, now looking at his youngest daughter. 
 
      
 
    Rebecca cracked under the pressure of her father’s disappointed gaze. 
 
      
 
    “We only meant it as a joke, Father, honest,” she said in her soft shaking voice. 
 
      
 
    “I am very disappointed with the both of you,” he scolded as silent tears trickled down from their downcast eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I went through all the trouble of bringing you a new fine governess all the way from London and this is how you welcome her?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want a new one,” Caroline said with her eyes on the ground. “I want Miss Watts back.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, she isn’t coming back, Caroline. It is time you resigned yourself to that fact. You are far too mature to be playing such silly pranks. I would suggest for the remainder of the day you two work on writing an apology letter to Miss Jacobson.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah opened her mouth to protest. It was entirely unnecessary. Yes, it was a nasty trick but making them write out a letter of apology was sure to make them only despise her more.  
 
      
 
    Though Grimshaw’s back was turned to the governess he instinctively knew she was going to protest his punishment. He held up a hand to silence her.  
 
      
 
    “Abigail will be tending to you for the rest of the day,” he continued when satisfied that Miss Jacobson was not going to speak out of turn. “You will not be joining me in the west wing or for supper this night. I expect you both in bed early so that you may contemplate how better you might welcome your new governess,” he added deeply. 
 
      
 
    Both girls, who were first shocked by his punishment, now looked to the rug below their feet and simply mumbled a ‘Yes, Father.’ 
 
      
 
    “Now, if you will follow me, Miss Jacobson, we have more to discuss, while Abigail will see to the girls’ task for the afternoon.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah opened and closed her mouth a few times. She would have much rather dealt with the situation on her own, not have his lordship barrel in and take control of the situation.  
 
      
 
    Yet he stood at the door and motioned for her to exit with him and there was nothing she could say about it.  
 
      
 
    “We’re sorry, Miss Jacobson,” Rebecca said just above a whisper as Hannah passed. 
 
      
 
    She knelt down before the both of them.  
 
      
 
    “I know you are, and I forgive you both. I am sorry too that I tried to squish such an important member of your family.” 
 
      
 
    The earl cleared his throat and Miss Jacobson stood and exited the room with him. She rather thought she still might be in trouble with him as well though she had no idea how this could be. 
 
      
 
    Much to her surprise, however, the moment the door was shut tightly behind her, the earl bent over in uncontrollable laughter. Again, she found herself completely bewildered by this man. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he stood and wiped a stray tear from his eye. 
 
      
 
    “A mouse on your seat,” he said more to himself than to his present company. “I must say that I am not so surprised by Caroline but I can’t believe Rebecca went along with it.” 
 
      
 
    “I am relieved you are finding humor in the situation,” Hannah said rather coolly as she looked up at him with arms crossed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, Miss Jacobson. I don’t mean to offend. I am sure it was quite a fright for you. Though I must say it took a good amount of bravery to try and kill it.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a shock at first, I must admit, but it didn’t help that you didn’t give me a chance to compose myself. Instead, you completely took over the whole situation. How am I to get the girls’ respect if they see you taking charge at every misstep?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they are my children,” Grimshaw retorted back. “It is certainly my responsibility to discipline them, not yours.” 
 
      
 
    “And why did you have to do it so harshly? You clearly didn’t find the offense so heinous by the way you could scarcely escape the room without laughing. It would have been better to have let me deal with it on my own.” 
 
      
 
    He repeated Hannah’s defensive gesture by crossing his own arms and looking down his long-pointed nose at her. 
 
      
 
    “I was only trying to help. Perhaps if you hadn’t screamed so, I wouldn’t have felt the need to come running and intercede.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah took a step back from their argument and tried to see things from his side. Of course, he would have run in, fists at the ready when it came to his daughters and a supposed encroachment on their safety.  
 
      
 
    She had seen how gentle he was with them, and clearly, he loved them far more than she had ever seen in her last employment. His daughters were treasures and he took his responsibility as their father very seriously. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize then. I shouldn’t have been so cross with you. I suppose I am still a bit frazzled,” Hannah said, removing the false spectacles and rubbing the bridge of her nose. The blasted things did pinch something fierce. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need to apologize,” Grimshaw said, feeling his own resolve to be angry melt away. “Come let us sit to tea and perhaps I can give you a better idea of why the girls might have behaved so.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah raised her eyes to meet his gaze, surprised by his invitation. She questioned his motives. Frankly, she questioned any man who wished to be in her presence alone, especially her employer.   
 
      
 
    Sebastian couldn’t help but feel his heart catch in his throat when he saw the lady before him without her bothersome spectacles. They were so thick and large that he had not even noticed the staggeringly gorgeous blue eyes beneath them. As she studied his intentions, he was taken aback by her thick dark lashes that seemed to flutter like butterfly wings.  
 
      
 
    He wondered to himself what she looked like with both the glasses and her oversized matron cap removed. Was her hair dark like her lashes and brows or lighter in color? He tried to imagine what would suit her better. It was impossible to tell with her head so closely covered. 
 
      
 
    “I promise you will find it most enlightening,” the earl added by way of encouragement. “I believe you will understand the girls better once I have told you about their history.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Hannah said rather reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    At first, she had feared his imposing features, especially when it culminated with anger in her direction. But now he seemed so gentle. It was as if he was well aware of his fearsome stature and matched his movement and speech to soften his rough exterior.  
 
      
 
    Together they sat in a luxurious drawing room. Though the room was of good fashion it seemed to her that it hadn’t been used for quite some time. There was the fact that several maids hurriedly rushed around to open the floor-to-ceiling curtains. Behind each set were magnificent arched windows that let in the glow of the afternoon sun.  
 
      
 
    After a few moments of looking around the room, Hannah could pick up its distinct femininity. This was no doubt once his wife’s sitting room. Hannah’s eyes fell on an embroidery hoop filled with a half-finished pink rose.  
 
      
 
    Her fingers tingled to touch the sample while her body was sure her mere presence was trespassing on the late lady of the house. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Brennon came in herself carrying the fine china tea set on a silver tray. She set the tray on a small table next to Hannah.  
 
      
 
    Hannah looked around the room and realized that she was no doubt sitting in the lady of the house’s spot. The whole room was situated around this one chair with its table next to it. It would make it easy for a lady to serve her guests and talk freely with all of them seated around the warmth of the hearth. 
 
      
 
    As realization dawned, she looked over at the earl. He did his best to hide his discomfort at the fact, but he wasn’t doing well. 
 
      
 
    “May I serve the tea?” Hannah asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said awkwardly while he cleared his throat a few times. 
 
      
 
    She poured the tea and added two sandwiches to a small plate. Standing, she brought it over to him. Then she got her own cup and a small plate and stealthily moved to sit in a different spot. 
 
      
 
    He smiled at her, thankful for her understanding. It was very clear to Hannah that just as the earl loved his daughters, his heart was still full of mourning for his wife. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    For a few moments, the two sat in silence and Hannah wondered why he had insisted she spent this time with him, as he didn’t seem to have anything to say. 
 
      
 
    That old lump grew in the back of her throat again. Was he merely looking for a private audience with her? He did seem different from the baron in the few days she had been in his acquaintance but perhaps all men were the same in that respect. 
 
      
 
    “I do apologize again for being overbearing today. I should have let you handle the situation,” Grimshaw said after finishing his sandwiches and setting his tea aside untouched. 
 
      
 
    “You care deeply for your daughters though,” Hannah inserted the reasoning he was no doubt thinking about. “I am sure it was just an automatic reaction to come to their aid.” 
 
      
 
    He softened into a little smile. It seemed a bit of a foreign expression on such a skilled scowler.  
 
      
 
    “It is not just that. You see, I hoped that I could take this afternoon to explain things better to you. Perhaps then tomorrow when you rejoin them in the classroom you will not hold today’s actions against them.” 
 
      
 
    “I would never do such a thing. They are children and children make mistakes. I am sure they thought it a rather funny joke,” Hannah assured the earl that she had no intention of reprimanding them past their father’s requirements today.  
 
      
 
    “I am glad to hear that, but if you would allow me to explain their situation anyway,” he said softly. 
 
      
 
    He was such a large man, he seemed to fill the whole of the couch he sat on. It looked a bit comical to Hannah. She wondered if there was truly any place on earth this man didn’t seem to fill to overflowing with his physical presence.  
 
      
 
    “You know that their mother died when they were both very young. She took ill quite suddenly and we lost her,” Grimshaw said, turning his head away from Hannah and to the window.  
 
      
 
    “I am sure the loss was felt more greatly by Caroline,” Hannah encouraged his words when he didn’t speak more. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well she remembers her. Rebecca was only three. So small. It breaks my heart that she will have no lasting memory of her own mother.” 
 
      
 
    He paused again. This was not an easy subject for him to speak on and Hannah allowed him the time to collect his thoughts.  
 
      
 
    “Caroline is really at that age now when a mother’s influence is necessary. Of course, it is necessary for a lady at any age, but as they get older, they are needing more and more of that feminine example.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought I had found such a thing in my last governess. Both girls adored her. Of course, they have always had a youthful light to them, but with the governess, it was different. They were happy in ways I can’t explain. Then she left us suddenly.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah wanted to ask why, but also feared his answer. She too had left her last station suddenly. If his rules and controlling mannerisms were any indication, Hannah feared the earl was cut from the same cloth as the baron. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t give the governess’s reason for leaving and it only made Hannah question and wonder more.  
 
      
 
    “When she left us, the girls were beside themselves. I did my best to help them and keep them entertained but there is just something different about time with a woman. They need that influence. I suppose what I am getting at,” he said, brushing a hand through his cropped black hair, “is that their little act today was more out of fear.” 
 
      
 
    “Fear, Lord Grimshaw?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am sure they fear attaching themselves to a lady only to have her leave them again. That is why I made sure to interview the governesses myself, no matter how unorthodox. It is also why I picked you. You seemed like someone who would be willing to be their pillar.” 
 
      
 
    He looked deep into Hannah’s eyes and she feared he had reached her very soul. 
 
      
 
    “I know it is a lot to ask, but I need you to be that woman for my girls. Can you overlook their actions and see their hurt behind it? Will you truly forgive them and be that feminine figure that they need in their lives?” 
 
      
 
    Hannah couldn’t speak for a moment. She was overcome with emotions at his earnest pleading as well as the penetrating stare of his brown eyes.  
 
      
 
    She took a sip of tea, for nothing more than to break the intense connection between them. It also gave her the strength to answer. 
 
      
 
    “I am honored that you would put so much trust in me. I promise you, Lord Grimshaw, I will do everything in my power not to let you or the girls down.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw seemed to visibly relax at her words. Hannah felt a strange comfort herself to know that she had relieved him of some burden he must have been silently carrying at least these few months since the last governess left. 
 
      
 
    “Now if you would please excuse me, I have some work to do in the west wing.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah stood up in unison with him. 
 
      
 
    “And what shall I do for the rest of the day since you have seemed to relieve me of my pupils?” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you want. Of course, please stay to the estate grounds,” he added as an afterthought. “But other than that, you are free to explore and settle yourself in. Naturally, you are still most welcome to join me for dinner even with the girls absent,” he added, before bowing and leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    Hannah didn’t answer him. With his words, she felt the claustrophobic grip of his controlling rules again. She wasn’t allowed to leave the estate.  
 
      
 
    He may have merely requested her presence at dinner and not ordered it, but it still brought back terrible memories of her last post. She would not be joining him for dinner without the presence of the girls’ innocent eyes on them. 
 
      
 
    Instead, she would take the opportunity to explore the house more, then take a quiet meal in her room before preparing how to go about the next day’s classes. 
 
      
 
    The following morning Hannah was ready to get to work. She wasn’t used to having idle hands. She had spent the remainder of yesterday afternoon in her room and took her evening meal there as well. 
 
      
 
    It made her quite restless to have nothing to do but look over the things she brought. She did take a short walk around the manor but didn’t feel very comfortable doing so.  
 
      
 
    In her last house, she had been so busy seeing to the needs of her pupil and avoiding the baron that she had never left the few rooms that necessity dictated she be in. 
 
      
 
    Hannah was happy to see that she got to the girls’ schoolroom before them the following day. It would give her time to organize it to her liking.  
 
      
 
    Already she had assessed the girls’ weaknesses and strengths and had organized lessons for the next few months.  
 
      
 
    Whether it was because of the movement of heavy books and furniture or the fact that the days were beginning to warm up in earnest, either way, Hannah was feeling quite warm in her linen gown and a cotton cap.  
 
      
 
    She would have loved to take it off, for she truly detested the item, as well as the fake spectacles that pinched at her nose and gave her a constant headache. 
 
      
 
    She could do nothing for it, however. Of course, she felt no need to hide herself from the children or their nurse, but there was always the possibility of Lord Grimshaw bursting in again. 
 
      
 
    Already his overbearing status and demanding rules made her wary. She would not give him even the slightest reason as the baron had claimed she did for him. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, girls,” Hannah said as her wards were shuffled into the room by their nurse.  
 
      
 
    They both stepped in, curtsied with eyes on the ground and mumbled their salutations. Hannah suspected they were prepared for a severe reprimand or perhaps sour disposition in the least after yesterday’s events. 
 
      
 
    “I thought we might start the morning with a story if that is alright with you,” Hannah said. 
 
      
 
    Both girls simply nodded timidly, with Rebecca looking to her older sister for a cue.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve already checked and made sure that Mr. Whiskers is happily secured in his cage,” Hannah added, hoping her little joke would brighten the girls’ mood.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t however.  
 
      
 
    “Come now,” Hannah said, crouching down before them. “Why such sad faces?” 
 
      
 
    Hannah was doing her best to be soft-spoken and kind to the girls. It was much like encouraging a skittish cat to a bowl of milk. 
 
      
 
    “Will you be leaving us now, as Miss Watts did?” Rebecca finally asked softly. “Because of our nasty trick, that is?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh no, my dear,” Hannah responded, taking the little girl’s hand. “It will take much more than Mr. Whiskers to scare me off.” 
 
      
 
    “She didn’t leave because of Mr. Whiskers,” Caroline said. “She left because she found a beau. Mr. Collins who also goes to our parish,” she explained. 
 
      
 
    “I see. I had no idea. And I suppose you cared for her very much before she left?” 
 
      
 
    Both girls nodded in unison. Rebecca’s big brown eyes were filling with tears.  
 
      
 
    Hannah was sure the girls were still hurting deeply at the loss of their governess.  
 
      
 
    No doubt they had hoped to start things on a bad foot so that Hannah would be cruel to them. It would be a lot easier to let a mean governess go than one they had grown to love like their last one. 
 
      
 
    Hannah’s heart ached for them. She would not be cruel to them, however. Instead, she would show them the abundance of motherly love that they were missing and also show them that no matter what she would be consistent in their life. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can assure you I have no plans to leave anytime soon. I rather hoped you two would be okay with that? I think we could all have great fun together.” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca rubbed an eye with her still cherubic hand to brush away a betraying tear and softened into a hopeful smile. 
 
      
 
    Hannah was relieved that at least one of the girls was willing to open their hearts to her. 
 
      
 
    “In fact, I must confess I was inspired by Mr. Whiskers. I have brought with me a relatively new set of stories. They are written by a lovely lady named Beatrix Potter. Do you know them?”  
 
      
 
    Both girls shook their heads, Rebecca intrigued and Caroline still determined to be distant.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, splendid!” Hannah said, rising to stand.  
 
      
 
    She kept her hand in Rebecca’s and ushered them over to sit by the hearth. She lifted up the pillow and inspected the seat dramatically before sitting down. It got a small giggle out of the youngest. 
 
      
 
    “Now her first story is about a very naughty bunny named Peter Rabbit, but I thought we might start with a story you would find more interesting called The Tailor of Gloucester.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah settled into the chair and flipped through her cloth-bound collection of stories until she landed on the third one. She showed the introductory picture to both girls. It was a small mouse seated on a spool of thread reading a paper. 
 
      
 
    “In this story, a tailor is desperately struggling to get his work done on time. Luckily he has some very kind mice that live in the dresser and help him with his work.” 
 
      
 
    By the time Hannah finished her story, both girls were enraptured with the story and the little characters. Even Caroline who had tried so hard to stay distant couldn’t help but feel the excitement of the enchanting tale. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps if I leave my sampler in Mr. Whiskers’ cage, he will finish it for me,” Caroline mused when the story was over. 
 
      
 
    “He would just shred it and make a bed out of it like all the other fabric we give him,” Rebecca responded.  
 
      
 
    “I am fine with that too. Then I wouldn’t have to work on it anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “I think it is wonderful that you have already started a sampler, Caroline,” Hannah responded. “You must be very skilled to already have one started so young. You must show it to me after our penmanship.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline held her head a little higher at the compliment. She had only started the sampler right before Miss Watts’ departure and had refused to continue the work after she left, but now hearing that she was quite advanced for her age, she had the sudden desire to pick it up again.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    As it was Saturday, Hannah finally got her first relief from teaching the girls. It was not as wanted as she had expected. 
 
      
 
    Within the baron’s home, Hannah counted down the days until she would get her day off from educating the pupil who was just as much a handful as his father.  
 
      
 
    After teaching the girls for almost a week, Hannah could easily say she had enjoyed every moment of it and had no desire to depart from them.  
 
      
 
    Much to Hannah’s surprise she also found herself enjoying her evening supper at the earl’s table. Both of them seemed to focus more on the girls than anything else. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t help but admire the man for his dedication to his daughters and real interest in their lives. 
 
      
 
    Though she was looking forward to a chance to catch up on some grading over the last week and having a small break from work, she was also apprehensive of the day. 
 
      
 
    Hannah didn’t want to stay cooped up in the house, but also felt concerns about traveling to the nearby town. 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw’s overbearing rules seemed to pound in the back of her mind. She refused to ask his permission or even his accompaniment as she went to town to pick up a few items she was in need of. At the same time, she did slightly fear his wrath at knowingly breaking his demands. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t afford to be dismissed from a job yet again and without a good reference. More than that she couldn’t bear to leave the girls after making so much headway with them this last week. She was sure that to do so would be a greater detriment to their already delicate demeanors. 
 
      
 
    Instead, Hannah sought out the advice of Mrs. Brennon. Perhaps the lady would accompany her to town, thereby stepping around the earl’s requirements.  
 
      
 
    “I wonder if I might have a moment of your time, Mrs. Brennon,” Hannah said after softly knocking on the housekeeper’s office door. 
 
      
 
    “Yes of course,” Mrs. Brennon replied, coming to stand from behind her desk.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to disturb you if you are otherwise engaged,” Hannah said, motioning to the paperwork before the housekeeper. 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense, I was just thinking it might be a good time to take a break.” 
 
      
 
    She pulled a cord on the wall that also contained a series of bells of her own summons from the main house. 
 
      
 
    Instantly a young kitchen maid came in the room and curtsied. 
 
      
 
    “Will you bring some tea for Miss Jacobson and me,” Mrs. Brennon asked the girl politely. 
 
      
 
    She nodded and quickly left the room. The middle-aged woman motioned for Hannah to join her in two chairs with a small table between them. Other than the sound of rustling skirts and the clinking of Mrs. Brennon’s keys at her waist, the downstairs of the manor was a peaceful place. 
 
      
 
    “Are you settling in well?” Mrs. Brennon asked after they both sat. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the room is magnificent. The house is one of the most beautiful I have ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you been around the gardens at all? They are all abloom this time of year.” 
 
      
 
    “I have gone out a few times with the girls over the past few days. The skill of the gardeners is breathtaking.” 
 
      
 
    “I will have to pass your compliments onto Hanson, our head landscaper. He will be happy to hear of your enjoyment.” 
 
      
 
    “I do have a concern, however, that I hoped you might help me unravel.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Mrs. Brennon said as the tea was set before them and served. 
 
      
 
    “I need to go to town to get some items. Unfortunately, the earl has expressed that I shan’t go without his accompanying me.” 
 
      
 
    The housekeeper nodded her head in understanding. 
 
      
 
    “I would hate to be such a burden on him. I wondered if perhaps you need to go to town sometime in the future and I could accompany you. If Lord Grimshaw fears for my safety outside the estate surely your company or perhaps Mary’s would be enough to satisfy him.” 
 
      
 
    “I can assure you that his rules have nothing to do with danger at Concordshire. It is a most peaceful place and there is certainly nothing like the ruffians of London to worry about,” she added with distaste. 
 
      
 
    Hannah gathered that Mrs. Brennon didn’t care for the city. 
 
      
 
    “Then why have such a silly rule?” Hannah asked with a lump in her throat.  
 
      
 
    She had hoped that he would not be as controlling as the baron but could see no other reason why he would put such demands on her as to have control over her at all times. 
 
      
 
    “Did the earl tell you the nature of the last governess’s departure?” 
 
      
 
    “I only know that she met a gentleman and was married.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a kind man from the local parish. He was a student of the vicar and has since left to take on his own parish. It was very hard on the girls.” 
 
      
 
    “Lord Grimshaw told me as much and I could easily tell from them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Mrs. Brennon agreed meditatively. “I believe he is hesitant to let another governess go the same way. He would do anything to shield those girls from heartbreak. I can’t blame him for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor I,” Hannah had to agree. “But certainly, I cannot be held accountable for someone else’s choice. I can promise you I have no desire to find a husband or marry,” Hannah continued, tugging on her plain brown muslin dress. 
 
      
 
    “Give him time and I am sure he will soften. Until then I would suggest adhering to his requirements. He is very protective of his children and would not take lightly to any act that he would consider a threat to their happiness.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry but I cannot bring myself to ask him to accompany me to town.” 
 
      
 
    “I assure you that despite his large stature he is a very gentle man. You would find his company most agreeable.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t doubt that, but it wouldn’t be appropriate and I can’t do it,” Hannah said vehemently. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I know that Mary goes to town on Saturdays as well. I am sure she would be more than happy to pick up whatever you might need, or mail any letters you might have.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah sat as she considered Mrs. Brennon’s words. She had rather hoped the lady would have just agreed that going with another member of the staff was good enough.  
 
      
 
    She couldn’t risk the earl’s wrath and subsequent dismissal. Mrs. Brennon might have thought he was somehow gentle below that dark exterior. Certainly she had seen such with his daughters, but she didn’t for a second consider that to extend to herself.  
 
      
 
    If her only two choices were to be subject to a private audience with the earl or being confined to the manor as a prison, she would have to take the latter.  
 
      
 
    She wouldn’t lose this job for the sake of the girls and her own livelihood, but that wouldn’t for a second lead her to giving up her morals. She had fought off the baron; she was sure she could withstand the Earl of Grimshaw as well.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hannah left Mrs. Brennon’s office not with the end result she desired but at least a resolution to her problems. She would seek Mary out. Hopefully, she hadn’t already left for town. 
 
      
 
    Much to her satisfaction, she found Mary seated in the staff common area and she was happy to pick up the needed items on behalf of Hannah. 
 
      
 
    Hannah was making her way down the hall back to her quarters. She rather thought since she wasn’t able to make the trip to town, she would select a book from her room and spend some time in the garden. 
 
      
 
    “Well, look who has found her way downstairs,” a man’s voice called from behind her. 
 
      
 
    She whipped around to find Mr. Poole, the footman, leaning against a door frame she had just passed. She rather thought to just keep walking on and ignore him altogether.  
 
      
 
    “How are you finding Brighton Abby, Miss Jacobson?” he asked, rubbing his hands on a cloth and taking a step towards her. 
 
      
 
    Though she had at first had uneasy thoughts of the gentleman she thought it innocent enough conversation, so she turned fully to answer him. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, thank you, Mr. Poole. Everyone has been most welcoming to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure they have,” he said, eyeing the edge of her cap.  
 
      
 
    She had a sudden urge to pull it down tighter around her hair and pull up her fichu all at the same time. 
 
      
 
    He continued to slowly walk forward until he was far too close to her. She meant to take a step back but he instantly put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Poole,” she said, trying to shake off his grip unsuccessfully. “I really must be going.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the hurry?” he asked as a thumb rubbed against the fabric of her dress.  
 
      
 
    She tried again to step away from him but instead, he used the movement to push her against the hall wall. Tucking the cloth in his back pocket he placed his other hand against the wall, completely blocking her in. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t help but wonder what you are hiding under all that fabric, Miss Jacobson,” he said, looking her over with hungry eyes.  
 
      
 
    Her heart was pounding in her chest and she wanted to scream. 
 
      
 
    His hand moved from her shoulder and she felt his fingers run along the edge of her white fichu. She felt him tug at it. 
 
      
 
    With a gasp, she reached up to stop him, but instead, he grabbed her wrist and held it tight. He continued to tug at the white fabric until one side was completely out. 
 
      
 
    “Please, stop Mr. Poole. I will scream,” Hannah said, mustering all the courage that she had. 
 
      
 
    He paid her no mind and successfully removed the garment, exposing the top of her full chest. 
 
      
 
    “Why Miss Jacobson, you were hiding something magnificent under all that fabric. What will I see when I remove your cap next? Perhaps beautiful blonde hair? Or rich dark brown? Or shall I be surprised by a redhead? You certainly have the milky white skin to go with fairer hair.” 
 
      
 
    He ran one finger along the edge of her gown. It seemed he either didn’t believe she would scream or didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Poole, you will remove your hand from me this instant, or I shall go straight to the earl about your unseemly behavior.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I don’t think you will,” Mr. Poole said, smiling with satisfaction at her defiant glare.  
 
      
 
    “I am all too aware that the earl has forbidden you from having any interaction with the opposite sex. You tell him and I will simply counter that you came on to me. Who do you think Lord Grimshaw will believe more? A long-time employee or the new governess?” 
 
      
 
    Hannah opened and closed her mouth a few times in panic. Mr. Poole was absolutely right. If the lord confronted them both, who was to say that he would believe her. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Poole smiled in satisfaction knowing that he was right in his line of thought. 
 
      
 
    “Now, take off that cap for me, so that I may finally learn the color of that hair. I believe that will be a good place to start anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Tears welled in Hannah’s eyes. She would not give him the satisfaction of obeying but was also terrified that she would have no way out of this situation. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Poole, have you finished with the silverware yet?” a man’s voice called from down the hall. 
 
      
 
    Whether the man could see that Mr. Poole had her pinned up against the wall she was unsure, but she didn’t wait to find out. As soon as Mr. Poole turned in the direction of the voice, she swatted his hand and ran as fast as her skirts would allow, leaving her fichu behind. 
 
      
 
    She paused just before turning to the stairs that led up to the main house and her own room. Mr. Poole had picked up the lost garment. He held it to his nose and took a deep breath before opening his eyes again directly on her. 
 
      
 
    She felt a fearful shiver run down her spine at his glare. She may have escaped him, but it was clear he wasn’t going to give up.  
 
      
 
    With hot tears streaming down her face she ran the length to her room and locked the door behind her. Throwing herself onto the bed, she melted into a hysterical cry.  
 
      
 
    Again, she was to be tormented by a man. All the images of the baron came back to her. All the times he cornered her, made excuses to get her alone in his office, and even made advances on her in front of his son. 
 
      
 
    In the end, word had traveled to his wife and the baron had insinuated that Hannah was the cause all along. He claimed she had tempted him with her beauty and promiscuous ways. 
 
      
 
    It was no more Hannah’s fault that she had looked the pretty miss than a plain one. Yet the baroness had believed her husband and Hannah was dismissed with a stained reputation and no hope of another situation. 
 
      
 
    She was sure that with her new plan to completely cover every inch of her body, there would have been no question to her virtue or any infringement on it. She had been so wrong. 
 
      
 
    It seemed that no matter where she found herself, she would be helpless to stop rakes and their desire to take from her flesh.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Hannah,” Baron Edgley’s voice echoed in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure exactly where she was, only that she had been wondering in the dark for some time now. At the sound of his voice, her own caught in her throat. 
 
      
 
    Hannah ran the space of the darkness looking for some way out as his taunting seemed to grow closer and closer.  
 
      
 
    Finally, she could make out a dim light in the distance and she ran for it. The closer she got the more she realized it was the crack of a door and the light of freedom and safety just beyond.  
 
      
 
    “Hannah, my pet. There is no reason to play so coy with me.” 
 
      
 
    The voice was getting ever closer from behind as Hannah, heaving against her stays, did her best to run for the door.  
 
      
 
    Finally, she gripped the handle and used it to pull herself into the room. She fell in exhausting only to realize that it wasn’t the ground that had caught her. 
 
      
 
    She looked up, her eyes following the hands, up the arms, to the shoulders, and then the face. 
 
      
 
    “Why Miss Jacobson,” Mr. Poole said with that sickly smile planted on his narrow face. “No need to throw yourself at me.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah struggled to get up and away but the arms that had caught her now tightened their grip till she squealed out in pain.  
 
      
 
    Holding her tight he lifted her to her feet and pinned her hard against the wall.  
 
      
 
    “Help!” she screamed with all her might. 
 
      
 
    “Shout all you want,” he said, pushing his body against her own. “There is no one to hear you here.”  
 
      
 
    He licked his lips as his eyes fell down the length of her body. With one swift movement of his hand, he grabbed the top of her dress and ripped it, exposing her undergarments and bare shoulder. 
 
      
 
    He kissed her neck and shoulder and she screamed again. His head lifted this time showing the face of Baron Edgley.  
 
      
 
    “Leave me alone!” she screamed as she beat against the man to no avail.  
 
      
 
    He ravaged her again along her neck and collarbone. This time when he rose, he was yet again Mr. Poole.  
 
      
 
    Grabbing both shoulders with his painful grip he lifted her off her feet and threw her across the room onto a lounge.  
 
      
 
    Hannah fell with a hard thud against the cushions and screamed with all her might as he walked slowly towards her, a horrid smile ever-present on his thin lips. 
 
      
 
    Hannah bolted upright in her bed. The sound of her own screams had woken her and in the darkness, she wasn’t sure if she was truly awake or if the nightmare only continued. 
 
      
 
    She struggled to catch her breath when heavy quick steps ended with her bedroom door bursting open.  
 
      
 
    Hannah screamed again instinctively and jumped from the bed.  
 
      
 
    “What? What is it?” a deep hoarse voice demanded.  
 
      
 
    She scarcely saw the figure of the earl by the candle he held but the image didn’t register. Instead, she reached for the first object she could, a book on the table next to her bed, and chucked it at him. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t let you near me!” Hannah screamed. 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw instinctively blocked the book that was thrown at him, completely baffled by her actions. Was she mad? 
 
      
 
    He reached forward and grabbing one elbow he shook her good and hard. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson, what’s the matter with you?” 
 
      
 
    She seemed to snap out of it with the shake. She looked around the room, startled and bewildered. One hand cupped her mouth and large tears spilled from her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she muffled, finally waking up. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw set the candlestick on the table that had once held the book and ever so gently took a step closer to her. 
 
      
 
    “I heard screams. I thought something might be…was it a dream?” he asked, still trying to piece together all that had just happened. 
 
      
 
    All she could do was nod her head while she still held her mouth. She was shaking uncontrollably and Grimshaw was sure that at any moment she would crumple into a heap on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Instincts kicked in and he pulled her to his chest. She didn’t fight the action, instead, she fell against him and let her sobs out full force. 
 
      
 
    “Hush now, Miss Jacobson. It is all right,” he cooed with his chin resting against the top of her head. “It was just a dream, nothing more.” 
 
      
 
    As Grimshaw held her he allowed one massive hand to rub up and down her back to soothe her. His eyes were caught by the long gold braid that shimmered in the little candlelight that went the length of her back. 
 
      
 
    He absentmindedly wondered how she fit such a long golden lock under such a small cap.  
 
      
 
    “Do you want to tell me about it?” Grimshaw said against her hair as she finally started to calm down. 
 
      
 
    It was as if the words woke her for a second time. She took a step back and out of his arms. Though he let her go without a fight he immediately felt an empty cold where she had been against him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, forgive me, Lord Grimshaw,” she stammered.  
 
      
 
    She wrapped her arms around herself, no doubt to hide the state of undress though he was sure he had never seen a plainer and more modest dressing gown. 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing to forgive,” Grimshaw said in a soft voice much like when one of the girls was upset. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I woke you up in the middle of the night. I can’t imagine the disturbance I’ve caused. Please forgive me. It won’t happen again, I promise,” Miss Jacobson murmured, her blue eyes fuller of fear than tears now. 
 
      
 
    “Come, it is alright,” Grimshaw said, taking another step forward. 
 
      
 
    She took a fearful step back, however, and that stopped him in his tracks. Grimshaw was used to being feared because of his overpowering features, but for some reason, it pained him tonight to see her terror. 
 
      
 
    “If you are sure you are alright, I will leave you then,” he said, letting his hands fall to his sides. “I will send someone up with a cup of tea to calm your nerves.” 
 
      
 
    It was a statement, not a question, and for once Hannah was okay with his demanding nature. She wasn’t sure if she would be able to fall back asleep ever again after that dream, but the warm drink would be a welcome comfort. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to also leave the candle?” he asked, his big brown eyes seemingly full of compassion. 
 
      
 
    She should have said no. She had candles already in the room, but this one was already lit and that brought her comfort too. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Hannah said softly. 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw nodded in understanding. He turned to leave but turned back around, “If you ever need to talk about,” he hesitated, “anything…I am here to listen.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah took in the weight of his words. It was very kind of him, but at the moment she couldn’t bear to say the words to anyone. Certainly not to him. Lord Grimshaw would take her words to Poole and then the accusation would turn onto her. 
 
      
 
    All she could do was nod before watching him leave the room with a soft click of the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was feeling rather ridiculous with himself as he fixed his knot after his valet had done it. Nothing seemed to be sitting right this Sunday morning. 
 
      
 
    Try as he might to tell himself that it had nothing to do with Miss Jacobson joining them in their pew today at church, or the fact that since his sudden encounter with Miss Jacobson last night in her room he hadn’t been able to shake the memory of her from his mind. 
 
      
 
    Something in him had changed or perhaps opened again when he held her in his arms while she cried. He shook off the notion, however. No doubt it was just manly desires. After all, without all those frocks to cover her up, Miss Jacobson was actually quite pleasant to look at. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t care a wit for her beauty, however. The day his wife died he swore there would be no other for him. Of course, Lady Grimshaw had only encouraged him to find a mother for their children on her death bed. He would hear none of it. 
 
      
 
    She had smiled at him in that knowing way and weakly passed a letter off to him.  
 
      
 
    “Just in case you change your mind,” she had said in her weak voice before giving way to coughs again. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw had looked at the letter in his hand, and were it not for his wife’s presence he would have immediately thrown it into the fire. It was titled ‘To Lord Grimshaw’s Future Wife’. 
 
      
 
    He had shoved the note into the top drawer of the dresser in his wife’s room and had not thought of it again until this moment. His mind mentally saw the sealed letter again and wondered over the words inscribed on top. 
 
      
 
    He reassured himself again, there would never be a future wife for him. He had had his happiness and though it was fleeting he had two beautiful girls to show for it. That was enough for him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Miss Hannah Jacobson stood before her own mirror in her room much the worse for wear. She did her best to stuff her hair in the cap before setting a hat on top of that. It was her Sunday hat with a bright yellow ribbon bow tied around its wicker brim. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t feel bright at all like the hat on her head or the matching corn blue dress with its yellow flower pattern. In fact, if she could crawl back into her bed and never come out that would have suited her just fine.  
 
      
 
    Of course the girls would be waiting for her. She was to pick them up at the nursery and escort them down to meet their father in the carriage. Together they would ride into town and attend the weekly services. 
 
      
 
    Hannah would have said that she was rather settling into her life at Brighton Abby up until yesterday.  
 
      
 
    Now she had been accosted, had the weight of Mr. Poole possibly lurking around every corner, and worse had made a fool of herself during the night. 
 
      
 
    How much of what she shouted had been screams and how much had been words? What she feared more than ever was that she may have said something pertaining to Baron Edgley.  
 
      
 
    If that were the case, Lord Grimshaw would certainly look into her past employment wondering why she would call his name at night.  
 
      
 
    It would only be a matter of time then before the baroness would spread her lies even to this far-flung country house.  
 
      
 
    Hannah was sure by week’s end she would be unjustly ruined again and have exhausted all opportunities for employment.  
 
      
 
    What was she to do then? She certainly couldn’t return to Hendrick’s Preparatory School. They had, of course, offered her a place there since she was one of the most accomplished students.  
 
      
 
    She could bear living on the streets better than returning to that place. Yes, life would be better for her as a teacher than a pupil. No longer would she have cold drafty dormitories, forced washing in water that must have the ice broken first, or improper clothing against the winter cold.  
 
      
 
    She could never treat those girls the way she was treated nor bear to watch another do so and keep her mouth silent. She had been beaten, shamed, and starved enough in one childhood to ever stand by and watch it happen to another. 
 
      
 
    No, she would never be a good fit for Hendrick’s and she doubted that the baroness hadn’t already written to them as well. No welcome was to be found there. 
 
      
 
    As nervous as she was to see Lord Grimshaw this morning after such a personal and embarrassing encounter last night, it was a necessity. Only then could she gauge his own mind, and perhaps decipher how much she had said through her screams. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t feel up to the task after such a fitful night of sleep but there was nothing to be done for it. After all, if Hendrick’s was good for one thing, it was to teach young ladies to withstand almost any amount of starvation or sleeplessness and still perform up to snuff. 
 
      
 
    She placed her pin in her hat, covered both her hands in laced gloves, and left her room to collect her two wards. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw had convinced himself by the time he left his room and made his way downstairs that all feelings and nervousness was nothing more than imagined.  
 
      
 
    Still, he couldn’t help but stare as he watched Miss Jacobson descend the stairs with his two daughters in hand. 
 
      
 
    Of course, both girls had been dressed in their finest by dutiful Abigail. Caroline was wearing a grey silk dress with a burgundy rose pattern running down in stripes with matching burgundy velvet bows in her dark brown hair.  
 
      
 
    Rebecca looked ever the baby in her pink silk dress with its matching pink petticoats sticking out of the bottom. It had been a gift from his last trip into London and he was happy to see her in it. 
 
      
 
    Rebecca loved everything girly still and Grimshaw wanted to savor that in his youngest daughter as long as possible.  
 
      
 
    But not even the beauty of his little girls could keep his eyes off of Miss Jacobson. As she slowly made her way down with a child in each hand, she rather looked like a golden angel from the large window reflecting light behind her. 
 
      
 
    The large yellow ribbon in her hat reminded him so much of the hair he had rested his head against only the night before.  
 
      
 
    He was surprised to see too that for the first time Miss Jacobson was not wearing the large spectacles that had hid most of her face since he first met her.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t help but notice her perfectly clear blue eyes that matched her dress perfectly, as well as the soft indent of dimples on either cheek. Perhaps if she smiled, they became more pronounced. 
 
      
 
    He suddenly felt an unnatural desire to say something funny only to experiment with the truth of his hypothesis.  
 
      
 
    “Have you forgotten your spectacles?” Grimshaw asked as soon as the ladies finished their descent and came to stand before him. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to say how refreshing he found seeing her perfect porcelain skin without their hindrance but knew that would be far too forward.  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Miss Jacobson said, releasing Caroline’s hand and pinching the bridge of her tiny nose. “I only need them for reading.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you not need to read the hymn book? We have time to wait if you need to go and retrieve them,” Grimshaw added rather reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    He was hoping to see more of Miss Jacobson without the constant shield her glasses caused by seeing truly into her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No, I will be fine. It is only for excessive amounts of reading, like schoolwork,” she continued in her fabrication of a story. 
 
      
 
    In all honesty, Hannah had reluctantly gone without the eyewear only because the crying the night before had given her such a headache. She couldn’t bear the pinching sensation the spectacles gave behind the ears and at the bridge of her nose in such a state. 
 
      
 
    She had rather hoped it wouldn’t make that much difference, but the earl had commented on it.  
 
      
 
    He was also looking down at her in a way that was quite frightening at the moment. She hated to sound vain, even in her own head, but she was sure that her beauty was nothing more than a curse set upon her. 
 
      
 
    Luckily no more words were said on the matter and Hannah followed behind the earl, who happily took Caroline’s free hand, as they left Brighton Abby. 
 
      
 
    Hannah had to shield herself against the bright light as they exited the manor house. It seemed to be so beautiful and alive outside that she wondered for a second if it could be Easter Morning. 
 
      
 
    The carriage ride into the town was one to remember for her. On her way to Brighton Abby, it had been much too dark to see the fields of green or trees fat with spring leaves. Now there seemed to be every shade of green surrounding her. 
 
      
 
    Along the road’s edge sprang little wildflowers. Hannah wondered if she might take the girls to pick some in the afternoon. 
 
      
 
    As the town came into view Hannah couldn’t help but feel a little excitement. She was finally seeing it for the first time. 
 
      
 
    It resembled more of a quaint village than a town, with only one main street that led to a large square. In the middle of the square was a communal well and behind that stood the stone church.  
 
      
 
    It was by far the finest building in the village. It was made even more beautiful by the plump purple wisteria that climbed up its side.  
 
      
 
    Hannah couldn’t help but breathe in the fresh new life that seemed to rain down on her with the rays of sunshine as she exited the earl’s fine carriage. 
 
      
 
    Already there was a steady stream of villagers in their Sunday best greeting the vicar at the door and making their way into the church. 
 
      
 
    Upon their exit, the carriage driver continued on, no doubt to a stable to settle the two white horses that galloped with great majesty. 
 
      
 
    The earl led the way as Hannah followed behind with one girl in each hand. Rebecca was clinging to her in a loving way. Caroline, on the other hand, hadn’t quite warmed up to Hannah yet, though she did stay dutifully by her governess’s side.  
 
      
 
    Rebecca was young enough to love almost anyone unconditionally. Caroline on the other hand still remembered well the bitter sting of one abandonment after another and Hannah was sure that it would be a much more delicate process for her to open her heart again. 
 
      
 
    Hannah should have not cared a whit for such a thing. Certainly her teaching at Hendrick’s was to do her job most professionally and without emotional attachment. Such things were only a hindrance and inappropriate in the eyes of her childhood instructors. Hannah found, quite oppositely, that it was the emotional connections that truly helped her wards to grow into well-rounded human beings.  
 
      
 
    Hannah studied the rest of the congregation as they entered the chapel. Aside from her small party, it seemed that most were just humble farmers. She did recognize a few members of staff from Brighton Abby however. Her heart ran cold at the realization. Why it hadn’t crossed her mind before, she didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    Certainly, if the earl attended services in Concordshire then so did the rest of the household. If there was a parish supported by the earl on his property then he would certainly attend there. Along with the townsfolk and nearby farmers, there would also be a healthy dose of Brighton Abby staff members in today’s congregation. That, unfortunately, would include Mr. David Poole. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Lord Grimshaw,” a feeble voice crooned with a bow. 
 
      
 
    Looking upon the vicar, Hannah had to guess he was close to the end of his life. No doubt it was the reason for the younger man at the parish at the time of their last governess’s service.  
 
      
 
    Though she was told now both Miss Watts and her new preacher husband were removed from this place elsewhere. 
 
      
 
     “Good morning, Dr. O’Driscoll,” Grimshaw responded in his deep commanding voice. “Please let me introduce our new governess,” he added with a sweeping hand back for Hannah to come forward. “Miss Hannah Jacobson.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah curtsied respectfully. He seemed to eye her with a raised brow. Perhaps Dr. O’Driscoll was just as wary of her due to past governesses brought to his service. 
 
      
 
    “And where do you hail from, Miss Jacobson?” he asked in his quaky voice while folding his hands in front of his plain black preacher’s garb. 
 
      
 
    “I was born and raised in London.” 
 
      
 
    “I would assume so, since Lord Grimshaw only seeks the best governesses and naturally they will come from the fine city. But where in London, my dear?” 
 
      
 
    Already she could see that she was about to be sized up on account of her heritage. She had none to speak of and though this man was of the cloth she suspected by his downcast eyes he planned to judge her by it. 
 
      
 
    “Most of my childhood was spent in Hendrick’s Preparatory School for Young Misses. My aunt and uncle were kind enough to sponsor me thus,” Hannah said in hopes of dodging the question. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, I know the school well. It is one of the few fine establishments left,” he said now by way of informing the earl. “So often now these schools have gone soft on their wards and forgotten the necessity of a proper upbringing in humility and the good word.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah did her best to hide the overcast shadow on her face at his words. They had certainly endeavored to teach these two things by way of regular beatings, humiliation, and starvation.  
 
      
 
    It was clear that the reverend was of the same mind; spare kindness and quicken the rod.  
 
      
 
    “I can promise you they were most thorough in both aspects,” Hannah said with a sour taste in her mouth. 
 
      
 
    Dr. O’Driscoll gave a nod of approval and a gruff grunt.  
 
      
 
    At that moment Hannah realized that the earl was studying her most pointedly. He seemed to be searching for a way into her own mind. She looked away quickly, unable to hold such a penetrating stare. 
 
      
 
    They made their way into the cool chapel along the flagstone walk, past the pews already filled with Brighton Abby’s household and farmers.  
 
      
 
    Hannah could see that at the front of the chapel were seats much more sparsely filled. The dress of the people in these pews was more refined as well. She supposed these were the few townsfolk that had a slightly better standard of living than those who sat farther behind.  
 
      
 
    Here the ladies’ dresses were of a finer quality and prettier colors compared to the demure counterparts behind. Their noses were also distinctly higher than those behind them. 
 
      
 
    The earl ushered them to the front pew and then stepped aside to allow the three ladies in his company to take their seats first.  
 
      
 
    Hannah had a strange sense of protection as the earl took his spot at the end of the pew. She hadn’t seen Mr. Poole among the congregation as of yet but it still brought her comfort to be enclosed with no chance of someone coming to her without first having to go through Lord Grimshaw. 
 
      
 
    The sermon itself was rather dull as she expected after meeting Dr. O’Driscoll. He seemed to have a great passion for reproving sinners, and he seemed to find all women fitted in this category. 
 
      
 
    With such views on the female sex, Hannah couldn’t help but wonder how he must have felt when his pupil had announced a desire to marry Miss Watts. 
 
      
 
    It was an excruciatingly long sermon for Hannah that rather reminded her of the time she spent in Hendrick’s. She couldn’t help but be proud of the two girls at her side who both sat with hands delicately folded in their white lace gloves, their gazes held steady on the face of the preacher.  
 
      
 
    It was only after the sermon when the earl’s party rose to leave that Hannah was particularly aware of all the eyes on them.  
 
      
 
    The earl for his part paid no heed and instead thanked the vicar for his words and then continued down the way, sharing words here and there with several men. 
 
      
 
    “How long do you think this one will last?” Hannah heard a lady whisper behind her hand to another. 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least she isn’t as fine to look at as the last. Perhaps that will be the earl’s saving grace. Poor dear, he was so heartbroken after his wife. Then to have the last governess abandon him.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a wonder his daughters aren’t wildlings,” the first agreed. “I heard that he refuses to take them to town for the benefit of the tutors. He insists that they stay in the county seat. One could say he is just lucky his daughters are relatively well-behaved.” 
 
      
 
    Both ladies looked in Hannah’s direction and she held their gaze. She would not hide the fact that she had heard them nor shy away from it. 
 
      
 
    One of the ladies had the decency to blush at being caught but that didn’t stop them from turning and continuing their hushed talk as they made their way out of the sanctuary.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Are you the new governess?” A soft lady’s voice shook Hannah from her eavesdropping.  
 
      
 
    Hannah turned to see a kindly older woman in a clean but worn grey linen dress. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am Hannah Jacobson,” Hannah introduced herself to the lady, feeling warmed by the first kind smile since entering the church.  
 
      
 
    “And come all the way from London, I hear?”  
 
      
 
    Hannah couldn’t help but look down at the lady, she was only a head taller than Caroline. It also didn’t help that she had a severe bend to her spine.  
 
      
 
    Despite her uncomfortable position, she seemed a very cheerful sort. Her hair was white and her chin matched in white whiskers, with her small eyes set so far back in her plump round face that it almost looked like currents pushed into a loaf of bread. 
 
      
 
    They were dark little eyes surrounded by waves of wrinkled skin that told a lifetime story. When she smiled Hannah couldn’t help but notice that a few of her teeth were missing as well.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Hannah responded. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” she waved Hannah off with a blush, “don’t you be goin’ calling me such. I ain’t no such thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what shall I call you?” Hannah asked, elated to make a friend in this conjuration of naysayers and gossipmongers.  
 
      
 
    “Why most just call me Widow McCarthy, though I never cared for it. What’s the use of being reminded that you’re all alone with every word come out of some’uns mouth?” 
 
      
 
    Hannah had to smile at her logic.  
 
      
 
    “Surely you’re not all alone though?” Hannah asked, looking around the room for someone that perhaps took care of the aged lady. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, there is my son, Matty. Though he is far too busy to spend time with a’old timer like me’self.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah looked around the room in earnest. Surely this sweet lady was not left to return home alone.  
 
      
 
    “Forgive me,” a man’s voice said from behind her and Hannah whipped around. “I believe my mother is bothering you.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah studied the frame of the gentleman. He looked to be in his mid-twenties and rather handsome at that.  
 
      
 
    “No, not at all. We were just having a lovely conversation,” Hannah turned back to Mrs. McCarthy. “She has been a most gracious welcome party for my first Sunday service.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you her son then?” Hannah inquired. “Mrs. McCarthy did mention one. I believe Matty?” 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat, “Matthew McCarthy, at your service, Miss?” 
 
      
 
    “Miss Hannah Jacobson.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. McCarthy,” a gruff voice boomed from next to Hannah.  
 
      
 
    She hadn’t realized it but Lord Grimshaw had finished his words and was now apparently entering their conversation. 
 
      
 
    “I see you wasted no time in making the acquaintance of my governess?” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I was just here to collect my mother. Mother?” he said, motioning for the elderly lady to follow after him. 
 
      
 
    Hannah sensed something unspoken and not understood by her between the two gentlemen. They seemed to hold each other’s gaze for several seconds.  
 
      
 
    “Well it was very nice meeting you, Mrs. McCarthy,” Hannah said, doing her best to hide her confusion on the tension between the two men. 
 
      
 
    “Now you come and visit me anytime. I would be happy for the company,” Mrs. McCarthy said, patting Hannah’s hand as she shuffled towards her son. “I am all alone in my little cottage and would be happy about it. Just go to the local shop and ask Matty here and he will show ye the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. McCarthy. That is most kind of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson, we really must be going,” Lord Grimshaw said in a demanding voice. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Hannah said, only hesitating for a moment as she watched the McCarthys walk away. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t Matthew that she was so interested in but the sweet little lady. Hannah was sure that she would find a moment in the next week to go and visit with the lady. 
 
      
 
    “I believe you are forgetting my conditions,” Lord Grimshaw said rather gruffly after they were all again seated in the carriage waiting out front for them. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean?” Hannah retorted, not sure if she was more surprised by his words or the accusation behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Then I suppose that will be something we can discuss tonight after dinner,” he said, penetrating her with his dark brown eyes. 
 
      
 
    She was utterly surprised by his words, but more so by the stern nature of his face. She could swear on the ride in he was all aglow with warmth and his eyes shone a sweet honey glee. Now his face was darkened with its usual solemnity and his eyes were as dark as a deep pool. 
 
      
 
    “I assure you there will be nothing needing discussion. I was merely speaking with a kind old lady.” 
 
      
 
    “And her young eligible son,” Grimshaw added.  
 
      
 
    Hannah opened her mouth to retort but realized there were two pairs of big doe eyes intently watching the two of them.  
 
      
 
    She was sure this was not an appropriate topic for a carriage ride in front of Grimshaw’s two little girls. She was not willing to let him bully her into admitting she was attempting to flirt with Mr. McCarthy when she certainly wasn’t, nor did she want to disrespect the man by arguing with him in front of his children. 
 
      
 
    “Then I suppose there is a misunderstanding between us and a proper conversation might be well advised.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was more than sour that he came upon Miss Jacobson all smiles for Matthew McCarthy at her first church service no less. He wasn’t sure what irritated him more, that she seemed to waste no time in finding a suitable beau in town, or that she had shown her first unencumbered smile to another.  
 
      
 
    Now when he suggested they discuss the matter and resolve it promptly she had the audacity to pretend to have no idea to his meaning. Now she was claiming that a sit-down was her idea all along.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw wasn’t used to having the tables turned on him, but he had a feeling with Miss Jacobson in his employment he would now always have to be on his toes to counter her cunning abilities. 
 
      
 
    Dinner in the company of the earl and his daughters was a strained occurrence that Sunday evening. It was as if the weight of the unspoken words for both Grimshaw and Hannah were pressing down on them. 
 
      
 
    Though Rebecca was far too young to notice the change in mood and happily chatted on, Caroline, on the other hand, was very aware of it. 
 
      
 
    Constantly the girl darted her eyes nervously between her father and governess. Hannah did her best to give the child a reassuring smile whenever possible. 
 
      
 
    Caroline may have understood that something was amiss, but she couldn’t know what exactly. Hannah highly doubted that the earl had made his daughters privy to the knowledge of the ridiculous rules he had yoked upon her. 
 
      
 
    To make matters all the worse, it appeared that Mr. Poole would be waiting on them at dinner that night. Apparently one of the normal servers had fallen ill and Mr. Poole had happily stepped in to take his place. 
 
      
 
    Hannah didn’t have to guess why. He made it a point to stand against the wall directly behind her. Though there were several feet between them she could still feel his icy breath on her neck. 
 
      
 
    He would make sure to torment her in any way he could, it would seem.  
 
      
 
    Twice he came to fill up Hannah’s cup with more sherry though it wasn’t even half empty. She did her best to ignore his eyes drawing to her chest as he poured the decanter.  
 
      
 
    Now that the meal was over, Hannah would have rather liked to go to her room, perhaps take a hot bath if at all possible, to wash off Mr. Poole’s glowering stares. 
 
      
 
    But this would not be possible for her. She was to meet the earl in his office promptly for a pointless reprimand.  
 
      
 
    More than the audacity of the matter was the fact that the earl was going to accuse her of being loose with a man she had only just met in town, when he clearly couldn’t even see the lewd looks she got all through the meal from his own footman. 
 
      
 
    Standing outside the earl’s door Hannah took a steadying breath for courage and lifted her chin ever so slightly.  
 
      
 
    She had once been the meek type as she had been trained in her younger years. That had rewarded her with the Baron Edgley debacle. She promised herself that mistake would never be made again. 
 
      
 
    She was sure that the moment she stepped into that office, she would be confronted by Lord Grimshaw’s overbearing stature and booming words. He would try to bully her, but she would not allow it. 
 
      
 
    She knocked good and hard to make her intentions known and as soon as she was permitted entrance, she threw back the door and strutted in head held high. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Grimshaw, before you speak,” Hannah said, coming to stand right in front of the desk he was seated at. “I must inform you that you have been grossly mistaken in your accusations.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw blinked once before relaxing back into his high back chair, interlacing his fingers and smiling slightly. 
 
      
 
    “Well then,” he said smugly, “please do inform me.” 
 
      
 
    “I had only met a kindly widow woman, who seemed very lonely I might add and in great need of Christian kindness and conversation when her son came to collect her. I had not spoken more than introductions to the man before you bellowed into the conversation.” 
 
      
 
    She let a long breath out, not realizing she had been holding it throughout her practiced speech.  
 
      
 
    “I see,” he said after letting her say her piece with all the calm decorum of a man of his rank. “And the fact that this kindly widow woman happened to be the mother of the most eligible bachelor of Concordshire is of little consequence?” 
 
      
 
    “As I said I would know no such thing as we scarcely exchanged names.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite a serendipitous coincidence however that he would be the man to whom I saw you speaking.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah opened her mouth to counter but he held his hand up to silence her. 
 
      
 
    “The point is, I was blindsided by the first governess. I am not so now. I am well aware that ladies of your nature only seek to use my employment and hospitality as a means to procure a, shall we say, different arrangement. For the sake of my children, I will not allow such cunning motives while you are employed under my roof.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah’s hands flew to her hips. “How dare you assume you know anything about me! I have done nothing unbecoming of a lady and will not allow you to accuse me of such. I can, however, assure you that I have only taken this post for the sole purpose of educating your daughters with no ulterior motives.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. That is very good to hear,” Grimshaw said with a stern smile on his face.  
 
      
 
    He was proud that he had outwitted her this time. She, unbeknownst to herself, had said the exact words he had led her to.  
 
      
 
    “That being the case, then there should be no objections to my regulations and no reason for you ever to find yourself in conversation with Matthew McCarthy again.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah shifted her feet a few times. She couldn’t possibly disagree with his declaration after stating that her only focus was the girls, but at the same time, she didn’t particularly enjoy agreeing to terms that involved telling her who she could and could not speak with. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing to be had for it, however. So, letting her arms fall down at her sides she simply nodded her understanding. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Grimshaw said, coming to a stand. “Then I believe I can bid you goodnight.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah hesitated. She was so sure that she was going to have this discussion in her control but it seemed to all slip from her fingers. With nothing more to do for it, she gave a curtsy and her own evening salutation before leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw waited for Miss Jacobson to exit the office before he sat back in his chair. Had she also known the game of wits they had just played? 
 
      
 
    He had to smile to himself, for this round he had won. He also couldn’t help but feel admiration for the spunk and tenacity of the girl. Certainly not what he would have expected from Hendrick’s Preparatory School. 
 
      
 
    When he had first learned of her education, he expected her to be the droll timid thing that was always beaten into every girl that left that place. She had looked the part that first meeting, but Grimshaw was beginning to find that beneath her cap there was a hoyden that perhaps she was not even aware of. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The following weeks Hannah was happy to say that she fell into a very regular schedule. That schedule included mornings educating the girls on scholarly things, then they had lunch with Abigail their nurse. After lunch, Hannah engaged them in various deportment and etiquette lessons or for strolls around the gardens. 
 
      
 
    The weather was turning so fine with the ripening of spring that their outdoor time was becoming quite regular.  
 
      
 
    Little Lady Rebecca had blossomed before Hannah. Every moment that Hannah shared in that little girl’s life seemed to be a magically joyous one.  
 
      
 
    Lady Caroline, on the other hand, was still hesitant to let Hannah in and she struggled to find the chink in the armor.  
 
      
 
    “May we go visit Father in the west wing this afternoon?” Lady Rebecca asked with a heavy sigh as she set down her quill for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes!” Lady Caroline said, perking up instantly. “Do say you will allow us to go?” 
 
      
 
    Hannah had not heard the west wing spoken of since the first few days of her arrival. 
 
      
 
    “What exactly is so exciting about this area?” Hannah asked the girls. 
 
      
 
    “There are loads of crumbling stones to climb, and we can hide among the saplings while Father works,” Rebecca chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Works?” 
 
      
 
    “He is having it rebuilt,” Lady Caroline informed her. 
 
      
 
    “I see. And you would usually go and visit him there after your morning lessons? I fear it does sound dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “It is not dangerous at all with Father there,” Lady Caroline said with excitement bursting through her dark eyes. “It’s been so long since we have been. Do say you will let us go. I wish to see what Father has done.” 
 
      
 
    Though Hannah did hesitate in taking the girls to an area of the house that seemed in disrepair, it also looked to be very important to Lady Caroline. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you both have made it sound all too tantalizing for me not to want to take you and see it myself. If you both do a very good job on your samplers while we read, then I see no reason why we shan’t go.” 
 
      
 
    As Hannah sat in the chair by the fire reading Greek mythology to the girls, she had to admit she had never seen Lady Caroline so dedicated to her embroidery work.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps taking these trips to the west wing was just the adventure that Lady Caroline was seeking and being the one to offer it might finally open the child’s heart to Hannah. 
 
      
 
    They strolled down the halls and corridors from the rooms that Hannah was familiar with in the east wing, through the main section of the house, and up a set of grand stairs that Hannah had never traversed before. 
 
      
 
    At the top, it was clear that this portion of the house was not livable in simply by the breeze that she could feel.  
 
      
 
    The stairway led to a long hall with windows every few feet. Through the window panes, Hannah glanced into the remains of the wing.  
 
      
 
    There were doors along the hall, no doubt all leading to what used to be rooms, but now they were all to be locked tight as stepping through one would lead to a long fall to the floor below. 
 
      
 
    All that was left of the wing was the stone walls that outlined it. The whole of the inside was nothing but a bare floor with little saplings growing up.  
 
      
 
    Much of the roof seemed to be missing too by the look of light shining down in various rays.  
 
      
 
    As they came to the end of the hall Hannah could hear the sound of men at work growing louder and louder. Finally, they reached the last door which was actually open. 
 
      
 
    Coming out from its frame was a long wooden walkway that stood on stilts to hover over the ground. 
 
      
 
    The girls stepped onto this walkway without the slightest hesitation. Hannah, on the other hand, had much more reserve.  
 
      
 
    “Girls, I don’t know if that is quite safe to do. I wouldn’t want you getting into anyone’s way either,” she added, looking at several men walking up and down as they worked on this portion of the outer wall with heavy stones and mortar.  
 
      
 
    “We do it all the time,” Caroline said before she lifted her skirts and ran along the walkway. 
 
      
 
    “Oi, who let these wildlings loose,” a deep voice called, a man coming to stand and catching one girl in each arm. 
 
      
 
    Both children giggled happily as they were wrapped in their father’s strong grasp. 
 
      
 
    Hannah had just stepped out onto the plank when she heard the call. He came up fully to stand still with one dirty arm wrapped around each girl. 
 
      
 
    He was just as shocked to see Hannah as she was to be looking at his bare chest. He was glistening with sweat and dusted with the dirt coming off the stones. 
 
      
 
    Hannah had never imagined when the girls had said that their father would be in the west wing that he would be actually using his own hands to rebuild it. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the lady, he quickly turned and grabbed his shirt for propriety’s sake. He wasn’t the only man to be doing the back-breaking labor without a top covering but he was the only one that Hannah couldn’t seem to catch her breath over. 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t mean to disturb you, Lord Grimshaw,” Hannah said when she finally regained her composure from the image of his perfectly sculpted frame. “The ladies asked to come visit but I can see now that you are very busy.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s alright,” he said with a soft smile. He looked down at his girls, “Go and see the floor. I believe a robin has built a nest in one of the larger saplings,” he said with joy in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Both girls squealed in delight before running around their father and further down the walkway to a ladder. One by one they climbed down the ladder in their fine dresses. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, please be careful,” Hannah said with worry, taking another few steps forward. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw grabbed a rag to rub some of the grime off of his hands and the sweat from his brow. 
 
      
 
    “They’re fine,” he said with a wave. “Before you came, they spent every afternoon running around this part of the estate.” 
 
      
 
    “Your progress looks amazing,” Hannah said, seeing an opening to steer the conversation away from the sheen on Lord Grimshaw’s forearms. 
 
      
 
    He looked around and admired the large space himself. 
 
      
 
    “It took quite a bit just to remove all the debris. Now that we have that done, we will build up the exteriors and then the roof. After that, I can begin the interior.” 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like quite an undertaking.” 
 
      
 
    “He is doing it for Mommy,” Rebecca called up proudly from the bottom floor. 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw smiled nervously, “Yes, I always promised my wife, I mean my late wife, that I would do it. I just never got around to it.” 
 
      
 
    His tone was so full of sorrow. 
 
      
 
    “What happened to it?” Hannah asked, hoping to keep him from mournful thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “A fire,” he said. “You can see there,” he pointed to the edge of the crumbled stone, “where some of it is still blackened.” 
 
      
 
    “Was that how…” Hannah trailed off, wondering if she should finish that sentence. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Grimshaw replied, understanding her meaning. “It actually burned down before I was born. My father just never got around to rebuilding. I always said I would but then she got ill and…” 
 
      
 
    “It was a sickness then?” Hannah asked, knowing she shouldn't pry but unable to stop herself. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he answered with his gaze in a far-off place. He woke back to the present. “She was always weak after,” Grimshaw’s eyes trailed down to Rebecca. “Then the putrid throat came through these parts.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Hannah said with all her being. 
 
      
 
    It was easy to see how much the earl missed his wife and still ached over her absence.  
 
      
 
    “Well,” he said, turning his gaze to the room again to fight the emotion brewing. “I promised her a west wing and I mean to deliver, no matter how long it might take me.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure that she is most grateful to you for it too.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hannah’s mind was distracted the following day as she replayed the image of Lord Grimshaw standing before her bare-chested.  
 
      
 
    If she was honest with herself it had stirred something deep inside that she wasn’t sure she had ever felt before.  
 
      
 
    Though the girls had asked to return again, she had to decline the trip not only because she wasn’t sure if she could handle seeing the earl in such a state again without swooning, but also because she had another outing planned for the day. 
 
      
 
    She had promised Lord Grimshaw that she would not engage in conversation with Matthew McCarthy, but had made sure that there was still a loophole in this verbal agreement. 
 
      
 
    No requests had been made by Lord Grimshaw that she not correspond or even meet with Mrs. McCarthy, and Hannah had made it a point not to bring up the idea with the earl. 
 
      
 
    Instead, she sent a letter with the first servant going into town on Monday after her first church service. Since then she had had regular correspondence with Mrs. McCarthy. 
 
      
 
    She was indeed a lonely woman. Though she spoke fondly of her son, it would seem that he didn’t come to see her very often. Most of the time she was left to her own care in the house her husband built fifty years ago. 
 
      
 
    She did apparently have a very healthy brood of cats to keep her company and much of her letters were filled with tales of their shenanigans. 
 
      
 
    Hannah had finally decided that she would accept Mrs. McCarthy’s offer to come to tea. The widow was also kind enough to invite both the young ladies along as well.  
 
      
 
    Hannah saw this as a perfect opportunity to not only visit with the lady in person but also give the girls a chance to practice their tea etiquette.  
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure if the earl would agree with her logic, which was precisely why she said nothing to him on the matter. In fact, she said nothing to the girls until after their noonday meal on the day in question. 
 
      
 
    Rebecca was always happy to talk and had a very hard time keeping any information to herself no matter how trivial. Hannah didn't want to risk Lady Rebecca slipping the information to her father and the whole thing being forbidden. 
 
      
 
    “We will be taking the cart to town this afternoon,” Hannah informed her students. 
 
      
 
    Both girls perked with excitement. 
 
      
 
    “You have both been formally invited to tea at the house of Mrs. Joanna McCarthy.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, will we get to wear our Sunday gloves and hat and have tea like proper ladies?” Rebecca asked in excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Hannah encouraged. 
 
      
 
    “But why are we taking a cart and not the carriage? Father has never taken us to town in the cart?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I thought since it is a nice day, it would be a fine time to let the breeze blow against your lovely cheeks,” Hannah said, brushing against Rebecca’s and making her giggle. 
 
      
 
    The real reason was that Hannah was able to drive a small cart on her own. If she was to need the use of the carriage, she would surely have to ask it of Lord Grimshaw. 
 
      
 
    The girls thought nothing of her reasoning and happily sat in the cart while Hannah drove them into town.  
 
      
 
    There was only one stop that Hannah was truly nervous to make. She would have to stop at the local shop first to inquire the directions to Mrs. McCarthy’s cottage.  
 
      
 
    She had given her word that she would not speak with Mr. McCarthy again and she would not break it, as long as it was proper.  
 
      
 
    Luckily when they arrived, Hannah found the business to be a large one with several young men working behind the counter.  
 
      
 
    Hannah took the girls in and with her earnings thus far bought them each a peppermint stick to save for later and asked the young man at the counter the way. 
 
      
 
    Again, they were in the cart and on their way, and Hannah was happy as could be that she had kept her promise intact. In fact, she could safely say she hadn’t even set eyes on Mr. McCarthy. 
 
      
 
    Not that she wanted to either. Though Mrs. McCarthy spoke of her son with love and admiration in her letters, Hannah didn’t feel the same. What kind of a son would leave his mother all alone and not visit for extended periods of time? 
 
      
 
    Finally, they got to the house and Mrs. McCarthy was out in her small garden waiting to greet them. Both girls hopped out of the cart excitedly and came to stand before the lady, their brown curls bouncing with every step. 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. McCarthy, it was so kind of you to invite us,” Hannah said when she reached the rest of the party. “Please let me introduce Lady Caroline Grimshaw and Lady Rebecca.” 
 
      
 
    “Why I believe you are two of the loveliest little ladies I have ever set me eyes on,” Mrs. McCarthy said, blinking down at them with her little black pearl eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” both girls said with a curtsy in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, if your governess will allow it, you must call me Grannie. I fear my Matty will not have children till I am long gone from this world. I do so ache to hear a child call me so.” 
 
      
 
    Both girls looked to their governess who saw no harm in it and nodded in the affirmative.  
 
      
 
    “Come in, come in,” Grannie said with a broad smile and wave of her aged arm. 
 
      
 
    “I can just hear the kettle a’going now.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Despite her age, Hannah quickly learned that Mrs. McCarthy’s faculties had not dimmed in the slightest. In fact, it seemed quite the contrary. 
 
      
 
    The kettle did in fact sound just after their entrance into the small clean cottage. It was not more than a sitting room with a hearth and a kitchen behind. A narrow set of stairs led to a loft above that Hannah guessed served as her bedroom. 
 
      
 
    Covering every visible wall was the most beautiful paintings and drawings. In the corner of the sitting room sat an easel and the tools of the trade. 
 
      
 
    “Are you a painter, Mrs. McCarthy?” Hannah asked after they were seated around a small round table with a tea tray. 
 
      
 
    “I do dabble a bit,” she said humbly as she poured the hot water into the ceramic teapot. 
 
      
 
    “From the look of this room, I would say you do far more than dabble. These look exquisite.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank ye kindly,” she said before slowly lowering herself in the last remaining chair.  
 
      
 
    “May I pour it for you, Grannie?” Caroline asked, hoping for the chance to show her skill. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that would just be fine,” Mrs. McCarthy said with a wide smile that hid her little eyes all the more behind her round cheeks. 
 
      
 
    Caroline set to the task. The room was silent for a moment as all eyes watched. Hannah in anticipation of her pupil’s hard-won education, Rebecca in astute study should her own opportunity arise, and Mrs. McCarthy in pure enjoyment of the company. 
 
      
 
    “You did the job well,” Mrs. McCarthy said as Caroline finished pouring the last cup and gave a sigh of satisfaction that she spilled not a drop. 
 
      
 
    They spent the afternoon happily chatting away over their tea. Mrs. McCarthy was kind enough to always find an opportunity to include the girls in the conversation.  
 
      
 
    Hannah couldn’t help but beam with pride at the girls’ civil answers and proper behavior.  
 
      
 
    As the afternoon waned on, however, a sadness started to cover Hannah. It was a most enjoyable afternoon but it was but one.  
 
      
 
    She was sure, by the amount of artwork on the walls, that Mrs. McCarthy spent almost all her time in solitude. One afternoon just wasn’t enough. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder, Mrs. McCarthy, your hand is so skilled with the brush, have you ever shared your knowledge with others? In a teaching capacity, I mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say there are many around here looking for classes in watercolors and the like,” she responded with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I have been charged with seeing the Grimshaw girls brought up as well-rounded young ladies. To be sure that includes their hand at artwork. I am not nearly as skilled as you are. I wonder if you would be willing to provide lessons for them.” 
 
      
 
    Both girls sat taller in their chairs and their eyes lit up at the prospect.  
 
      
 
    “I would be happy to compensate you for your time,” Hannah added for good measure. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of such a thing,” she waved off. “I am not sure how much I can teach, but I won’t deny the chance to see you fine ladies come again.” 
 
      
 
    The time was set for weekly visits in the afternoon and though Mrs. McCarthy was against it she reluctantly took some of Hannah’s coins from her purse.  
 
      
 
    “It is at least enough to cover the cost of supplies. I wouldn’t dream of you taking that burden upon yourself.” 
 
      
 
    It was getting close to late afternoon, sadly, and with reluctancy, the trio bid their new friend goodbye before entering their cart. 
 
      
 
    “You know what might be fun,” Hannah said to the girls after they reached the edge of the village. “Let us keep our visits to Grannie a secret from your father.” 
 
      
 
    “A secret? Why?” inquisitive Rebecca asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Hannah thought out slowly. “That way as you practice and improve, he won’t be the wiser, but then once you truly have mastered the skill and have a masterpiece to show, think how surprised he will be to see it.” 
 
      
 
    “We could make it like a present for Father,” Rebecca agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. What do you think? Would that be a lovely idea for your father?” 
 
      
 
    She was waiting for Caroline to agree. Rebecca may have been the chatterbox but Caroline was certainly the one in charge. Often Rebecca deferred to her older sister’s judgment. If Hannah had a hope of winning over the girls it would be through Lady Caroline. 
 
      
 
    “I think Father would like that. Perhaps he will finish the west wing and put our paintings in it,” she added. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that would be marvelous,” Hannah agreed with a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    She did have a pang of nagging guilt deep down that she had roped the girls into some sort of trickery against their father. She tried to tell herself that it was only to save the earl from his own wrath.  
 
      
 
    He was sure to disapprove of her trips to see Mrs. McCarthy on account of her eligible son. He would never understand that Matthew McCarthy would no sooner encounter them at his mother’s house than catching a star in his hand. 
 
      
 
    It may have been deceitful and dishonest but it was for a good purpose. They would provide company to a lady who desperately was in need of it. It would also hopefully line her pockets that much more. 
 
      
 
    Hannah didn’t even hesitate when she gave of her own coin to do so. Yes, that would mean less to send back to her family in London. It was still worth it if it meant seeing Mrs. McCarthy’s house slightly less empty of necessities. 
 
      
 
    The following month was one of the most enjoyable that Hannah had had for a very long time. Even with the money that she gave to Mrs. McCarthy she still had a good amount to send back to her parents and siblings still at home.  
 
      
 
    She knew that her mother appreciated any little bit of help that Hannah could give. She also felt an obligation to do so. Though the opportunity afforded by Hannah’s aunt and uncle was not what she would have chosen for herself, had she the choice. But it was a far greater opportunity than any of her other siblings would get. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps if one of her brothers was lucky, they might find a way into an apprenticeship. More than likely all four of her brothers would end up working at the docks loading and unloading ship cargo like her father. 
 
      
 
    Her six sisters, including the babe her mother had just given birth to, would have it vastly harder than even the boys. They had furnished no education past what their mother could read out of a bible. They would have very little prospects in life but to marry a poor seaport man and live the hard life of Hannah’s parents all over again. 
 
      
 
    Hannah Jacobson had been spared that life only because she happened to be the firstborn. Though some might have seen the prospect of sending wages home a burden, she was more than glad to do so. 
 
      
 
    She had little use for them anyway at Brighton Abby. Of course, there were the small items that she would purchase from the village shop, all via Mary, but other than that she wanted for nothing. 
 
      
 
    She was furnished with a warm bed, more than adequate food to eat, and the simple pleasure of a warm fire should she ever desire it. All things that had not been a norm for her up until this point. 
 
      
 
    The girls were really beginning to blossom as they became more accustomed to Hannah’s presence. Even Lady Caroline seemed to accept her more. 
 
      
 
    A large part of this new acceptance was due to their weekly trips to town. Lady Caroline had bonded with Grannie, as she was now affectionately called by all of them, in a way that neither Hannah nor Lady Rebecca had.  
 
      
 
    They both had an unspoken thread that tied the one to the other. Grannie, of course, loved the company of all the girls, but in Lady Caroline, she saw a reflection of her younger self. 
 
      
 
    Often, after their lesson Grannie would invite them to stay longer for a visit. Rebecca would take the time to pet one of Grannie’s cats or play tea with a doll she brought along. 
 
      
 
    Caroline, on the other hand, was very serious about her artwork. Even after the lesson would be complete, she wouldn’t be satisfied to stay her hand. For another hour or so Grannie would sit by Lady Caroline as she worked and give words of approval or suggestions of improvement.  
 
      
 
    At the moment both girls had first worked on their sketching abilities and now had moved on to watercolors. Hannah had never really considered a poor art teacher, but she was immensely grateful that the girls had such a superior teacher that could only come with years of experience.  
 
      
 
    It was on such an afternoon that an unexpected guest arrived.  
 
      
 
    “What is all this?” a male voice boomed as he entered the small cottage without so much as a knock. 
 
      
 
    All four ladies turned in surprise but it was only Grannie that spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Matty ‘ave you come to see me then? You remember Miss Jacobson, don’t ye? I told you how she has been taking these fine Ladies to tutor under me,” she said, hobbling up from her seat next to Lady Caroline and coming to usher him into the room. 
 
      
 
    Matthew McCarthy hesitated a moment. He knew of the art lesson arrangement but had not really paid much attention to what his mother said. He had never dreamed that he would walk into the middle of one. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t want to disturb,” he said, wavering at the door though his eyes fell on Hannah and he wavered more. 
 
      
 
    Though she still wore her cotton cap she had stopped wearing the spectacles that covered most of her face. When Mr. McCarthy’s eyes met hers, she couldn’t help but look away shyly.  
 
      
 
    The effect of her rosy cheeks with sweet dimples and her dark blue eyes enhanced by the light coming through the window seat she sat in was most intoxicating. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t hear of it, Matty,” Grannie said, “You come and ‘ave a seat. Lady Rebecca here can pour you a nice cup of tea. Of course, that is if her dolly will take the company.” 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson would be much obliged for it,” Grannie continued, looking at Hannah. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Hannah stammered out on cue, “do come and join us. The lesson is over so you won’t be disturbing a thing.” 
 
      
 
    She had spoken her words only half-heartedly. She couldn’t say otherwise; it would be far too rude. However, taking tea with a man that she had promised the earl she would not see was pressing on her conscience.  
 
      
 
    Mr. McCarthy was all smiles when he heard Hannah’s encouragement and came fully into the room and set down the burlap bag in his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Are those potatoes for me?” Grannie asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said, though his attention was wholly elsewhere.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll just take ‘em in the kitchen then,” Grannie said, starting to lift the large sack of vegetables. To Hannah’s surprise, Mr. McCarthy didn’t offer to help. 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense, Grannie,” she said, quickly coming to her feet. “That is far too heavy for you. Let me take it,” Hannah added, picking up the sack without so much as a glance at Mr. McCarthy. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t care if it was her or him that left the room but one of them needed to. Every second she sat in his presence she feared the earl finding out and what reprimand would come of it.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Hannah had feared one of the girls letting slip that they were at Grannie’s house that day, or worse that there had also been an added guest. After the first supper with no incident, she became more relieved.  
 
      
 
    The girls had kept true to silencing their tongue on the matter until they finished their watercolor portrait. It meant time was running out for Hannah to assure the earl that she was quite capable of going to town and being trustworthy to boot.  
 
      
 
    She also feared that with such proximity to Mr. McCarthy’s appearance that when the time did come, Lady Rebecca would mention such a fact. The earl would never trust her if that was to happen. 
 
      
 
    She felt, other than the weight of her secret kept from him, that things with the earl were on good terms. She kept to herself in her free time and he was often preoccupied with his work in the west wing. The only time they saw each other was at dinner and Sunday services.  
 
      
 
    Luckily it was easy to keep both girls talking through the meal so that not much passed between her and the earl. She didn’t fear him like she did that first morning in the solicitor’s office, nor did she quite feel comfortable enough to speak to him if it could be helped. 
 
      
 
    Overall, she felt that she had found a good working relationship with Lord Grimshaw. She was relieved at this fact and hoped it meant that this could be steady employment for her, unlike the last. 
 
      
 
    Of course, the wild card in that hope was Mr. Poole. Though he had made his presence known from time to time, for the most part she saw little of him. Often it would only be in passing or serving at meals and that didn’t allow him many opportunities to harass her. 
 
      
 
    She was sure if she kept away from him, he would soon bore of her. After all, men seemed to enjoy the chase far more than her. If there was no chase for him, she was sure he would give up the hunt altogether. 
 
      
 
    It was on a warm summer afternoon that Hannah found herself out in the garden endeavoring to teach the girls the game of Battledore and Shuttlecock.  
 
      
 
    Each girl would take a turn playing with Hannah as they held their small battledore rackets and did their best to hit the cork and feather shuttlecock back and forth without letting it fall. 
 
      
 
    After several rotations, between the heat of the sun and the running to hit a misaimed shuttlecock, Hannah was rosy in the cheeks. 
 
      
 
    She was sure that no one else was around when she relieved herself of her bonnet and cap. She could feel her locks falling from their tight-pinned bun but she didn’t care much because of the fun she was having. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dears,” Hannah said after a good round with Lady Caroline in which each lady was able to hit the shuttlecock four times, “I believe I need a rest. Why don’t you two practice together.” 
 
      
 
    The girls were happy to oblige and quickly went to hit the shuttlecock back and forth while Hannah went to rest under the shade of a large tree. 
 
      
 
    Removing her fichu, she dabbed at the perspiration that had collected around her hairline. She attempted to re-pin offending golden locks but it was of no use, so she just let all the pins out altogether.  
 
      
 
    A soft gentle breeze was blowing from time to time and it felt good to let it flow through her hair and cool the dampness on her neck.  
 
      
 
    Sitting in the grass under the tree she closed her eyes and listened to the joyous sound of the girls playing. It was not one she had heard in her own childhood and she rather relished it. 
 
      
 
    She reached for a book that she had left with a basket of afternoon snacks and a blanket. Leaning against the trunk of the tree, Hannah settled into reading some while the girls continued to enjoy the warmth of the sun and the game. 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw had been hard at work at the west wing, working on the last of the exterior walls before moving to the roof. 
 
      
 
    It was back-breaking work and slow at that as each stone had to be fitted and placed. He hated to admit it was what he loved about it so much.  
 
      
 
    Sorely he had wished that he had completed the promised task before his wife’s death, but one always thinks there is enough time until it is all gone.  
 
      
 
    He was only momentarily distracted by the sound of the girls in the garden. From his perch on the scaffolding, he could see their figures exiting the house into the back garden where Miss Jacobson proceeded to teach them a game. 
 
      
 
    He smiled to himself as he listened to the sound of the three of them laughing between the whooshes of the rackets.  
 
      
 
    Sebastian Grimshaw finished his afternoon pleasantly entertained by the sounds of their fun, as well as moments of secret study of their fun. Their happiness was infectious and he caught it all the way up on his high perch of the house. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson, Caroline won’t let me have a turn starting,” Grimshaw heard his youngest daughter whine. 
 
      
 
    They had been outside for several hours now and he suspected she was getting tired and cranky.  
 
      
 
    “Come let us all take a break for a while,” he heard Miss Jacobson’s reply. “I have some currant rolls from the kitchen and I will read to you some.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw turned from his wall and the sight before him caught his breath. There, coming from under the shade of the tree was a Greek Goddess. She walked slowly to the edge of the foliage and laid out a blanket where the girls happily sat and selected items from a basket she had wisely brought. 
 
      
 
    Miss Jacobson took her own spot, letting her gown settle around her. Her golden hair was like flowing honey as it ran down her back, and with delicacy, she opened her book and began to read. 
 
      
 
    Her voice was too soft to make out all the words but the picture before him was one he wasn’t sure he was ready to see.  
 
      
 
    There on the blanket sat Caroline as she picked and tied some wildflowers while Rebecca lay on her back looking to passing clouds. Miss Jacobson read in her animated way, sometimes even moving her free arm as she spoke the lines. It was a perfect picture of a family. It filled him with such joy and pained his heart all at the same time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There you are,” Abigail’s voice called, catching all three girls’ attention. 
 
      
 
    “It is almost supper time. You must come in and change,” she added. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’re right,” Hannah said, seeing the time on her watch. “Forgive me for keeping them so long. We got distracted making little forget-me-not crowns.”  
 
      
 
    Both girls held up their handiwork to their nurse before placing them on their own heads. 
 
      
 
    “I think mine is the best,” Caroline said.  
 
      
 
    “That’s not true. Mine is just as good, isn’t it, Abigail?”  
 
      
 
    Abigail looked to Hannah for help in this argument. Hannah simply shrugged that she would have no say in the matter. 
 
      
 
    Abigail assured Rebecca that they both had lovely crowns before shooing them into the house with a wave goodbye to their governess.  
 
      
 
    Hannah went to work shaking the crumbs off of the blanket, as well as any leftover discarded flowers, and folding it up to take inside. She would have to freshen up too and make ready for dinner. 
 
      
 
    She was humming softly to herself thinking on how perfect a day it had been as she came around a bend in the house. A gruff hand grabbed her by the arm and whipped her sharply around the corner and up against the cold stone wall.  
 
      
 
    The shock alone took her breath away and made her drop her belongings. 
 
      
 
    “You wicked vixen,” Mr. Poole’s voice said in a low growl.  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Poole,” Hannah’s words came out more in a breath. “What is the meaning of this? Remove your hands from me at once!” 
 
      
 
    He was gripping both of her arms now and pinning her against the wall with no chance of escape. 
 
      
 
    “You are quite the temptress,” he growled again, ignoring her struggles. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea what you are talking about, Mr. Poole,” Hannah shot back with as much anger as she could muster through the fear. 
 
      
 
    He let go of one arm and with his hand grabbed a lock of golden hair, twisting it between his fingers. He held it up to his nose and breathed in deeply. 
 
      
 
    “I guessed you were a blonde,” he said, leaning in close to her. “But such fine silken hair like this,” he brushed her lock of hair all along his chin and lips. “I see now why you hid it. It could drive a man wild.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah closed her eyes and turned her head as his hot breath came down on her throat. She could feel the heat of his body nearly touching her, and smelled a distinct sour smell to his breath.  
 
      
 
    “I swear to you I will scream,” she said when he laid a brazen kiss on her neck. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t answer, simply produced a small knife. She opened her mouth in shock but he must have thought she was going to scream because he clamped a hand down on it. Through her wide blue eyes, she watched the glint of the sun reflect off the metal as he held it up to her face.  
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t scream if I were you,” he said finally, letting her mouth go. 
 
      
 
    She obediently didn’t speak. Hannah didn’t even move, how could she with fear paralyzing her to the spot.  
 
      
 
    He lifted up her lock again and this time cut the very last two inches of it off. He held his treasure up to his nose and smelled it again. 
 
      
 
    “To remember you by when it’s all over,” he said with a wicked grin.  
 
      
 
    Tears were flowing down Hannah’s cheeks now.  
 
      
 
    “Please,” she pleaded. “Please just leave me alone.” 
 
      
 
    He put a hand to her throat and squeezed.  
 
      
 
    “If you wanted to be left alone you should not have been so bewitching.” 
 
      
 
    “I have done nothing,” she whispered against his tightening hand. “I have encouraged you in no way. Please let me go.” 
 
      
 
    He seemed to think this over for a minute, hand still tight on her throat. Then he smiled wickedly and she knew that he was going to do whatever he wanted. 
 
      
 
    She struggled to scream against his grip when the sound of an approaching whistle froze him in his tracks. 
 
      
 
    He stepped back just as a gardener came around the corner. He started for a minute to see the two in such a dark and hidden alcove. 
 
      
 
    “Everything alright, Miss?” he asked, seeing the tears on Hannah’s cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “We are fine. Do you need something, Fredricks?” Mr. Poole said impatiently. 
 
      
 
    “Shouldn’t you be inside getting ready for dinner, David?” the older gentleman retorted back.  
 
      
 
    David looked from the gardener back to Hannah. With a dissatisfied scoff, he left without another word. 
 
      
 
    The gardener walked over and helped Hannah pick up her belonging. It took all her strength not to crumple in a ball on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright, truly?” the man asked.  
 
      
 
    All Hannah could do was nod her head yes. She was certain if words came out, she would altogether break down. 
 
      
 
    “He can be a rake when he drinks too much, but overall he is a good worker. Just try and stay away from him,” the man said. 
 
      
 
    She simply nodded in disbelief again before collecting herself and hurrying into the house and straight to her room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw stood on the scaffolding clenching and unclenching his fists. Had he not seen it with his own eyes he might not have believed it. 
 
      
 
    But as soon as Abigail picked up his girls and took them inside, he watched Miss Jacobson slip into a small alcove. He wondered why she had done such a silly thing until he saw his footman exit the same spot.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t believe that to his face she had put on such a show of abiding by his requests yet in his own house she was flaunting his authority. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw hated himself for the things he had thought of her as he watched her and the girls on the blanket for the last half hour. She had looked so loving and kind to them and he had actually thought perhaps…but no. She was a deceiver just like the other one. 
 
      
 
    It was clear that like Miss Watts no matter what Miss Jacobson said, she had one goal while she was here and that had nothing to do with teaching his children. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Hannah did her best to regain her composure as she changed in the silence of her own room. It was not an easy task. 
 
      
 
    Though her hands were still shaking, she changed her gown to one suitable for the evening meal and re-pinned her hair.  
 
      
 
    Hannah did her best to ignore the lock that was now two inches shorter than the rest. In her mind, if she pretended the whole event didn’t happen, then perhaps she wouldn’t crumble to pieces.  
 
      
 
    With a tight tug, she replaced her linen cap, sure that she would never take it off again no matter the weather.  
 
      
 
    She had forgotten herself this afternoon. In the sunshine and enjoyment of the girls’ company, she had entirely lost herself in the joy. 
 
      
 
    “It won’t happen again, Jacobson,” she said with determination to the reflection in the mirror.  
 
      
 
    It was hard to hide the red rims of her eyes, or the bruise already starting on her neck from where Mr. Poole had held her so tight.  
 
      
 
    Even as she spoke to herself in the mirror, she could hear the hoarseness of her voice from his mistreatment. Perhaps a warm cup of tea would soothe her vocal cords, but until one could be procured, she would have to keep her speech even more to a minimum. 
 
      
 
    Luckily as she went to procure the girls from their nurse both were still in high spirits and chatty over their game this afternoon. Hannah struggled to share in their happiness as she had not that long ago.  
 
      
 
    It felt like years since she had sat under the tree reading or batted the shuttlecock back and forth with the girls. Finding her way out of the fog of fear and destitution seemed impossible. 
 
      
 
    At dinner, Hannah was happy to see that the earl was just as quiet of speech. Instead, the dining room was filled with little girls’ voices each telling the day in turn. 
 
      
 
    Hannah didn’t have much appetite. As the night wore on the pain at her neck seemed to grow. With every swallow of her food or beverage, her throat burned with the pain.  
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson?” Lady Caroline’s voice woke her from her struggles to eat. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, dear, what was that?” Hannah struggled to say smoothly. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you might want to tell Father about the forget-me-not competition.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah looked up at the earl. It was the first time she had really looked at him tonight. He seemed much more gruff than usual.  
 
      
 
    He tore at his meat with his knife and scowled severely despite his daughters’ happy chatter. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, why don’t you do it, dear,” Hannah said, fighting against the burn in her throat. “I don’t think I could quite do it justice.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Grimshaw said, speaking for the first time, “I expect Miss Jacobson is most exhausted from her excursions today. I dare say she looks like she is plum worn out.” 
 
      
 
    Though his words were kind enough Hannah was sure there was more to the meaning than he was letting on. He glared at her in a most fierce way that she couldn’t understand. 
 
      
 
    Had she not already been tormented enough at the hands of a man? Now she was to stew over what could have possibly made the earl so cross. 
 
      
 
    To break the glare he was giving her, Hannah took another drink from her cup. Immediately she sensed Poole at her side filling it up. She tensed against his unnecessary action. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw seemed to tense too.  
 
      
 
    “I believe we have all had quite enough, David,” Grimshaw said curtly. “I would ask you to leave now.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Poole looked at his employer with utter shock. He had never been removed from the dining room before.  
 
      
 
    For the briefest of moments Hannah looked up at him, and he down to her. Where her eyes held fear, his were determined.  
 
      
 
    It was a small relief for Hannah however to have the man removed even if it was just for the end of one meal. It was hard enough to keep her composure knowing that her attacker was always standing over her, watching her. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian Grimshaw tightened his grip on his cutlery as he watched the look exchanged between the two interlopers. They didn’t even have the courtesy to hide their affair. 
 
      
 
    “I expect since tomorrow is Saturday you will be needing to go to the village,” Grimshaw said abruptly to Miss Jacobson. “I will have the carriage ready for our journey promptly at eight o’clock. I have many other things to engage my time tomorrow and cannot waste it all in Concordshire.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah’s head was spinning by his words. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Lord Grimshaw. I don’t understand what you are saying. I wasn’t aware that I was taking the girls to town tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not,” he said curtly.  
 
      
 
    “Do you not recall that I have asked you to only go to Concordshire in my company? Seeing how you have been here for several months now and have not done so, I can only assume that means you have not gone at all,” he said, accusing her of disobeying his orders. 
 
      
 
    “That is correct,” Hannah retorted, jutting out her chin.  
 
      
 
    “Then I expect there are a great many things you are in need of or perhaps letters to be mailed?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Hannah said simply. 
 
      
 
    “Then forgive me, Miss Jacobson, but how can that be possible?” 
 
      
 
    He was daring her to admit that she was not holding to her employer’s standards.  
 
      
 
    “Mary has been gracious enough to mail my letters for me, and procure anything I might need.” 
 
      
 
    He studied her for a minute, measuring the truth of her words.  
 
      
 
    “And there is nothing that you wish to go into town in person for?” Grimshaw asked as a final test. 
 
      
 
    Miss Jacobson had been consorting with his footman unknown to him, perhaps she was also interloping with Matthew McCarthy.  
 
      
 
    The betrayal coursed through his blood as he stared her down. 
 
      
 
    “Not that I can think of at this moment,” Hannah retorted, seeing his double meaning and choosing not to rise to the occasion of arguing over it in front of the children. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I hope your arrangement with Mary will last some time, as I will not be able to take you to Concordshire for some time.” 
 
      
 
     Both girls looked at him inquisitively, wondering where he was going with this train of thought. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry to tell you both,” he said, now pointing his attention to his daughters, “that I got word that I must go to London right away. I will be leaving tomorrow and may not return for some time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw told himself that he really did have pressing business in London that had called him away as he jolted about in the carriage. 
 
      
 
    That didn’t seem to calm the guilt over leaving his two teary-eyed daughters early that morning.  
 
      
 
    In reality, he knew why he had run to London and ordered his townhouse made ready. He was hurt. Hurt that he had opened a piece of his heart and let someone in only to be disappointed by her. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t bear to look on Miss Jacobson any more than David Poole. Both disgusted him with their secret affair. He wanted to tell himself it was because she so clearly undermined him and disrespected his authority. 
 
      
 
    In reality, it was because he had cared for her. He had let her into his life, and into his girls’ heart, and all she was doing was setting them all up for great disappointment again. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was pleased to see that when he arrived in London that evening every needful thing was prepared and ready for him. Rarely did he use the London house and had half expected to spend his first night in a rented room until preparations to open the house were finished. Much to his surprise, it was all done in a timely manner and for the most part, the house was opened. 
 
      
 
    Though his main purpose for leaving Brighton Abby was to remove Miss Jacobson from his sight, and hopefully his mind, he did in fact actually have work to do. 
 
      
 
    Often, he put such tasks off or hired another to go in his stead, not wanting to leave the girls for a prolonged time. But he knew they would be fine in the care of their governess and nurse.  
 
      
 
    Though she may have duped him, he took solace in the fact that at least she was a good companion for his daughters. He would just have to resign himself to the fact that she was no different than Miss Watts. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps all governesses were the same. Could he truly blame her for that? He thought it was probably irrational to feel ire towards her for only trying to find a permanent place in life. 
 
      
 
    For certainly one could not spend one’s whole life as a governess. He supposed it was the goal of every lady in the profession to use their employer’s connections to find themselves a more stable situation.  
 
      
 
    Realizing this fact didn’t help the bitter sting he still felt in his heart. He hated himself for running away like a coward.  
 
      
 
    He should have faced her, accused her, and then removed her from her position. As much as Grimshaw knew that was what his mind told him to do, he couldn’t bring the action to fruition.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw wouldn’t take another caregiver from his daughters and worst of all, he didn’t have the courage to send her away. 
 
      
 
    As he lay in his townhouse bed that night, unable to sleep, he did his best to only think of Miss Jacobson with ire and malice. Instead, the only image that seemed to form in his mind was the night in her room. 
 
      
 
    She had been so frightened and had leaned on him in her time of need. At that moment he would have given her the world if she had asked it.  
 
      
 
    He remembered the feel of her golden braid on his fingers and the smell of lavender as he rested his chin on the top of her head. 
 
      
 
    She had seemed to fit so perfectly in his arms that night as he held her close and let her cry. 
 
      
 
    His mind went to his late wife, she must be in heaven right now looking down on him, so ashamed of his actions.  
 
      
 
    Yes, in life she had told him to remarry to find happiness again. She couldn’t have meant it though. Even if she did, how could he? 
 
      
 
    There had been a small flicker of hope with Miss Jacobson, he admitted to himself. Look where that got him now. He was running away from his own house. 
 
      
 
    It was a ridiculous notion that he could ever find with another what he had with his dear wife. She could never be replaced in his heart. The sooner he resigned himself to that fact, the better it would be for all his household. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The following day Sebastian wasn’t surprised to already have received several calling cards. Though he was out most of the day attending to House of Lords’ business, he returned home that night to several invitations and cards left by visitors. 
 
      
 
    He rarely ever came to town since his wife’s passing and had forgotten how fast news traveled at the height of the Season.  
 
      
 
    Most of the cards were from old acquaintances and connections. Several he could see were acquaintances of his father who he guessed had daughters of eligible age. These cards he threw away promptly. 
 
      
 
    No doubt most would see his coming to town a sign that he was ready to take on a new wife. Nothing could be farther from the truth in his mind at that moment. 
 
      
 
    One card, however, did stick out to him. Though most of the invitational engagements he received he would begrudgingly attend, this was the only name that brought him joy. 
 
      
 
    It was Mr. Jayden Marsh, son of Baron Westminster, and younger brother to his late wife. Though Jayden was twenty and six, making him six years his junior, the two had hit it off well. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian’s marriage to Ann Marsh, eldest daughter of the baron, had been one of connections between families at first.  
 
      
 
    The baron and his own father had been great friends in their school years. Though it had started that way, Sebastian had come to greatly love and care for kind, delicate Ann.  
 
      
 
    Though the family connections had meant the two of them had seen each other on occasion growing up, he still hadn’t really gotten to know her until after their marriage. The same was true for her younger brother. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian had paid the young lad little attention in his own youth. He was much too preoccupied with the ideals of a young pup in his first Seasons with the ton. Even after his marriage to Ann, which he always knew was the plan, he had seen little of his brother-in-law who was away at school. 
 
      
 
    However, once Jayden was finished with his schooling, he came to visit his sister and brother-in-law often. More than that he was a very doting uncle to first Caroline and then Rebecca as they came in turn. 
 
      
 
    The age difference didn’t matter much to Sebastian as he found a great friend in Jayden. So it was with this notion that Grimshaw sent a letter to his brother-in-law in the evening post to invite him to join him for breakfast at the local gentlemen’s club. 
 
      
 
    Though Sebastian still missed his daughters dearly, he was sure that a little time away from Brighton Abby and back in society would do him good.  
 
      
 
    The following morning, he was pleased to see that Jayden had received his note and was waiting for him at the club for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a long time,” Jayden said, standing at Sebastian’s entrance and taking his hand heartily. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian hadn’t thought it was such a long time since he saw Jayden Marsh last, but now that he set eyes on the man, he was sure it was. Jayden had already matured and changed so much since last he saw him. 
 
      
 
    Already much of his boyish lines had formed into that of a man. Even still Sebastian could see so much of Ann in her younger brother. They both shared the same black as night hair, ghostly white complexion, and hazel eyes that seemed ever-changing with the season. 
 
      
 
    However, unlike his sister, and the last time Grimshaw saw him, Jayden now had the masculine square chin dusted already with the shadow of stubble. He also had seemed to grow into his full height. Whereas before Sebastian had a good head of height on him, they were now eye to eye. 
 
      
 
    It took Sebastian a few moments to reconcile the boy he knew from the past with the man who now stood before him. 
 
      
 
    They sat down to their breakfast and spent a good portion of it simply catching each other up on their lives since last they met. 
 
      
 
    Jayden was eager to hear of his nieces’ wellbeing and Grimshaw was happy to oblige him with all their tales. It was easy for the earl to be a boasting father as he loved his daughters so much. 
 
      
 
    “What an unfortunate thing about that first governess,” Jayden said after he was caught up on all of Grimshaw’s happenings over the past year. “But it sounds like you found a better fit in this new one.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s what I thought too,” Sebastian retorted. “Unfortunately, she seems to be going the same way. I suppose they are all like that.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? I thought you said you picked a plain, homely one yourself,” Jayden retorted as he stuck another sausage with his fork and plopped it in his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian caught his brother-in-law up on all the events that led him to London. 
 
      
 
    “How dreadful for the girls,” Jayden said when he was done. “Will you be letting her go then?”  
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t,” he said instantly. “For the girls’ sake, of course,” he revised quickly.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose I am just settled to the fact that a governess will always be a revolving door. I will let her stay on as long as possible, to give the girls as much stability as I can. It’s a most frustrating enterprise.” 
 
      
 
    “I should say so,” Jayden agreed. “I do think there is a better way to keep a womanly figure in my nieces’ lives,” he added. 
 
      
 
    “Pray tell, if you have a better way.” 
 
      
 
    “Engage yourself in finding a new wife.” 
 
      
 
    Sebastian sat back in his chair and scoffed at his brother-in-law’s words. 
 
      
 
    “How could you of all people say such a thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it is better that it comes from me than someone else. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my sister dearly. I miss her every day, as I know you do too,” he added quickly. “But we both know that those little girls of hers need a woman to look up to. If a governess isn’t fit for the job, we both know a wife is.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not ready for that. Nor am I sure I ever will be,” Sebastian said with tightened lips.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t like admitting weakness even to Jayden. 
 
      
 
    “You are an honorable man to my sister to love her so, but she wouldn’t want to see you suffer like this. Or to see the girls suffer like this for that matter.” 
 
      
 
    “So what do you suggest, I just remove her from my memory, as the girls do the same, and go and hunt for a replacement?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing of the sort,” Jayden said softly, knowing this to be a delicate subject. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it would hurt for you to spend some time in society at least while you are here in London. You have business to attend to, yes, but it wouldn’t hurt to also see what else the ton has to offer.” 
 
      
 
    “I will not parade myself about to be skewered by a matron looking to fix her daughter. I never had a taste for it in my youth, and certainly do not have a taste for it now.” 
 
      
 
    “You certainly don’t have to,” Jayden said with a smile on his lips.  
 
      
 
    “Then what do you propose I do?” Sebastian said with a huff. 
 
      
 
    “Just go to some engagements. Start out small if you must. A good friend of the family, Lord Waldron, is having an intimate dinner party. I am sure I could secure you an invitation. It would be a good start.” 
 
      
 
    “I know of the Earl of Waldron, and believe he has already sent me the invitation. I hadn’t planned to attend because I expected the request had something to do with his daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “I expect it did also,” Jayden agreed, happy to see that his friend had already secured an invitation of his own. “I think she would be a good match for you. I am glad to see Lord Waldron on the same page.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I am not sure I am,” Sebastian said with another huff.  
 
      
 
    “It’s been two years, my friend. You have mourned long enough. If not for yourself, then consider the prospect for the girls.” Spotting a chink in Sebastian’s armor, Jayden continued. 
 
      
 
    “You know as well as I, the girls need more than just a womanly figure to raise them in a proper education. They will need a sponsor of their own when they reach the appropriate age to see that good matches are made. Even if you were to secure a good governess to stay with them their whole childhood, she could never do that for them. They need a motherly figure.” 
 
      
 
    Sebastian was hesitating in his resolve. Jayden was right on that point. A nurse or governess might be able to shape and mold them as children but eventually, they would need a woman to guide them into society. That job could not be given to one outside of the ton.  
 
      
 
    Had he a sister or some woman relative he could pass the job off to that would be easy enough. That was not the case, however, and without a wife to see his daughters off, they would have a lesser advantage to their peers.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t bear the fact that he would bring more hardship on them than they already had. No, he would have to secure himself a wife at some point for their sake.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t like the idea and would have rather put it off as long as he could. But his brother-in-law had made good points. The sooner he found a wife to mother his children, the better off they would be. 
 
      
 
    He would begin the process this very Season, though he wouldn’t enjoy it. It would matter little to him who the woman was, or how pleasing she looked. His sole purpose would be to find a woman who would love his daughters as her own. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps this Miss Tara Marlow, daughter of the Earl of Waldron, would do the trick. After all, if his brother-in-law had thought of her first, that did give her some merit.  
 
      
 
    It would also make the task that much easier. He had no taste for this wife finding, but it had to be done. Therefore he would get it over with as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to accept a few invitations while I am here,” Sebastian said reluctantly. “As long as it doesn’t slow down what work I need to see to. I have no desire to stay in town and away from the girls any longer than necessary.” 
 
      
 
    “There you go, old chap,” Jayden said with spunk. “I am sure you will find Miss Tara most appealing to you. If not, I already have a mental list of other prospects.” 
 
      
 
    “Shouldn’t you be more concerned about finding your own prospects?” Sebastian retorted, not wanting to be anyone’s pet project. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I have plenty for myself,” he waved off. 
 
      
 
    Jayden was certainly handsome and charming enough to secure a wife.  
 
      
 
    “I think I will still enjoy myself a while longer. Father is still young and in good health, so really I have no need for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, to be young and free,” Sebastian said with a teasing tone.  
 
      
 
    Both men relaxed a bit at the turn of the conversation. They spent the rest of the morning speaking on trivial matters, though Jayden still found moments to add Miss Tara into the topic of conversation.  
 
      
 
    It was a most enjoyable and distracting morning for Sebastian. As he returned home to prepare for his afternoon outings, he was happy to review the morning and realize that he had only thought of Miss Jacobson minimally. Perhaps this trip to London was just the ticket he needed to remove her from his mind. That way when he returned to Brighton Abby, he would see her in no more of a light than that of all the other household. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Hannah had to admit she was startled by Grimshaw’s abrupt departure. The girls too struggled to continue with their regular schedule with their father gone. What ate at Hannah the most, however, was how he acted before leaving. 
 
      
 
    She had a distinct impression that is was because of her that he chose to flee his own home. She couldn’t guess why, however. She had felt that over the last few months they had really started to get along well. They didn’t interact that much, but the interactions they did have were vastly better than the ones they had shared at the beginning of her employment.  
 
      
 
    She told herself often, when her mind would wander to him in his absence, that she should be glad for his removal from Brighton Abby. Certainly it gave her more freedom. She had less fear when visiting Grannie and because of this increased their trips to twice a week. 
 
      
 
    On occasion, more so than before, Mr. McCarthy could also be found at Grannie’s cottage. Hannah hoped it was because he was taking more interest in seeing to his mother’s needs but she wasn’t entirely sure if that was the truth of the matter. 
 
      
 
    Either way, she no longer had to worry when Mr. McCarthy was present that news would travel to the earl. In that respect, she had a breath of fresh air as she went about her day. It seemed to be overshadowed, however, by something much more sinister.  
 
      
 
    Without the earl’s presence, David Poole became much more of a constant threat. It started the first night that Lord Grimshaw was absent from the house. She woke in the middle of the night not sure why. 
 
      
 
    Normally it would take her a moment to adjust to the darkness of the room, but this night there seemed to be a glow. Sitting up in bed she realized that the glow was from a candle shining from underneath her door frame. 
 
      
 
    She did her best to stay still, waiting for the light to move on. She had no idea who would be up at this hour, or why they would be near her room. She had the last occupied room on this side of the estate and there seemed no reason to be down this far unless it was to visit her. 
 
      
 
    The light did not move, however. Very quietly she got out of her bed to inspect what the curiosity was. To her surprise she saw the shadow of two feet standing still, breaking the beam of light that shone below her door.  
 
      
 
    In her tired haze, she couldn’t make much sense of why a person was standing directly in front of her door and not moving on. Nor did the person knock to inform her of a reason for being there.  
 
      
 
    She stood very still, barefoot and in her nightgown, as she listened to the silence all around her. She thought perhaps she was making it all up, a trick of the mind, and that it was no more than the morning light shining in through her door. 
 
      
 
    There was no light to be seen out her window though. She was just about to open the door to see the cause for the strange flickering candlelight when she heard the deep sound of breathing. 
 
      
 
    It froze her in her tracks. She spent enough nights seated at the dining room table listening to that ever-present breathing behind her to know who it was. It was David Poole standing at her door. What he was doing she had no idea, for he just seemed to stand there. 
 
      
 
    Edging her way closer as silently as she could she reached for the lock just under the doorknob. She knew he would hear her turn it and she feared the noise almost as much as the silence. With each step she took forward she was sure several minutes passed. 
 
      
 
    Hannah was torn with fear. Any minute he could open the unlocked door and attack her if she didn’t act quickly, but a wrong step could also cause his reaction before she could properly secure the door. 
 
      
 
    Finally standing just in front of it she placed a hand on the cold metal of the lock. With nothing but a few inches of thick wood between them, she was sure she could almost feel his filthy heat upon her. Taking one steady breath she twisted the lock as quickly as possible and jumped several steps back. 
 
      
 
    The sound, though she was sure was quite subtle, was akin to a crashing wave in her mind. She stood breathless from fear and panic. The candle shifted for a moment with the action. She could swear she could hear chuckling before a sound of scuffling shoes on the wood floor and the light dissipated.  
 
      
 
    She stood in the cold darkness a few minutes longer until she was sure that the only light that remained was that of the stars and moon through her window. Quickly she hopped back into bed and tugged at the covers for protection. 
 
      
 
    Hannah couldn’t believe that Mr. Poole had stood outside her door. How long had he been there? Clearly, he had waited until his presence had woken her. If he had wanted to do more he could have entered at any time. 
 
      
 
    He was stalking her like prey, just as the baron had done. She knew all too well where these escalations would lead. What made things worse was that Poole was far bolder now than he ever was before. Nor did he have the few constrictions of a gentleman of the ton. She feared what he would do next. 
 
      
 
    Hannah sat up in her bed, covers tucked snug around her, unable to sleep. It was ridiculous to fear his return as she had locked the door, but she feared it nonetheless. As the morning light started to break in her room, she realized that she had been gripping the sheets and holding her breath all night long, so gripped with fear. 
 
      
 
    She relaxed the hold she had, doing her best to stretch out her now stiff fingers as the sound of the house waking soothed her. There would be no chance for his return now. In the safety of the light, Poole could never make the trek down to her room without being stopped. He had no purpose for being here.  
 
      
 
    She slid out of her bed, exhausted, frightened, and cold, to start a fire. In the heat of these warm months, she had not needed the comfort from the hearth in her own room. This morning, however, she was chilled from the inside out and though she didn’t know if even the blaze of a roaring fire could thaw her fear, she was desperate to try anything. 
 
      
 
    “Were you chilly this morning?” Mary asked, noticing the fire as she brought in Hannah’s breakfast tray. 
 
      
 
    Hannah had just finished dressing for the day and turned with a start at her entrance. Though she had unlocked the door to not cause alarm when the maid came, and even bade her enter when Mary knocked, she still felt unnerved by another body in her room. 
 
      
 
    “Why, Hannah, you look liked you’ve seen a ghost. You’re as white as a sheet. Are you feeling well?” Mary asked, setting down the tray and coming over to the governess. 
 
      
 
    She took Hannah’s hands in her own, “Your hands are ice cold too. What is the matter?” 
 
      
 
    Hannah wanted to tell Mary what happened the night before. How she had stayed up in the darkness frozen with fear of the man who might return and harm her again. She could do no such thing.  
 
      
 
    Surely if she was to accuse Mr. Poole he would retort with his own accusations. Now not only would it be her word against his, but he also had proof on his side. The lock of hair that he had stolen from her head. He would no doubt use it to his advantage, claiming she gave it to him of her own free will. 
 
      
 
    Would anyone believe that a long-standing household member put a knife to her throat and took it by force? She had to remember that she was the outsider in this house from both the staff and the earl. There was no way that either would take her word over his in such a situation. 
 
      
 
    No, she would have to endure the taunting of Mr. Poole. She would just have to continue to be vigilant in that fact. Hannah would lock her door from now on and always endeavor to be in another’s company outside the safety of her bedchamber.  
 
      
 
    “I just didn’t sleep well, is all,” Hannah said with the faintest smile.  
 
      
 
    It was all she could seem to muster. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure? Perhaps you are taking ill. Should I ask Mrs. Brennon to send for a doctor?” 
 
      
 
    “No, no,” Hannah tried to wave her off as coolly as possible. “It would be a silly waste. I assure you I am well. Just lacking in sleep is all. I will be right as rain by tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Mary wasn’t sure if she believed her, but she didn’t press the matter any further thankfully. 
 
      
 
    “Are you still wanting the cart made ready for you and the little ladies? I could go and tell Johnson in the stables that you won’t be needing it today?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s very kind, but I wouldn’t want to disappoint the girls. They so look forward to the rides in the cart each week.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah felt that familiar pang of guilt for lying. It wasn’t a total lie though. They did take a ride in the cart each week and the girls did enjoy it. She just left out the fact that their ride had a very specific destination.  
 
      
 
    She hated keeping this even from Mary, whom she had grown to see as a friend, but she couldn’t risk the secret getting out until she was ready. With the sudden change in the earl’s attitude before his sudden departure, she was sure that she wouldn’t be ready to tell anyone for a much longer time than she first had anticipated.  
 
      
 
    “Though if you are needing an excuse to go to the stables,” Hannah said, hoping to change the subject from her poor complexion, “I am sure it wouldn’t hurt to remind Mr. Johnson that we will be needing the cart.” 
 
      
 
    Mary flushed red in her cheeks at Hannah’s words. She had divulged to the governess that for some time now they had been developing a relationship. It hadn’t come to courting yet, but Hannah was sure that that wasn’t far behind.  
 
      
 
    It was a difficult process however with Mary always busy in the house and Johnson having his duties out in the stables. Rarely did they even get to eat their meals at the same time in the servants’ hall.  
 
      
 
    Hannah was sure that over time things would play out well. She couldn’t have been happier for both Mary and Mr. Johnson. Mary was a smart girl who was sure to go as far as her station would allow her. Johnson was an able-bodied man as well. He was skilled with the horses and had big dreams. 
 
      
 
    Though the process would be longer than either one of them wished, Hannah was sure they would find their way to the other and have the happy life that all hoped for in the end. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to just go and remind him of the task,” Mary said, flushing a deeper crimson.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, it would be most inconvenient if he forgot,” Hannah added, knowing full well that he wouldn’t. “You would be doing me a great favor to see that he is reminded.” 
 
      
 
    Mary nodded in agreement, knowing the words neither one of them was speaking. It was nothing more than a ruse to give her a chance to spend some time with her beau. She squeezed Hannah’s hands one last time and thanked her kindly before leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    Hannah waited until the girl was far down the hall before locking the door again. Even in the daylight, she couldn’t be completely sure that she was safe from David Poole in her own room. With the door secure she let out a sigh of relief and sat to her breakfast. 
 
      
 
    She tried her best to eat, knowing full well that with lack of sleep she would need all the strength she could muster to drive the horse to and from Concordshire. She just didn’t have the stomach for it, and after barely nibbling on her toast she gave up on the task altogether and went to fetch her wards a little earlier than expected. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Rather against his own desires, Sebastian accepted the invitation to dine at Lord and Lady Waldorn’s house at the encouragement of his brother-in-law. 
 
      
 
    His saving grace was that at least Jayden Marsh would be there to keep good conversation with if nothing else. 
 
      
 
    Dressed in his finest black dinner jacket and with his necktie knotted far more intricately than he wore on most occasions, Sebastian found himself standing before Lord Waldorn’s house. 
 
      
 
    He had been told that this was a small party of intimate friends and relations but he wondered if that truly was the case when he stepped out of the carriage. There seemed to him to be quite a lot of guests already inside, more than would be considered small or intimate. 
 
      
 
    So it was that for the first hour of the evening he was introduced around the room by his brother-in-law who seemed to be in very good acquaintance with most of the parties present. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, Jayden made sure that their first stop of introduction after greeting the host and hostess was that of their daughter, Miss Tara Marlow. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian had to admit that the lady was very enchanting to look at. She was of a lean figure with a fine shape to her lavender silk gown. Her hair was as black as night and her eyes seemed to match so that it was hard to distinguish between pupils and iris. 
 
      
 
    He guessed that Miss Marlow had been Jayden’s first choice in finding a partner for the earl because she resembled Ann so much.  
 
      
 
    Even in the narrow set of her eyes and elongation of her nose, she reminded Sebastian of his late wife. He wondered if that was actually a good quality to have or not. 
 
      
 
    He was sure he could never love someone as he loved Ann. At the same time, he wasn’t sure he could live with a constant reminder of her loss. 
 
      
 
    “Is it true, Lord Grimshaw, that you don’t come to town often?” Miss Marlow asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t,” Grimshaw responded, then remembered that he probably ought to speak more to keep up polite conversation. 
 
      
 
    “That is to say, I prefer to stay in my county seat where my two daughters are.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mr. Marsh told me of his nieces. They sound like such gems,” she cooed over a smile of pearly white teeth. 
 
      
 
    “They certainly are gems to me,” Sebastian agreed. 
 
      
 
     At least it seemed that the lady had an affection for children. That was a mark in her favor during this test of compatibility that was waged between them. 
 
      
 
    “Why not bring them to town with you though?” she continued. “Then certainly you could come every Season.” 
 
      
 
    “They have their studies to attend to with their governess.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you don’t plan to put them in a proper girls’ school then?” Miss Marlow said a little surprised.  
 
      
 
    “No, I never actually considered doing such.” 
 
      
 
    “Well you should,” she continued. “I went to a girls’ school myself. You will find that the education is vastly superior to what can be given by a governess. There are far fewer distractions for the children and in my opinion, the teachers are far more qualified.” 
 
      
 
    “It is an interesting thought to consider. My oldest is just eight, however, and her sister five. I am not sure I would be ready to be away from them for such extended periods of time.” 
 
      
 
    “I went when I was just eight. I assure you it is most suitable for all girls preparing to make their way into society.” 
 
      
 
    Sebastian didn’t really like how she was pressing the matter. He thought perhaps her passion came from the fact that she seemed to enjoy her days in a girls’ school so much and hoped it was nothing more. 
 
      
 
    He rather hoped to move the conversation away from his children’s education no matter the reason for her passion. Any talk of them instantly brought to mind the governess he had left back in Brighton Abby.  
 
      
 
    He thought it was best to turn the conversation to Miss Marlow. He felt that it was a general rule of thumb that conversations ran much more smoothly and with little addition on his part if he got the other party speaking about themselves. 
 
      
 
    “It seems you have a great enjoyment of your time here in London for the Season.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” she said excitedly. “I insist that Father brings me with him every year since I was fifteen. Naturally, I enjoy the social aspect that cannot be compensated for in our country house, but more than that I love all the things that only London has to offer.” 
 
      
 
    “And what would you consider to be your favorite offering, Miss Marlow?” 
 
      
 
    “The plays and operas by far. I do enjoy them so much. I make it a point to go at least once a week while I am here.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw had been to his fair share of operas. It was a great love of both his and Ann’s. When she said these words, Jayden perked up to his friend as if to say, ‘See what a lovely match she is.’ 
 
      
 
    It only made Grimshaw more distant from her, however. He wasn’t sure he could stand ever going to the opera now that his wife was gone. Could he bring himself to sit in the same box seat that he had so many times with his loving wife in the company of Miss Marlow? 
 
      
 
    He was beginning to feel this whole idea that his brother-in-law talked him into was a terribly awful one. It was taking only one conversation with a lady intent on marriage to realize that perhaps he just wasn’t ready to set his wife aside and think of another.  
 
      
 
    It seemed too hard to put Miss Marlow in the same headspace as the mother of his children. Strangely at that thought, however, his mind drifted back to Miss Jacobson on the blanket reading to the girls outside.  
 
      
 
    He shook the thought quickly out of his head. It had just been a picturesque moment and nothing more. It shed no light on his ability to accept another for his daughters’ new mother figure. 
 
      
 
    It was too late for him to back out of Jayden’s endeavors to see him happily remarried this night, though he was sure he wouldn’t go along again.  
 
      
 
    “What would you say is your favorite opera?” Sebastian asked Miss Marlow, unable to politely leave the conversation now. 
 
      
 
    She then went into a long telling of what operas she liked best. It was a very long list that he thought likely encompassed every one she had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    He wondered if she was doing this to show him her great love for theater. Jayden Marsh wasn’t the subtlest matchmaker. Perhaps he had prepped Miss Marlow to say things that would interest the earl. 
 
      
 
    He found the thought very vapid and distasteful. He hoped it was just his cynicism and nothing more. 
 
      
 
    As she went on, the earl struggled to keep his mind on the words she spoke. She made a point to express that she loved all operas including the ones in French and Italian which she was both fluent in.  
 
      
 
    He smiled as he listened to her drone on. It wasn’t her conversation that brought humor to his lips, but the fact that he rather felt like he was interviewing all over again as he had not so long ago in the solicitor’s office. 
 
      
 
    Naturally the setting was different and the position was not of a paid employee, but as she went on spilling out all the accomplishments she could possibly fit into such conversation, he rather felt like he was reading over a resume and list of references.  
 
      
 
    Finally, the time for the meal came and he was relieved of the duty of listening to Miss Marlow’s array of skills, accomplishments, and knowledge. Unfortunately, as he came to sit for dinner, he found that he was again placed near another single young miss. 
 
      
 
    This lady, however, a Lady Isabella, was far younger. He would have guessed that Miss Marlow was in her early twenties. This girl couldn’t have even seen her twentieth year yet. 
 
      
 
    That didn’t stop her matronly mother at her other side from encouraging a connection between the two of them all throughout the meal.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw didn’t really consider himself a man of great age, being thirty and two, but couldn’t bring himself to consider a partner who was closer to the age of his children than himself.  
 
      
 
    For some reason, Sebastian’s mind went back to Miss Jacobson at the thought. He knew from her resume when he hired her that she was only twenty herself. This had never been a hindrance to him. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was the way she dressed so demurely, he mused to himself. No, he was sure that it wasn’t that. It was because she had been so mature for her age. She didn’t take her responsibility to his children lightly and that quality alone made her seem much wiser than any counterpart of the ton. 
 
      
 
    Instantly Grimshaw was angry with himself again. Could he not go ten minutes without his mind trailing back to Miss Jacobson? He reminded himself of all the reasons why he was in London at this moment. 
 
      
 
    Luckily once the meal was over, he was able to join the rest of the gentlemen while the ladies retired to the drawing room for after-meal conversation and refreshments. 
 
      
 
    Jayden was eager to hear what thoughts Grimshaw had on the night thus far. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” he asked in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw circled the amber liquid in his glass absentmindedly before drinking it down in one gulp.  
 
      
 
    “She seems like a nice enough lady,” he replied without any emotion for like or dislike. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it? That’s all you have to say? I thought you would have found her enchanting and compatible in so many ways because…”  
 
      
 
    Jayden hesitated to end the sentence so Grimshaw did for him. 
 
      
 
    “Because she is so much like Ann.” 
 
      
 
    Jayden nodded in agreement. Though he wanted to help his brother-in-law find happiness again it still was a sore spot to speak of his deceased sister. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw reached over for the decanter and poured himself another dram of spirits before swallowing that down too. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if I could handle being with someone who reminded me so much of Ann,” he said in all honesty. 
 
      
 
    “She was a good match for you, and you were for her,” Jayden said with delicacy.  
 
      
 
    “It would be wise to find someone with similarities if you hope to have the same happiness again,” Jayden finished. 
 
      
 
    “And what if I don’t want to? What if I would rather just stay as I am than to dilute her memory that way?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be no dilution to give her children a mother who would love them just as she would. Certainly, a lady with similar qualities would be the best choice for that.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw reached over and gave Jayden a comforting pat. He was thankful for his advice and help but in all honesty, wondered if it was still just too soon for him. 
 
      
 
    “It is a matter I will think on,” Grimshaw said. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you do. Also,” Jayden said slightly hesitantly, “it may not hurt terribly to, just for now mind you, keep up the relationship between you two. Tomorrow is a public ball. I know that Miss Marlow will be there. It would be a chance to see her in a different setting. Perhaps you will find things more pleasing to you then.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw hesitated at Jayden’s words. 
 
      
 
    “And I may have already said you plan to attend,” Jayden added quickly and under his breath before hiding his face behind his own glass. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw’s brows furrowed in disappointment. Well, now he would have no choice but to go. If he did otherwise it might send a message that would offend the lady.  
 
      
 
    “You scoundrel,” Grimshaw said but only half-heartedly.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t be mad at Jayden for doing what he thought was right for a friend, no matter how wrong he was to that fact. 
 
      
 
    “Scoundrel I may be, but perhaps you will thank me for it one day,” Jayden said in return. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, perhaps. Or perhaps I’ll take you for a few rounds inside the boxing ring as compensation for my pain and suffering,” Grimshaw added with a smirk. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “My dear, I am sure there is something greatly troubling you,” Grannie said. 
 
      
 
    Hannah was lost in thought, looking out Joanna McCarthy’s cottage window at the leaves beginning to turn and fall. 
 
      
 
    She felt very much like those leaves at that moment. She was slowly wilting, losing all strength to hold on much longer. 
 
      
 
    It had been two months since the Earl of Grimshaw left for London. A sullen cloud had fallen on Brighton Abby with his absence. Even the girls didn’t have the same merry laugh. 
 
      
 
    Every night since his departure Hannah was woken with the presence outside her door. After the first night, she kept it constantly locked and rarely ventured outside her room if she wasn’t teaching the girls. 
 
      
 
    It made her feel a ghost of her former self. No longer did she enjoy reading in the garden or even just quiet walks around the house for both were far too dangerous. Shut up in her room for all her free time she rather felt like a caged animal. 
 
      
 
    Her only solace was in their visits to Joanna McCarthy. In her small cottage, Hannah could finally breathe that sigh of relief and let the tension that was a constant prickle on her spine relax. 
 
      
 
    Though at first Mr. Matthew McCarthy’s visits had become more regular, as Hannah wilted so had he vanished. It only proved to her that his motives were not to care for his aged mother. 
 
      
 
    When she showed little interest, and frankly limited sociability with so many sleepless nights, he had lost interest in her and turned his attentions elsewhere.  
 
      
 
    She was not hurt by his inattention, as she had no amicable feelings toward him in the first place. There was also the matter of the earl. He certainly wouldn’t believe that she was not encouraging him. No doubt he would count it her fault just as she was sure he would see Mr. Poole’s aggressive behavior her doing as well. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Grannie,” Hannah said, tearing her eyes from the window after watching another leaf give up and fall to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t slept well much in the last few months.” 
 
      
 
    “Why ever not, child?” Grannie asked with concern. 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to say.” 
 
      
 
    “Hard to put the reason into words, or hard to make the words come out of ye mouth?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Hannah looked down shamefully at her hands. She certainly could say the words; it was no problem finding ones to explain her troubles. It was the fear that accompanied them that she couldn’t allow escaping.  
 
      
 
    Keeping her night terror to herself was the only wall holding back the dam of fear. It was her last thing she could hold on to. 
 
      
 
    “My little ladies,” Grannie said turning to the girls, “I believe the tabby cat out in the goat shed had her kittens. Would you two be dears for me and go and check on the little angels?” 
 
      
 
    Both girls lit up at the opportunity to see little kittens and hurried out the door. Though the reasoning was true enough, Joanna was wise enough to know that the only way Hannah could speak on her troubles would be in confidence. 
 
      
 
    They sat in the room for a few beats of silence so that the confidentiality could breathe a bit between them. 
 
      
 
    “Does it have anything to do with those marks on your neck a few months back?” Grannie asked finally. 
 
      
 
    Hannah looked to the old woman in surprise. No one else had noticed the bruises that had formed on Hannah’s neck after Mr. Poole’s attack in the garden. She had kept her cap low and her fichu high to make sure of that. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, she had forgotten how Joanna McCarthy’s faculties had only seemed to sharpen in her old age. 
 
      
 
    “Was it the earl then?” she inquired again when Hannah didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no. I know he seems quite large and overbearing, but I promise he is an honorable man. Perhaps a bit overbearing and controlling, but he does even these things from his heart.” 
 
      
 
    “I would wager you didn’t do it to ye’self though. How about you tell Grannie the truth and together we can find a way through it.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah could already feel the tears welling in her eyes. It didn’t matter if she wanted to keep it all in, hold it all back, the dam was breaking and there was no stopping it. 
 
      
 
    Hannah crumpled into a fit of tears and Grannie came quickly to her side, wrapping a comforting arm around her. 
 
      
 
    “It has just been so awful,” Hannah choked between sobs after she had spilled the whole story out to Joanna from the very first encounter with the baron to the nightly visits from Mr. Poole. 
 
      
 
    “What horrible fiends they both are!” Grannie said with a bitter tone to her words. “You must go to the earl at once,” she added. 
 
      
 
    “I could never. It would be my word against Mr. Poole. With the past that I have, and Mr. Poole with my stolen lock of hair, there would be no way Lord Grimshaw would believe me.” 
 
      
 
    “He would believe you because your words are the truth. He would only need to look into your beautiful blue eyes to see that.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not so sure as you are. He is already conditioned to think that I have motives to seek a different circumstance through this position. It would be easier for him to follow Mr. Poole’s conclusions than my own.” 
 
      
 
    “All because of that Miss Watts,” Grannie said, shaking her head. “She was a nice girl and she fell in love. I saw it unfold every Sunday service. When you fall in love it isn’t something you choose and it can’t be helped,” Grannie added with wisdom. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Grimshaw of all people should know that. It was easy to see how much he loved and cared for his lady despite the fact that they were chosen for each other by their parents.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah was surprised to hear this news. She had learned so little about the late Lady Grimshaw. Hannah had known well that the earl cared and still mourned for her by his actions, but would have never guessed that their marriage had started with any less affection, let alone an arranged marriage. 
 
      
 
    “If you can’t talk to the earl about it though,” Grannie continued, “that doesn’t mean you need to go on living like this any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “I could never leave,” Hannah retorted quickly. “As horrible as that man is, I couldn’t leave the girls. They would be so distraught.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want you to leave either, dear,” Grannie said, patting a wrinkled hand on Hannah’s lap. 
 
      
 
    “But something must be done. If you cannot seek protection from the earl then you must find a way to protect yer’self.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Hannah sniffed. 
 
      
 
    “Men like that,” Grannie said with a wrinkle to her already shriveled face, “they do what they want because they think they have the power. You stand up to him, you fight back, and you take that power away.” 
 
      
 
    “Fight back? How could I? He is far stronger than I.” 
 
      
 
    “It is not the strength ye be needing. It is just the surprise. You catch him off guard and fight before he even has the chance to get you. I promise you one time of that and he won’t be lurking outside your door any longer.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah thought these words over as she headed home that evening with the girls. They were both so excited by the litter of kittens that neither young lady noticed that Hannah was lost in her own thoughts while they chatted away. 
 
      
 
    What was most exciting to the girls was that Grannie had promised each one a kitten to take home when they were old enough to leave their mother.  
 
      
 
    It was just one more worry that Hannah had to file away in the back of her mind. Already the girls anticipated the day their father would come home.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t just to see him again, but also because each girl had a framed watercolor portrait waiting to show him. 
 
      
 
    Hannah was proud of their work but also terrified of the earl’s wrath when he realized what they had been doing all these months. 
 
      
 
    She hoped against all odds that he would return home in a much better attitude towards her than the one he had left with. 
 
      
 
    She desperately hoped he would not take away their outings to Joanna’s cottage. She was sure that it did the girls just as much good to spend time with the aged lady as it did Grannie. 
 
      
 
    “Rebecca, you cannot carry a cat around with you everywhere you go,” Caroline was scolding her younger sister’s aspirations. “If you take it in the schoolroom it would surely eat Mr. Whiskers.” 
 
      
 
    “Not my cat. She will love Mr. Whiskers,” Rebecca retorted.  
 
      
 
    “No cat will ever like a mouse,” Caroline argued with the superiority of one older in age and knowledge.  
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson, is that true? Will my cat hate Mr. Whiskers no matter what?” Rebecca asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” Hannah said with a huff. She was feeling so entirely drained from the lack of sleep and the release of emotions she had had this afternoon. 
 
      
 
    “I expect it is much like asking a cheetah to change his spots. If you are born one way, I don’t see how you could ever behave contrary to that,” Hannah continued. 
 
      
 
    Caroline stuck her head out a little prouder that the authority had agreed with her on the matter, while Rebecca resolved to pouting. 
 
      
 
    “My kitten will be different,” Rebecca sulked under her breath. “She will love everything and everyone and sleep on my bed and follow me around everywhere I go.” 
 
      
 
    “If that is what you are hoping for,” Hannah said with a little smirk at the child’s musing, “I expect we better look for a litter of puppies instead of kittens.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Hannah spent the night wondering if she would have the courage to follow through on Grannie’s suggestion.  
 
      
 
    It was yet another night of him standing outside the door. Though this time she was woken by the sound of him trying the knob. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t believe that he was now escalating to getting in her room. Hannah knew that Grannie had been right. He was loving the power he held over her more than anything else. 
 
      
 
    Just when she thought she could cope with his behavior he would always up his level to scare her all the more. 
 
      
 
    The following day was Saturday and she was free to do what she liked while the girls spent the day with Abigail.  
 
      
 
    For the last several months this meant being confined to her room for the duration of the day with the door securely locked.  
 
      
 
    She was determined not to let her fear hinder her life anymore, however. So instead of staying to her room, she decided to go to the library and borrow a book to read outside in the garden.  
 
      
 
    The days were starting to grow progressively chillier and she rather hoped to get some time outside in fresh air before the winter confined her to the indoors for the rest of the year. 
 
      
 
    She had taken her time looking over the shelves of books. Though her heart was racing and she jumped twice at the sound of footsteps and a door shutting, she refused to let her fear chase her away. 
 
      
 
    She had as much right to walk around Brighton Abby as Mr. Poole did and she wouldn’t let him stop her anymore.  
 
      
 
    Finally, Hannah selected a book she had yet to read and which she thought looked rather interesting. After signing her name to the borrowing book left out for the servants’ use, she made her way out of the library rather triumphant that she had kept her head held high and fears at bay. 
 
      
 
    She had only taken maybe three steps outside the library door when she heard the district sound of heavy quick steps on the wood floor behind her.  
 
      
 
    Hannah’s fears froze her to the spot as she listened. It was decidedly the sound of male footsteps and at a determined pace. There was only one logical reason in Hannah’s mind as to why a household member would be doing such a thing. He was clearly trying to catch up and perhaps overtake someone.  
 
      
 
    She knew this was her moment. This was when she was to stand her ground. She looked around her quickly, hoping for some kind of help. To her left was a small alcove reading window.  
 
      
 
    She remembered Grannie’s advice about having the element of surprise on her side. She slipped behind the thick curtains of the alcove. 
 
      
 
    Leaning up against one of its walls she could just barely make out a sliver of the walkway between the curtain and stone wall. She would wait until the brute was on her and then she wouldn’t hesitate to fight to keep her virtue.  
 
      
 
    She gripped the book so tightly her knuckles showed white and her breath caught in her throat. In the silence of the hallway, she could hear her heart beating in her ear just as fast as the footsteps came towards her. 
 
      
 
    Finally, she saw the pair of boots before her. With every ounce of courage and strength she possessed she tensed every muscle in her body. 
 
      
 
    Just as the shoes came to her hiding spot, she threw back the curtains and chucked the book with all her might at the rake. 
 
      
 
    “I will not let you frighten me any longer!” she shouted as she threw the object with all her might. 
 
      
 
    Her aim was a little off and instead of hitting the assailant on the head it struck his shoulder. He spun around in surprise at the attack, arms reaching up to instinctively cover himself.  
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you think you are doing!” the Earl of Grimshaw’s deep voice boomed as he turned on his attacker. 
 
      
 
    Instantly Hannah froze to the spot.  
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry, Lord Grimshaw. I didn’t think it was…I had no idea you were…” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw calmed, but only slightly when he saw that his assailant was nothing more than a woman behind curtains.  
 
      
 
    “Why on earth would you hide behind my curtains and throw a book at me?” he demanded. 
 
      
 
    “You see…” Hannah started and faltered. 
 
      
 
    She was shaking all over. It might have been the surge of fear combined with the adrenaline of the moment. Perhaps it was the new shocking revelation that she not only attacked the wrong man, but her employer to boot. 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, she could feel the world spinning around her. She reached back and let her hands grope the cold stone wall to steady her. 
 
      
 
    The last memory she had before the world went black was the feel of the icy rock slipping from her fingers. 
 
      
 
    To say Sebastian Blackburn was startled when Miss Jacobson hurled a book at him from behind an alcove was a vast understatement.  
 
      
 
    Even still, that couldn’t compare to watching the woman falter and fall before him. It was as if the whole world slowed down as she paled to a white sheet. 
 
      
 
    He watched her stammer, lean back to reach the wall and slowly lose all feeling in her legs. He didn’t have to think, only act.  
 
      
 
    Reaching, he wrapped her in his arms, sacrificing his own body in the motion. He hit the floor hard, but luckily he cradled her from the blow. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson, Miss Jacobson,” he said, endeavoring to shake the limp body he held in his arms. “Hannah! Hannah, wake up!” 
 
      
 
    She moaned for just a moment though her eyes remained closed. Nonetheless, Grimshaw breathed a sigh of relief. She had merely fainted. 
 
      
 
    He stood cradling her in his capable arms in one motion. She let her head rest on his chest as he held her close to him. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be alright,” he cooed though he wasn’t sure she could hear. 
 
      
 
    In fact, he rather thought he was telling himself more than her. He was too familiar with the sight of a woman weakened to the core.  
 
      
 
    Taking long heavy steps he marched into the library, the closest room, and laid her body down on a sofa.  
 
      
 
    She still lay motionless and limp. She was cool to the touch at least, though she looked pale still and a bit thinner if he was being honest with himself. 
 
      
 
    Gently he removed her cap and undid the pins in her hair. With her still not awake he hesitated at the next part. 
 
      
 
    He knew from experience with his wife. In the beginning, she would still choose to be fully dressed in a corset and all. When a coughing spell came on it was too much for her to breathe and she would often faint. Often he would loosen her stays to help her breathe easier when she came to. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t bring himself to do so now, though. Instead, he brushed aside a strand that had fallen and waited patiently for Miss Jacobson to open her eyes. 
 
      
 
    It was several minutes before that happened. He was pacing the room when he caught the sight of her eyes fluttering open. 
 
      
 
    Immediately he came to her side and put a gentle arm on her shoulder to prevent her from getting up. 
 
      
 
    “Stay still a bit longer,” he urged her. 
 
      
 
    She relaxed back onto the couch and satisfied that she wouldn’t move, Grimshaw walked over to a decanter and poured a good dram of brandy for the both of them. He drank his and then brought the glass over to Miss Jacobson. 
 
      
 
    “Here, it will give you back some strength.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t bear the stuff,” she said in no more than a weak whisper. 
 
      
 
    He smiled down at her tenacity. Even in such a weakened state she still had the wit about her to fight him on every little thing. 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever fainted before?” he asked, still standing over her with the glass. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head no. 
 
      
 
    “Well, then you don’t know how much of a toll it will take on your body. I have seen it many times. Take the glass, even just a sip will do you good.” 
 
      
 
    She took the glass reluctantly and took a minute sip, squeezing her eyes shut as it went down. 
 
      
 
    Weakly she raised the glass back to him to take. He pursed his lips, not satisfied with her feeble attempt, but took the glass anyway and set it on a table. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw hesitated for just a moment before he came to sit on the sofa next to her stretched out body. He brushed her hair gently and let his fingers move down her cheek. 
 
      
 
    She looked up at him with those big blue eyes that seemed the size of the moon. He had such a deep desire at this moment to hold her to him, to keep her safe, and to comfort away whatever was troubling in those deep blue pools. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to tell me now why you attacked me?” he asked with a humorous smile to his lips. 
 
      
 
    He watched the flood of realization come over her and she stiffened and sat up just a bit.  
 
      
 
    “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to,” Miss Jacobson stammered. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you certainly meant to,” Grimshaw said with a gruff laugh, “but you did seem pretty surprised at your target.” 
 
      
 
    “I was frightened, is all. I thought someone was following me and…and I guess instinct just kicked in.” 
 
      
 
    “Instincts kicked in?” Grimshaw repeated with a skeptical brow. “I don’t take you for the fighting type, Miss Jacobson. Plus, who could you possibly think would harm you in Brighton Abby?” 
 
      
 
    The second of his questions puzzled him the most. She had the look of a crazed woman driven to a last resort. What were the words she had yelled?  
 
      
 
    “You said, I will not let you frighten me anymore. Who is frightening you?” Grimshaw asked, more serious now. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t like the feeling of knowing that Hannah Jacobson was tormented by someone. 
 
      
 
    “No one,” she responded a little too quickly.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw pursed his lips and pinched his brows together. She was clearly lying to him. 
 
      
 
    “Honest. I am just a silly girl, is all. I thought I heard noises. A ghost,” she said suddenly as if the idea had just occurred to her. “I thought it was a ghost and I was frightened.” 
 
      
 
    “And you supposed throwing a book at a spirit would drive it away?” Grimshaw said, not believing her for one second. 
 
      
 
    “It was silly, I know. I suppose I just panicked. I am very sorry about that.” 
 
      
 
    “Hannah,” Grimshaw said softly, liking the feel of her name on his lips, “please, if someone is frightening you, I need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “No one,” she said, looking at the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Have you not been well? You look like a skeleton compared to the last time I saw you,” Grimshaw asked.  
 
      
 
    “No, I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    Miss Jacobson swung her legs around and put her feet on the floor. Grimshaw stood and helped her to her feet. She wavered for just a moment and leaned into him but then caught her own balance again. 
 
      
 
    “I assure you,” she said with more determination, “that I am quite fine now.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t like that she was lying to him. There was nothing he could do for it. There was no way that he would press her in such a delicate state. He thought back to why he had left in the first place. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps she had some kind of a lover’s quarrel and that was what had gotten her so upset. He was filled with the pangs of jealousy all over again. 
 
      
 
    He had worked so hard to remove Miss Jacobson from his mind these last months that he was away, and within an instant, she had quite literally fallen back into his arms, and into his heart. Grimshaw despised himself for relapsing so easily. 
 
      
 
    However, he was still a gentleman and he would not let Hannah Jacobson out of his sight until he was sure she was well enough on her own. 
 
      
 
    He took her still weak arm and interlaced it into his. 
 
      
 
    “I will walk you to your room where you can rest. If you would like I can have your supper brought up to you tonight.” 
 
      
 
    She hesitated for a moment and Grimshaw wondered if she would argue with him on this fact too. She still didn’t have a completely clear head however, so she succumbed to his suggestion thankfully.  
 
      
 
    Together they walked through the halls at a slow pace until he was able to deposit her safely into her room. He immediately sent for Mary to have her attend to any and all of Miss Jacobson’s needs for the night.  
 
      
 
    As much as he despised himself for it, he would not shirk his duties to care for the members of his household, even when his heart bled for them and theirs for another. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw couldn’t shake the memory of Miss Jacobson in such a state from his mind. Unable to clear his mind, he set to picking up the work again in the west wing.  
 
      
 
    While he was away to town the roof was completed by his hired hands and the interior had begun to take shape. He didn’t like that he had missed so much of it during his time in London but it was a necessity to get the roof on before winter storms came and destroyed much of the progress they had made. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw had only meant to walk around the wing and assess the work, but within no time he found himself hard at work. It was a job that took full concentration and for that he was glad. With his mind on the job before him, there was no time left to let it wander or try to understand the complexities that seemed to be Miss Hannah Jacobson. 
 
      
 
    He was so lost in his work, in fact, that he lost all track of time. It wasn’t until Mrs. Brennon stood before him, dinner tray in hand, that he realized how late he had stayed in the area. 
 
      
 
    “Have I missed dinner?” Grimshaw asked the housekeeper in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve missed dinner and many more hours past that.” 
 
      
 
    He reached into his pocket and looked at the time. He was astounded. It was nearly midnight.  
 
      
 
    “I finally gave up waiting for you to finish working out whatever it is troubling you and brought you a tray so that I might retire.” 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Brennon, forgive me for keeping you up so late. You go far above and beyond your duties. I can assure you, however, that nothing is troubling me. I simply lost track of time.” 
 
      
 
    She set the silver tray down on the dusty floorboard still untreated and gave him a skeptical look.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose you could continue to bang around in here through the night instead of talking about what’s bothering you,” she said, crossing her hands and surveying that portion of the wing. “It would certainly hasten the process. Though I fear it would not give you the relief of conscience that you are searching for.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not entirely sure what relief you mean,” Grimshaw responded. 
 
      
 
    “I would guess it has something to do with Miss Jacobson. I would also wager your feelings for her are why you ran away all these months.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t run,” he defended. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Brennon pursed her lips and raised a brow in disbelief. He deflated, knowing she had seen right through him. 
 
      
 
    “I did, but not for the reason you are insinuating. She frustrates me so. I can’t understand why it is so difficult to find a governess for the girls that would just stick to her job.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever do you mean? Miss Jacobson has been very skilled and diligent at her work.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure that is true, but she also has other motives. Just as Miss Watts did,” Grimshaw countered. 
 
      
 
    “Just because one had them does not mean all do,” Mrs. Brennon stated exasperatedly.  
 
      
 
    “I saw her scheming with my own eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure what you think you saw but I can assure you that Miss Jacobson has no other motives that resemble any of Miss Watts’. There is something inside her…” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Brennon trailed off while she thought of the words. 
 
      
 
    “Something inside her that I have seen is broken,” Mrs. Brennon finally finished. “There is no other way to explain the actions I have observed.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Grimshaw said, surprised by her words. 
 
      
 
    “Well for a start there are only so many reasons that a beautiful young girl like that would feel the need to cover every inch of her body in plain and homely clothing.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw thought over these words, trying to find his housekeeper’s conclusion. When he took too long, she spelled it out for him. 
 
      
 
    “Obviously someone has hurt her. She covers herself up so to protect herself from it happening again. How do you not see that?” 
 
      
 
    When Mrs. Brennon put it that way things began to click into place for him, well at least some. The night she had a nightmare and the words she screamed when she attacked him earlier today. 
 
      
 
    She was making a stand and refusing to be frightened anymore. By what he had no idea. Nor was he sure if the threat was still real around her or just an echo of her past.  
 
      
 
    “She has her ghost just as you do. You fight to stay away from her but I know together is the only way you will work through them.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no ghost,” Grimshaw said gruffly, “and I don’t know what you are inferring about working them out together.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Sebastian, you know exactly what I mean,” Mrs. Brennon said with the familiarity of a household member who was more akin to family.  
 
      
 
    She touched his cheek affectionately and for a second she saw the young rascal of a boy that used to torment these halls.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll say goodnight now, Lord Grimshaw,” she said with a glisten to her eyes before turning to leave. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw sat down on the floor and poked at the food she had brought him. Mrs. Brennon had rather made him feel like a silly child explaining things out to him that she saw and he didn’t.  
 
      
 
    Of course he knew he had a ghost. The memory of his wife, the pain of the loss still gripped him hard. The guilt of finding another one to put into his heart. 
 
      
 
    She had been wrong to suppose he wanted that to be Miss Jacobson, he was sure of it. Yes, Grimshaw did have feelings for her, but perhaps it was just the need to protect her from whatever fears had made her cover her physical body so. 
 
      
 
    He may have not realized the burden she carried secretly, but on some level, he must have recognized it to feel so protective towards her.  
 
      
 
    Protective was not the same as infatuation, however. She was nothing to him but an employee. Even if he did have such feelings, which he certainly did not, he would not subject his girls to that sort of gossip. 
 
      
 
    They had already had enough hardship in life. To enter their young lady years with the talk that their governess had married their father was far too much than they should have to bear.  
 
      
 
    No, he would find a mother for them, not out of a desire to find love, but the necessity to take care of them and see them right in the world. 
 
      
 
    His heart was too full with Ann to ever make room for another. He would not disgrace her memory like that.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Though Hannah was mortified by her actions, she was also grateful that the earl had been at her side.  
 
      
 
    She was more irritated at herself than anything else. In an attempt to be brave and stand up for herself she had instead wilted into a puddle. 
 
      
 
    Thank heavens it had been Lord Grimshaw and not Mr. Poole. She could have only imagined what would have happened if she had fainted in the presence of David Poole. 
 
      
 
    She shuddered at the thought as she lay in her bed. She was so completely drained from it all. She had rather thought she would take a moment to compose herself in her room and then go to supper.  
 
      
 
    She didn’t like the idea of Lord Grimshaw thinking of her as weak and faltering for some reason, but she couldn’t seem to make her legs move much. 
 
      
 
    A soft knock came at the door and Mary let herself in. 
 
      
 
    “Hannah, dear. How are you?” Mary cooed, coming into the room with a tray of warm broth and tea. “Lord Grimshaw informed Mrs. Brennon you had a spell. You poor thing.” 
 
      
 
    She set the tray down and came to sit by Hannah on the bed.  
 
      
 
    “I’m quite alright,” Hannah reassured her. “Nothing more than a silly girl. I am more embarrassed than anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what happened,” Mary encouraged. 
 
      
 
    Hannah hesitated. She had already revealed her burden to Mrs. McCarthy and wasn’t sure she could do it again. 
 
      
 
    “It was all just ridiculous. I didn’t know Lord Grimshaw was home. I was leaving the library and he frightened me and I fainted,” Hannah said with a quick retelling. 
 
      
 
    She hoped that he would leave out the fact that she chucked a book at him if he was asked to retell the tale. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that was all?” Mary asked.  
 
      
 
    Hannah smiled weakly and took her hand. She was such a kind friend to her. She nodded and did her best to seem on the mend from the whole experience.  
 
      
 
    “Well, if you are sure then I should be off to my work,” Mary said, coming to stand. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please. Don’t let me keep you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you will send for me if you need anything, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I will. I promise. I am just going to stay here in bed and read a bit,” she said, reaching for the book on her nightstand. 
 
      
 
    Mary was still reluctant, but having tasks to complete before the day was over, she left Hannah in her room alone. 
 
      
 
    She waited till Mary was fully gone before putting the book back in its place. She had already read it twice. That was the reason for going to the library and getting another.  
 
      
 
    She considered going back and looking for her weapon but decided against it. Instead, she snuggled down in her bed and promptly went to sleep. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure how long she slept but when she awoke the room was cool and dark. She expected it was late into the night. 
 
      
 
    She lifted herself out of bed stiffly, having fallen asleep fully dressed. She moved to remove her gown when she realized it was a sound that had awoken her. 
 
      
 
    Pure fear ran down her spine when she saw the light and heard the footsteps coming towards her room. 
 
      
 
    She jumped out of bed and ran to bolt the door before they reached her. The sound was loud enough in her mind to wake the whole house. 
 
      
 
    Poole stood outside her door, candle in hand, clearly having heard the noise and knowing her to be awake. 
 
      
 
    She took a couple of steps back to put space between herself and the attacker on the other side. She gritted her teeth and clenched her fist. 
 
      
 
    Hannah may have been too frightened to open the door and face her attacker but she wouldn’t let him control her like this any longer. 
 
      
 
    “The earl is home,” she hissed to the door.  
 
      
 
    It may have not been very loud but in the silence of the night, she was sure he heard her.  
 
      
 
    “I am well aware,” Poole’s voice said, husky from the other side. 
 
      
 
    “So go away! If Lord Grimshaw should find you lurking outside my door…” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt Lord Grimshaw will be patrolling the halls at night. But if you are so worried all you have to do is unbolt the door.” 
 
      
 
    “Never!” Hannah hissed back. 
 
      
 
    “I assure you I will be quick and gentle,” he cooed back at her. “One time is all I ask and then I will be done with you.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a disgusting vile fiend,” Hannah retorted, using every word in her vocabulary to describe the man. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled low and deep in his throat. 
 
      
 
    “I will have you, Hannah Jacobson. One way or another I will find a way in. It is best that you just let me have what I want. We could both get on with our lives that way.” 
 
      
 
    She wanted to respond to say something to defy him but the weight of his words was heavy in the night air. He would not give up. Nothing was going to stop him. 
 
      
 
    She covered her mouth to hide a sob. Hannah Jacobson may have been lacking in the bravery needed to fight off an assailant without fainting but she was not so lacking that she would give him the satisfaction of letting him hear her tears. 
 
      
 
    Finally, after a few moments of silence, she heard the whoosh of his candle going out and in the darkness, she heard his retreating footsteps. 
 
      
 
    On the cold floor, she crumpled into a heap and cried until she fell asleep again. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The following morning Hannah did her best to forget everything and focus on the present. She dressed for church and went to collect the girls. 
 
      
 
    Both were bubbling with excitement and Abigail struggled to keep their bowed hair tight as they bounced about the room.  
 
      
 
    “Abigail said that Father came home last night,” Rebecca said in excitement. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, did you not see him at supper?” Hannah asked the girls in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “No, he didn’t take supper last night,” Rebecca responded rather regretfully. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait to see him, though,” she added. “Caroline and I have our paintings all ready,” she ran over and showed Hannah the watercolor framed and at the ready. 
 
      
 
    Hannah’s heart sank. In all the turmoil yesterday, she had completely forgotten that the girls would want to show them to their father and by so doing give up their secret visits to Concordshire. 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking,” Hannah said, coming to kneel before the girls, “since we are getting so close to Yuletide, wouldn’t it be lovely to gift them to your father on Christmas?” 
 
      
 
    Rebecca liked this idea but Caroline seemed to ponder it a bit longer. She was going to be a harder sell. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure by then your father will have most of the west wing done, then when you give them to him on Christmas, he could put them right on the wall. Wouldn’t that be lovely?” Hannah encouraged a little more. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Caroline, that will be nice, won’t it?” Rebecca said to her sister. 
 
      
 
    Caroline looked down at the framed watercolor in her hand. It was a vase with an arrangement of flowers in it. She had worked so hard and it was so beautiful she did want her father to be the absolute most proud of her when she gave it to him. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose that would be alright,” Caroline finally said after a few moments of pondering. 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Hannah said, coming to stand filled with the mixed emotion of relief and guilt. 
 
      
 
    She guided the girls downstairs and to their waiting father. Both girls were so happy to see him again after such an extended time that Hannah was sure the portraits were already forgotten. 
 
      
 
     “Good morning, Miss Jacobson. I trust you are feeling better?” Lord Grimshaw greeted ever so politely. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am, thank you,” Hannah replied. 
 
      
 
    She could feel the stiff awkwardness between them after such an intimate encounter the day before. She couldn’t help but remember the feeling of his hand brushing along her cheek, the warmth of his presence as he sat next to her on the couch. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes met his brown ones and, in their depths, she saw he was recalling the same memory. She looked away blushing and Lord Grimshaw cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we go,” he said to the three ladies as he motioned with one arm to the exit and held Rebecca’s hand in his other. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing outwardly unusual about the carriage ride, the sermon at church, or the return ride home. By all accounts from an outsider looking in it was quite routine. 
 
      
 
    There was something new in the air, however. It began with the shared look before departure and seemed to grow as every second ticked by. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the trip, there was an unspoken longing and desire seeping into every inch of Hannah’s being. She could scarcely look at Lord Grimshaw without her face turning crimson from it. 
 
      
 
    The girls were naturally too young to see it and acted as they usually did on a Sunday. They spent the ride in the carriage asking their father one question after another about his time in London. 
 
      
 
    He was all too happy to oblige them with tales of dinners and balls that he attended. Apparently, Hannah learned he made quite a social event of his business trip. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure why she felt such pangs of jealousy with every mention of a dance he had or a fine lady he met in his months away. 
 
      
 
    She had never cared about the society of the ton before. She was never part of it and really had little connection to it besides what she saw in the baron’s house.  
 
      
 
    Even then, during the height of the Season, when the baroness constantly had visitors and events to attend, Hannah had felt little desire for the Season. 
 
      
 
    Hearing the words pour out of Lord Grimshaw’s mouth, however, the activities took on a whole other meaning to her. 
 
      
 
    She was sure it was just the way he seemed to weave the words into such enchanting tales for the benefit of his daughters that made it all sound so enticing. If she was truly being honest with herself, she was jealous of this life that Grimshaw spoke of that he had outside of Brighton Abby. 
 
      
 
    When she questioned herself why she should care, again the memory of his touch on her cheek came flooding back. It was a silly thing that vexed her so. 
 
      
 
    She was sure that Lord Grimshaw could feel the turmoil in the unspoken words as well and was equally disturbed by it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sebastian Blackburn wasn’t sure if it was his housekeeper’s words or the fact that he just spent all day in Miss Jacobson’s presence pining after her, but either way, he needed to shift his attention. 
 
      
 
    He was growing increasingly aware that the feelings he had for the lady were far from an employer and employee type of relationship. It was also something that couldn’t be done for the sake of the girls. 
 
      
 
    By Monday night he had reached one final conclusion, the only way to remove her image from his mind was to replace it. He sat down to his writing desk at that very moment and penned a letter. 
 
      
 
    Of all the ladies he had met and had matrimonial inquisitions with there was only one that he knew he would never ever feel romantic feelings for. Lady Tara Marlow was similar to his late wife and nothing like her all at the same time. 
 
      
 
    She would be the mother that his daughters needed, their sponsors to the ton when the time came. She would be all too happy to secure the title Countess if his guess was right. Every moment with that woman would remind him of his late wife. He was sure it was the penitence he deserved for loving another besides her. 
 
      
 
    Lady Tara would remind him of all he had lost and why it was so precious. She would be the face that told him that no matter what Ann said, it was wrong to let anyone else into one’s heart. 
 
      
 
    He wrote so quickly that he left two blots on the paper. It was uncouth but he cared little. He wanted to get it done as quickly as possible before he changed his mind. 
 
      
 
    With the envelope sealed and set out to be taken in the morning mail he felt a great relief come over him. Then a thought crossed his mind. 
 
      
 
    He only held it for a moment before walking up the stairs determinedly to his wife’s old room. He stood in the door frame for some minutes. It had been a while since he opened that door. 
 
      
 
    Despite his absence, the household servants had kept it clean and dust-free. He walked slowly around the room with nothing but the light from a full moon to guide him.  
 
      
 
    He could have walked that room in the dark he had been in it so many times. He made his way over to the mirror where he could almost see her sitting and brushing her long black hair. He reached down and touched the silver polished comb and boar hairbrush that sat on the vanity. 
 
      
 
    It took all he had to keep back the wave of emotion that hit him hard. He missed her so much.  
 
      
 
    Instead of letting it flow freely, however, he stuffed it back down and made his way to his intended target. Opening the top drawer of her dresser he found the stack of letters. 
 
      
 
    Several of them were addressed to their girls. The day that they would have their coming out. The day that they would be married. The day they would have their first child. The last letter at the bottom, however, he knew had neither Rebecca’s or Caroline’s name on it. 
 
      
 
    He pulled it forward and looked at it in the darkness. He couldn’t see his wife’s hand-written inscription on it but he knew already what it said, ‘To Mrs. Sebastian Blackburn, Countess of Grimshaw.’ 
 
      
 
    He considered lighting a fire. He would never let this fall into Lady Tara Marlow’s hands as she didn’t deserve such a thing.  
 
      
 
    Instead, he turned it over in his hand and felt the wax seal on the back. He always wondered what Ann could have possibly said to the woman that she thought would be his future wife. The envelope was thick enough that it must have been quite a lot. 
 
      
 
    He hesitated for what seemed like moments but he later realized was much longer as he felt his hand over the seal her hand had pressed, the writing her hand had inscribed. 
 
      
 
    He stuffed the letters back into the drawer and sat down on the bed in a crumpled mess. Holding his head between his hands he forced the tears back. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he whispered to the spirits of the darkness. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw wasn’t sorry to be inviting Lady Tara to his house for the winter season. He wasn’t sorry that he was going to make his intentions clear that he wanted to marry her. He wasn’t even sorry that he would share the rest of his life with that woman for the sake of his daughters’ well-being. 
 
      
 
    He was sorry for a more sinister act. One he was sure that Ann would never be able to forgive him for. One day he would stand at the golden gates of heaven where his Ann would meet him and still he would be filled with this guilt.  
 
      
 
    It was the knowledge that he had made room in his heart to love another. He had thawed it out and let someone else in. It didn’t matter that Ann had said such was necessary. It still felt like a great betrayal in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    As far as Grimshaw was concerned he had done worse than when he watched her slowly die in front of him with no help for it. He had actively let this pain happen. He had let himself fall in love and in so doing he was sure he had broken Ann’s heart. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The Earl of Grimshaw took a steadying breath outside the schoolroom door. He wasn’t sure why he was so nervous to do this, but it would have to be done all the same. 
 
      
 
    He knocked softly before letting himself in. Inside the room, Grimshaw found Hannah seated in the chair by a warm fire to keep off the autumn chill. Sitting on the floor in front of her was Rebecca playing with her dolls. At the other side of the hearth was Caroline seated in a chair working on her sampler. 
 
      
 
    Hannah looked up at Grimshaw and smiled at his entrance. She set the book aside that she was no doubt reading aloud.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw did his best to stuff down the fluttering that seized his heart when she smiled at him like that. It was those smiles when her dimples showed so deeply that did him in. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder,” he said, standing a little awkwardly, “if I might have a moment to speak with the girls about something.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Lord Grimshaw,” Hannah said, coming to her feet and setting the book open on the arm of the chair to keep its place.  
 
      
 
    “I will be just in the other room visiting with Abigail if that is alright,” Hannah said, walking over to the door that joined the nursery to the schoolroom.  
 
      
 
    Abigail would pass her time in there occasionally darning as needed or perhaps knitting. Occasionally she would stay in the schoolroom and listen while Hannah read, but that wasn’t the case on that particular day. 
 
      
 
    “That would be fine, thank you, Miss Jacobson,” Grimshaw said, doing his best to hide his feelings for her. 
 
      
 
    In reality, he looked very stern but to his inward eye, he feared that it was plain to see his affection for her. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw waited until Miss Jacobson left the room and shut the door softly behind her.  
 
      
 
    “Girls,” he said, coming to stand before them.  
 
      
 
    Rebecca kept playing with her dolls, though Caroline was happy to put aside her embroidery and place her attention elsewhere.  
 
      
 
    “I have something I need to tell you. Well…I’m not sure how to put this,” he stammered and then started to pace in front of them. 
 
      
 
    “What is the matter, Father? You’re acting strange,” Caroline observed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just a little nervous, is all.” 
 
      
 
    “What for, Daddy?” Rebecca cooed in her angelic way. 
 
      
 
    “I have some news to tell you. I want you to take it well.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it then?” Caroline asked, old enough to know that she should be nervous at such a declaration.  
 
      
 
    Certainly it couldn’t be good news for her father to act in such a way. He was practically struggling to get the words out. 
 
      
 
    “While I was in London, I told you I attended many dinners, balls, events like that. Over the course of my stay, I met someone. She is a very amiable woman as I think you girls will find.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you saying?” Caroline sat up in her chair like a prickly porcupine.  
 
      
 
    He gave a long sigh, “Her name is Lady Tara Marlow. She is the daughter of Lord and Lady Waldron. I have invited them to come stay with us over the holidays.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever for?” Caroline demanded, though she was sure she knew the answer. 
 
      
 
    “I intend to marry her,” Grimshaw said, stilling his pace and looking down at his daughters. 
 
      
 
    “How could you? How could you do that to Mother?” Caroline said in a sharp tone. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, Caroline. There is no need to be upset.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw looked down to little Rebecca who had stopped her playing. She might not have quite understood it all but tears were brimming in her big eyes to see her father so nervous and her sister so furious. 
 
      
 
    “You need a mother, you both do,” he tried to explain to her. “She is someone who can show you the ways of the world and help you find your way through society.” 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson does that well enough,” Caroline snapped back. “She makes us do all those lady things like samplers and tea time and being proper. Why would we ever need a mother?” 
 
      
 
    “There are things that only a mother can do that a governess can’t. Lady Tara, you will find, is very kind. She will love you as her own children.” 
 
      
 
    “Grannie loves us as her own. Isn’t that good enough?” Rebecca started in. 
 
      
 
    Instantly Caroline turned on her sister and hushed her. 
 
      
 
    “Grannie?” Grimshaw asked, looking between the two of them.  
 
      
 
    Caroline was shooting daggers at her sister and Rebecca was looking at the floor, shamed that she had said something she wasn’t supposed to. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me now,” Grimshaw ordered in his demanding voice. 
 
      
 
    “She lives in the cottage in the village,” Caroline said softly. “Mrs. McCarthy.” 
 
      
 
    “McCarthy,” Grimshaw repeated, folding his arms across his chest. “How would you have occasion to see Mrs. McCarthy, let alone be on such friendly terms with her as to call her ‘Grannie?’” 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson has been taking us to her cottage every week. It was supposed to be a secret.” 
 
      
 
    “She has been taking you two to the village, to McCarthy’s house without my knowledge? And she told you to keep it a secret?” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was boiling with rage. If he had ever thought he could have loved Miss Jacobson he had no idea why. She was clearly a deceitful siren that had entrapped his daughters in her snare. 
 
      
 
    “We wanted to keep it a secret so it would be a Christmas present,” Rebecca tried to explain. 
 
      
 
    “What sort of a present? Were you going to surprise me with the gift of months of lies?” he bellowed.  
 
      
 
    “She has been our art tutor,” Rebecca mumbled with a tear falling down her cheek. “She lets us practice tea with her too and she had little kittens I get to play with.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw softened his expression. He had no reason to be mad at his girls. They had trusted their governess when she had encouraged them to keep the truth of the matter from him. 
 
      
 
    “And I suppose while you are taking lessons with Mrs. McCarthy, Miss Jacobson is visiting with her son?” he said more to himself as he paced the room again. 
 
      
 
    “He rarely comes,” Caroline said. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Grimshaw retorted, only seeing the affirmation of the gentleman’s presence during these secret trips. 
 
      
 
    “You girls may go to Abigail. You are done with school for the day. I will be having words with Miss Jacobson.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you cross, Father?” Caroline asked. “We only meant it to be a nice surprise. We worked so hard on our watercolors we thought you would like it that way.” 
 
      
 
    He forced himself to take a long breath. He leaned down to his girls’ level and took one in each of his hands. 
 
      
 
    “I am not cross with you. Neither of you did anything wrong. Miss Jacobson went against my wishes in taking you. I will need to have words with her over that fact.” 
 
      
 
    He stood back up and ushered the girls to go through the door and into the nursery.  
 
      
 
    Rebecca turned around, tears still spilling from her eyes, “Father, don’t be mad at Miss Jacobson. I love her so,” she whimpered. 
 
      
 
    He tightened his fists at his side. How this woman had bewitched his children. He said nothing but did his best to nod his understanding in an encouraging way. 
 
      
 
    Hannah was surprised when the door to the schoolroom opened and both girls came in upset. She ran to their sides and hugged them each to her. 
 
      
 
    “Is something the matter?” she asked the girls, though neither one could answer at first. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Jacobson,” Rebecca finally choked out between spilling tears. “I told the secret.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah’s blood ran cold at the child’s words. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson,” Lord Grimshaw’s voice boomed from the doorway. “I would like a word with you in my office right away.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t wait for a reply, just simply stormed away slamming the outer schoolroom door behind him. Hannah jumped at the action. 
 
      
 
    “It is alright,” she cooed to the girls who began to truly sob from the start of the door slamming. 
 
      
 
    “He said you weren’t meant to take us to the village,” Caroline choked between cries. 
 
      
 
    “And he is right. Forgive me for including you in something that should not have been done. It was wrong of me.” 
 
      
 
    “Will Father send you away?” Rebecca choked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Hannah said as the panic started to well deep inside her. “But no matter what happens, I promise you the two of you will be just fine.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah hugged each girl before coming to stand and passing off the girls to their nurse. She did her best to smooth out her skirts before leaving the sanctuary of the nursery to meet the waiting earl below in his office. 
 
      
 
    She stood outside his door and listened in for any sound that might give her an idea of what to expect. The sound of his thumping boots pacing the floor muted all other noise away. She guessed that wasn’t a good sign. 
 
      
 
    Softly she knocked on the door and the order to enter was given. Hannah did her best to hold her head up high as she came to stand before the earl. 
 
      
 
    Normally when she entered this room he was behind his desk, but today he was pacing in front of the hearth. She stood before him and he towered over her with his seething anger. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me it isn’t true? Tell me it is all a cruel joke? Please tell me that, because I could see no other reason why my girls would claim that you have been taking them to see McCarthy.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah kept her eyes fixed on the rug at their feet.  
 
      
 
    “I cannot say it is a lie because it isn’t. We have gone at least once a week these past several months for the girls to receive art instructions from Mrs. McCarthy.” 
 
      
 
    “What a strange thing to do,” he huffed through his nostrils, “since I hired you to be a whole educator to my daughters. Not to mention the fact that I explicitly told you not to go to the village without my presence.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re upset,” Hannah started. 
 
      
 
    “Upset? Upset!” Grimshaw bellowed. He threw his arms into the air. “Upset, I’m afraid Miss Jacobson, doesn’t even begin to describe what I am feeling. You went behind my back and you roped my daughters into your husband-hunting schemes.” 
 
      
 
    “My what?” Hannah retorted, flabbergasted. 
 
      
 
    “You heard me quite clearly. You only went to see that old widow so that you could make a connection with her son, Matthew McCarthy. The girls even told me he would be there.” 
 
      
 
    “Just a moment,” Hannah said, putting hands on her hips. “It is true that I took the girls to the village each week for art lessons against your wishes and without your permission. I convinced them not to tell you on the grounds that I knew you would behave in this bearish manner. Never did I have any other intentions than to bring company to a lonely old woman.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet her son was present, wasn’t he?” Grimshaw countered. 
 
      
 
    “On very few occasions, yes he was there. He rarely sees Mrs. McCarthy and even when he did, he didn’t stay long. I had no intentions towards him nor him to me.” 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t completely sure about that last part but as the man had not said anything outright on the matter, she figured it was a good conclusion to come to. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care how you rationalize things in your own mind,” Grimshaw retorted. “The fact of the matter is you disobeyed me, you encouraged my children to keep secrets from me, and you have shown to have a flawed character full of deception and dishonesty. I have no choice but to terminate your employment.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah’s jaw fell open and she took several shocked steps back. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe… I didn’t think…” Hannah stammered. 
 
      
 
    “No, you didn’t think,” Grimshaw retorted, still full of rage. “I will give you two weeks to secure travel and accommodation wherever it is you plan to go,” Grimshaw said, turning his back to her and leaning over the cold hearth. 
 
      
 
    Hannah stood there a few moments longer, still trying to process it all. She couldn’t believe what was happening. What was she going to do now?  
 
      
 
    “May I at least continue to instruct the girls until I leave?” Hannah finally asked.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw stood up from the hearth and turned to her, surprised by her request.  
 
      
 
    “Fine,” he said after a beat. “But I will require that Abigail be present at any time you are in their company.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah nodded and a tear escaped down her cheek.  
 
      
 
    She left the room as fast as her skirts would allow and went straight to the safety of her own bedroom with the door properly locked. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t blame the earl for being mad, she couldn’t even fault him for firing her. She had done wrong. She had been deceitful. 
 
      
 
    But all Hannah had wanted to do was bring some joy to an old lonely woman. Why was that so wrong? 
 
      
 
    Now she had two weeks left with the precious girls and then what? Where would she go? There was no possibility for her to secure another post at this time of year. Fall was already beginning to turn into winter. Even if she had a reference from the earl, which she was sure she wouldn’t, how would she find another position to take her? 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t bring herself to return to her family home. Her parents struggled so much as it was, to give them another adult mouth to feed would be cruel.  
 
      
 
    Her gut turned inward on her as she thought this over. What would her family do this winter without her income to supplement theirs? 
 
      
 
    She had nowhere to go, and unlike the last time she fled from a governess job, she had no savings to fall back on. She had given every coin she had between her family and Grannie.  
 
      
 
    She would scarcely have enough to pay for the fare back to London. What was she to do then? It would be cold with winter coming close behind and nowhere to live. 
 
      
 
    Hannah crumpled onto her bed. Her life had never seemed so destitute until this very moment. She was sure that what would make the cold and the hunger all the worse was the memories of the happiness she had here at Brighton Abby and how she had ruined it all. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    It only took five minutes after Hannah Jacobson left his office for the Earl of Grimshaw to completely and utterly regret his actions. 
 
      
 
    He had been angry, and yes rightly so, but he had lost control. He had lost it because he had been filled with jealousy. The idea that she had any interest in Matthew McCarthy made him sick to his stomach. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure if he could even trust the words she told him. Had she merely been visiting an old lonely woman as she claimed? How could he trust any words that came out of her mouth ever again?  
 
      
 
    Nothing could compare to the utter self-loathing he felt later that night at dinner when he had to inform the girls that Miss Jacobson would be leaving in two weeks’ time. 
 
      
 
    Rebecca said nothing, simply burst into tears and cried uncontrollably until Abigail was called to take her back to the nursery. Caroline was worse. She said nothing, just simply sat there. When Rebecca left, she followed behind without so much as a good night. 
 
      
 
    The earl told himself, however, all would be well with the arrival of Lord and Lady Waldron and their daughter. Lady Tara expressed interest in his girls, after all. She would be a great companion and a distraction to them. 
 
      
 
    Much to the earl’s surprise that distraction came much sooner than he anticipated. Only four days after the letter reached London, he found a response returned to him and by that evening the Marlow family themselves had arrived. 
 
      
 
    He suspected that they had literally dropped everything at the invitation and left that instant. Grimshaw found that all a little off-putting but did his best to think nothing of it. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, things only seemed to get worse from there. 
 
      
 
    “How lovely that you would bring your girls down before dinner. Will they be reciting their lessons for us before they go to bed?” Lady Tara said, seated in the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    Hannah, who had done everything in her power to steer clear of the earl since her termination, stood with both girls dressed for dinner and standing before the new guests. 
 
      
 
    “They are to join us for supper,” Lord Grimshaw said, a little perplexed by the need for explanation. 
 
      
 
    Of course he knew it wasn’t common for children to attend dinner parties, but he assumed since this visit was a clear declaration of his intentions that they would be treated like family. 
 
      
 
    “Children at dinner?” Lady Waldron gasped, scandalized. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lady Tara said, coming up next to Grimshaw and locking her arm into his. “I don’t think it is a very good idea, Grimshaw. They couldn’t possibly know how to behave properly and my poor mother has no stomach for impropriety.” 
 
      
 
    “You will find they are very proper and respectful little girls,” Grimshaw countered. 
 
      
 
    Both girls’ gazes fell to the carpet, embarrassed. Hannah put a protective arm around each of them to bring them comfort. 
 
      
 
    Lady Tara simply stared up at Lord Grimshaw with her black eyes full of expectancy.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose for the time being they can take their meals in the nursery,” he said half-heartedly. 
 
      
 
    “As it should be, my dear,” Lady Tara said, rewarding him with a dazzling smile. 
 
      
 
    “Come along, girls,” Hannah said softly, turning them around to leave the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    Hannah and Grimshaw’s eyes only met once. In the pools of her blue eyes, he saw the disappointment that he had not championed for his children’s cause. 
 
      
 
    He told himself that it had been unorthodox in the first place. It was also very natural to have changes to routine with the introduction of a new member of the family. He was certain they would understand when they got to know Lady Tara better. 
 
      
 
    She had assured him over the Season that she found children to be a joy and had spoken often about how she anticipated meeting his girls someday. 
 
      
 
    It did seem true that her mother had little taste for things out of the ordinary. Grimshaw was sure once he was married and Lord and Lady Waldron were returned back to their own home, things would go back to the way they once were. 
 
      
 
    A week after the Marlow family arrived at Brighton Abby and just two days before Hannah was required to leave, Lady Tara took her first interest in Lord Grimshaw’s two daughters. 
 
      
 
    It was as much a surprise to the girls as it was to Hannah when Lady Tara walked into the schoolroom unannounced and informed the children that they would be joining her for tea downstairs. 
 
      
 
    Though Hannah had yet to find anything to like in Lady Tara during their sparse interactions over the last week, she was sure that there must have been some good for the earl to invite her to his county seat. 
 
      
 
    For the benefit of the girls, who too got the feeling of something off-putting, Hannah kept on her brave face and did her best to encourage and excite them for their afternoon with Lady Tara. 
 
      
 
    “I would much rather go to Grannie’s house,” Rebecca moaned. 
 
      
 
    “I know, dear,” Hannah tried to comfort her by patting the girl’s silky brown hair.  
 
      
 
    “It’s been weeks since we’ve been to see her. What if she is sick or in need of help?” Caroline chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “She has Mr. McCarthy to look after her.” 
 
      
 
    Both girls looked up at their governess with big brown disbelieving eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I know he is not always the most attentive to her. But I am sure he is there for her when it really counts.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah had a hard time believing the words she was saying any more than the girls could. 
 
      
 
    “And anyway, Grannie is in good health and has good strength. She has got along fine for many years without our visits, I am sure she will get on fine a little while longer till you can go see her again.” 
 
      
 
    “But when will that be? Father is sending you away and we will have no one left to take us. We will lose you and Grannie all at once,” Caroline cried. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hush now,” Hannah said, folding the child into her arms. “You will not lose either of us. You are doing so well at your handwriting now that we may write to each other as often as you like.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you promise?” Caroline asked, looking up at her with a sniff of her nose. 
 
      
 
    Hannah hesitated. She, of course, would love to correspond with the girl forever. She had grown to love both Caroline and Rebecca as if they were her own girls. Two great problems lay in the way of that, however. 
 
      
 
    Firstly, there was still the fact that in two days’ time she would leave Brighton Abby and have nowhere to go. How could she promise to correspond with the girl when she would have no address to write to? Secondly was the earl himself. She was sure that he would never let his daughters continue a connection with her after what had transpired between the two of them.  
 
      
 
    “I will do all that is in my power to make it so,” Hannah finally settled on, before giving the girls a hug and sending them off with Abigail to attend to Lady Tara. 
 
      
 
    She sat down in the chair by the fire. So much stress had weighed her down these past weeks it was hard for her to keep up the facade of smiles for their sake. 
 
      
 
    To make matters worse, now that the whole house knew of her termination, Mr. Poole had become an even bigger harassment in her life. 
 
      
 
    When the earl returned to Brighton Abby, he had limited his nightly visits outside her door to just once or twice a week. She had thought that the earl’s presence in the house had deterred him once and for all. 
 
      
 
    With the news of her imminent departure, Mr. Poole had moved beyond brazen action. Every night he stood outside her door. Sometimes he would just pull on the handle, hoping that the motion would set the lock free, she supposed. Other nights he would stand there for hours at a time and speak to her. 
 
      
 
    It was a horrible thing to be woken up to. He would call her name over and over and say horrible foul things he wished to do to her. She was beginning to wonder if her virtue was truly worth the sanity he was slowly wearing down. 
 
      
 
    It was in this chair that Hannah, most accidentally, slipped off to sleep while the girls were off to their tea. 
 
      
 
    It was with a sudden jolt that she awoke. So used to the sound rousing her from sleep being a frightening one, she leaped from her chair dazed and confused.  
 
      
 
    Much to her surprise, she was not alone in her bed with Poole outside as she had imagined in her sudden stirring but instead still in the schoolroom. The sound that roused her was the clicking of the girls’ slippers on the hallway floor hurrying towards her. 
 
      
 
    “How was it?” Hannah asked, smoothing her hair and skirt.  
 
      
 
    She had long since removed the cumbersome cap. There was no point for it now. 
 
      
 
    “Dreadful,” Caroline said, coming to sit in the opposite chair with a fluff of fabric. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it couldn’t have been all that bad. Lady Tara seemed very kind to me,” Hannah did her best to say without giving way to her true feelings. 
 
      
 
    “We went down to the drawing room, Mother’s drawing room,” Caroline explained. “She was sitting in Mother’s chair. Rebecca told her that was where our mother sat and she said,” tears began to well in her eyes, “she said that it was the right place for her then because she was to be our mother now.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah held the child to her while she cried yet again. The poor dears were having such a hard run at life these days that it made Hannah ache and wish she could take it all away. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps she meant it in a happy way and you only misunderstood. Perhaps she was trying to say that she would be happy to love and look after such beautiful girls.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Rebecca cried, clinging to Hannah’s skirts with her own tears. “She even yelled at me.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever for?” Hannah asked, not knowing these girls to do anything to cause a harsh reprimand, well except for the Mr. Whiskers incident. 
 
      
 
    “I brought my doll with me and sat her down to tea with us. She said that it was babyish and that proper little girls left their toys in the nursery,” Rebecca half-muffled into Hannah’s skirts. 
 
      
 
    That was quite the last straw for Hannah as far as Lady Tara was concerned. How that woman could say such cruel things to two little angels who were already in a delicate condition was beyond her understanding. 
 
      
 
    No matter her personal feelings however, she would not share them with the girls. There was a very good chance that no matter their feelings towards Lady Tara or Lady Tara’s feelings towards them, she was going to be the future lady of this house.  
 
      
 
    The sooner they found a way to endure her, the better. Hannah would not fuel their dislike of the lady, no matter how justified it was. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure she was only nervous to spend time with the two of you. Give Lady Tara a chance and perhaps you will find that you like her very much.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to give her a chance! I will never like her! I don’t want to see her ever again!” Caroline burst out before running from the room in a fit of tears to her bed in the nursery.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The Earl of Grimshaw was beside himself with grief and confusion. The whole purpose of bringing Lady Tara into his life was for the benefit of his children.  
 
      
 
    Now he was receiving news that after an afternoon together Caroline was inconsolably upset and Rebecca had been reduced to tears. 
 
      
 
    “Did something go wrong?” Grimshaw asked Lady Tara. 
 
      
 
    “No, my dear,” she said in her high voice. He really didn’t like it when she used such a term of endearment. 
 
      
 
    “We had a lovely afternoon drinking tea. I am not sure at all why they would be upset. They left the drawing room happy enough. Although,” she continued as if the idea had just come to her, “they did go straight back up to that governess of yours.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw perked up and bristled all at once at the mention of Miss Jacobson. The only way he had gotten through these last two weeks was to not think about her as much as could be helped. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to presume anything of course, but you did mention her termination was due to trust issues. Is it really wise to continue to have her teach the girls in such a situation? Who knows what thoughts she could be putting in their head.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Grimshaw waved his hand in dismissal. “Her termination has no bearing on her ability to teach the girls. She cares for them deeply and would never do anything that might upset them.” 
 
      
 
    “But she can’t be happy having lost this position. Perhaps she is influencing them against me as a way to get back at you,” Lady Tara droned on as if the idea was positively horrible to her. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw rose from his seat and paced the room as he thought the matter over. A stray dark lock of hair fell in his face and he pushed it away in irritation. He was sure there was no way that Hannah Jacobson would do such a dirty underhanded thing to the girls, even if it was to punish him. 
 
      
 
    “I will go talk to Caroline,” he said finally. “I am sure it is all just a big misunderstanding that will be sorted out by dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am relieved to hear that,” Lady Tara said with a whoosh of breath. “I would hate to think that your girls did not like me.” 
 
      
 
    “They do like you,” Grimshaw insisted. “How could they not?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps if things were made official, they would not be so confused with this visit,” Lady Tara said as she picked a thread off of the top of her linen dress. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw hesitated. He was not used to women being so forward nor was he ready to make anything official.  
 
      
 
    “Let me go talk to Caroline,” he reassured the lady before excusing himself from the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw bounded the stairs two at a time and went straight for the nursery. There he found Caroline lying on her bed, red-eyed and still sniffling. 
 
      
 
    “What happened today?” Grimshaw asked softly as he came to sit next to his daughter on her trundle bed. 
 
      
 
    “She is horrible, Father,” Caroline said between sniffs. 
 
      
 
    “Is she? Or did someone tell you that she was?” he added rather reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    Caroline rolled over in her bed and sat up, looking her father straight in the eyes. Though she had the soft features of her mother Grimshaw could clearly see his own face in hers. 
 
      
 
    “No one needed to tell me. She was mean and cruel and she made Rebecca cry.” 
 
      
 
    “I think you should just give her another chance,” Grimshaw retorted. 
 
      
 
    He was relieved to hear that Miss Jacobson wasn’t turning their minds against his prospective wife. He hadn’t put much stock in the idea but had to ask nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    “She doesn’t have any children of her own,” he tried to explain, “nor was she lucky enough to have a sibling like you. She may be new to being around children and not always say the right thing. But I promise you she is trying.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Caroline said, laying back down on the bed. “She despises us.” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Grimshaw countered. “She has told me herself how excited she was to meet the two of you. She has high hopes that you all will someday be great friends.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to,” Caroline said like a petulant child. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw rose his voice to the tone that told his children that he meant business, “Caroline, there is a very good chance that we will be seeing a lot more of Lady Tara so I suggest you resign yourself to that fact. She is trying to be your friend; I don’t think it is asking too much of you to do the same.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline buried her head in her pillow and cried tears of frustration as her father stormed out of the room. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t understand what had gotten into the child for her to be so stubbornly against Lady Tara. Perhaps the lady had said something wrong, some sort of misunderstanding. 
 
      
 
    Children were literal creatures; a simple phrase may have put Caroline off and upset Rebecca. 
 
      
 
    As he strolled down the hall and to his own room to change for dinner, he reassured himself for the millionth time that this was the right course to take. 
 
      
 
    Caroline and Rebecca were going to need a motherly figure. Someone who could help them navigate society. Lady Tara had been a very involved member of the ton and her connections would be to his girls’ benefit when they were older. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps Caroline was just upset now because she worried that he was replacing the mother she lost. If he could only find a way to explain to his daughter that he would never allow another woman into his heart as Ann had been to him. 
 
      
 
    Even when one had somehow found a way in, he had fought it off. After all, that was why Lady Tara was here in the first place. With the lady at his side, Ann’s place would be secured and he could forget all about Hannah Jacobson. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hannah had chosen to take all her meals either with the girls in the schoolroom or in her own room. It was not hard to do so with the arrival of Lord Grimshaw’s guests. With the girls banished from his dining table, there was no point to her presence.  
 
      
 
    She was just coming up the stairs with a tray in hand from the kitchen below when a loud raucous noise caught her attention. 
 
      
 
    Setting down her tray on a hall table, she walked towards the front of the house where the frantic cries came from. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Grimshaw!” Mrs. Brennon said, bursting into the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw who had been standing by the piano to listen to Lady Tara play before dinner looked to his housekeeper in shock.  
 
      
 
    “Forgive the intrusion but you must see this right away,” Mrs. Brennon said, completely frazzled and waving a parchment in her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” he said, trying to infuse some calm into the woman. “Let’s take it out here,” he motioned for her to step outside the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    Lady Waldron was already fanning herself from the shock of the rude entry and Lord Waldron had the smelling salts at the ready should any other improper occurrence send his wife into fits. 
 
      
 
    In the hall, he was greeted by Abigail who was beside herself.  
 
      
 
    “What is ever the matter?” 
 
      
 
    Abigail tried to speak but nothing but choked sobs escaped her lips. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Caroline,” Mrs. Brennon said. “She is missing.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah entered the foyer just as these words were spoken. Her heart instantly jumped into her throat and she rushed forward, forgetting all the enmity between her and the earl. 
 
      
 
    “Caroline is what?” Hannah asked in a panicked tone. 
 
      
 
    “Give me that letter,” Grimshaw demanded, his own fear showing on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Dear Father, 
 
      
 
    I am sorry to inform you that I have run away. 
 
      
 
    Most sincerely yours, 
 
      
 
    Lady Caroline Blackburn.” 
 
      
 
    The earl read the short note out loud before looking to Hannah in worry. 
 
      
 
    “I would not doubt that she put the idea in Lady Caroline’s head,” Lady Tara’s voice called from behind the earl. 
 
      
 
    All parties turned to see that she had followed Grimshaw out of the drawing room and was accusing Hannah of Caroline’s disappearance. 
 
      
 
    “I would never condone a child to leave her home. Especially in the dark and cold. Oh, Lord Grimshaw,” Hannah said as the worries came flooding over her. “What if she got lost on her way?” 
 
      
 
    “On her way? On her way to where?” 
 
      
 
    “See,” Lady Tara said smugly, “she knows where the child is because she was the one to give her the idea.” 
 
      
 
    “I know where she is because I know where she would go being this upset.” 
 
      
 
    “Where?” Lord Grimshaw urged, reaching forward to gently grasp Hannah’s elbow. 
 
      
 
    He looked deep into her eyes with the plea of a worried father. She shared his concern and dismissed all anger from Lady Tara’s accusations. 
 
      
 
    “To Grannie’s of course,” Hannah said softly. “I will go and fetch her,” she added more determinedly. 
 
      
 
    “No, I will go,” Grimshaw said now that he had a destination in mind. “Mrs. Brennon, go and tell the stable boy to ready my horse.” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Lord Grimshaw, but it would be better if I go,” Hannah said softly. “She will be upset. I will stay the night with her at Grannie’s and talk things over with her. Eight years old is the start of a very emotional age in her life. I think this matter should be handled delicately.” 
 
      
 
    “And I cannot do that?” he said a little offended. 
 
      
 
    “You can be a little,” Hannah hesitated, “heavy-handed and overbearing at times,” she said in all honesty. “I think it would be best if I talk to her and we return together in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw thought this over. He was reminded of their argument earlier. He had gone to soothe Caroline and had only made her more upset. Hannah was right that he probably wasn’t the best candidate for a sensitive approach. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, but I will take you there myself and see that Caroline is at Mrs. McCarthy’s and safe. Then I will return in the morning to collect you both,” Grimshaw said with finality. 
 
      
 
    “Go and get your things and we can leave.” 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing I need that is so important not to leave right now,” Hannah said.  
 
      
 
    Her greatest fear was that Caroline might get lost in the dark walking on the road. What if she went the wrong way and got hurt? The sooner she was at Mrs. McCarthy’s cottage and saw Caroline safe by the old woman’s hearth the better. 
 
      
 
    He nodded in silent understanding of her urgency for he felt it too and was, in fact, grateful for her sense of propriety in the matter. 
 
      
 
    “Grimshaw,” Lady Tara called as the other two started to make their way out of the house. “What about dinner? What am I to tell Mother and Father?” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Tara, this is an emergency. My daughter could be lost or hurt or worse. I am sure you can find a way to give them my condolences on missing the night’s meal,” Grimshaw said before turning without another thought for the woman. 
 
      
 
    When the two got outside there were already two steeds saddled and ready for them. Both mounted silently and Hannah took the lead to show him the way to Mrs. McCarthy’s house. 
 
      
 
    They took the road painfully slow despite being on horseback only so that if Caroline was still out there, they could find her. 
 
      
 
    The night air was far beyond chilled and Hannah fretted over knowing that Caroline could be wandering alone outside. Even if she made it to Grannie’s house would she have prepared properly against the cold? What if she became sick from the cold winter night air? 
 
      
 
    Finally, they reached Grannie’s house with no answer to the call of Caroline’s name on the road. Hannah gave a sigh of relief when she saw through the cottage window Grannie and Caroline cozy in front of the hearth with a little kitty in her hand. 
 
      
 
    “She is inside,” Hannah called back to Grimshaw who was just behind her. “I can see her.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah dismounted her horse and tied it to a stake outside the house. Grannie with her hawk eyes noticed her coming and was at the door before Hannah was even done securing the reins. 
 
      
 
    “I will come for you both in the morning,” Grimshaw reiterated as he hesitated to leave. 
 
      
 
    Hannah simply waved him off for she had little care but to go in the house and see that Caroline was safe.  
 
      
 
    She rushed through Grannie’s open door and into the small front room. She fell onto Caroline, hugging and kissing her.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw hesitated before leaving. He wanted to make sure that no harm had befallen his child. He watched through the window as Hannah inspected the girl over before hugging and kissing her head again. 
 
      
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief. Surely she was safe and well. His last image was of the two girls in a tight embrace, the poor kitten desperate to escape the trap between them, with tears streaming down both sets of cheeks. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    After Hannah was reassured that Caroline was in fact whole and without injury, they didn’t speak on the matter again for the rest of the night. 
 
      
 
    Instead, they stayed by the warmth of the fire while Caroline played with the kitten and Grannie told tales from when she was a little girl. 
 
      
 
    Hannah knew that it was just what Caroline had needed. Though the child probably didn’t know it herself, she wasn’t running away but in fact running to. 
 
      
 
    She was running to the safety and comfort of a place and a woman who loved her wholly and unconditionally. That was what Caroline needed that night, so that was what Hannah made sure she received. 
 
      
 
    Both Hannah and Caroline slept on makeshift beds by the hearth and it was the first sound sleep that Hannah had had as long as she could remember. 
 
      
 
    She woke to the feel of the chill from the cold hearth and rose to get wood to get it going again. 
 
      
 
    “I think I might be out,” Grannie whispered so as not to wake up Caroline who was still fast asleep. “There is some by the shed, I’ll go pop out and get it.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t trouble yourself,” Hannah said, standing and stretching the sleep out of her joints. “I would be happy to do it. I’ll get a nice big pile going for you here by the fireplace so you won’t have to go out into the cold much more.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, dear,” Grannie said with a smile. “My husband was always good about keeping wood in the house. With him gone it’s hard for me to keep up with it all,” she added with a wistful sigh. “I’m sure Matty will be by someday soon and will see to me.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah smiled a reassuring comfort to the lady, though as she walked out in the crisp morning air, she was less sure that Matthew McCarthy had any care for the well-being of his mother. 
 
      
 
    As Hannah stepped out the back door of the cottage, she heard the distinct crunch of ice. Looking down she saw that a soft dusting of ice had frozen to the ground. The whole world around her was an icicle wonderland and she guessed that meant snow wasn’t far off either. 
 
      
 
    She was thankful that this cold had waited just one more night. Who knew how things would have fared for Caroline if she had marched the roads in the dark with this temperature in the air. 
 
      
 
    She listened to the soft crunch of her feet and the sound of the birds waking as she made her trips to and fro between the pile of wood and the hearth in the house.  
 
      
 
    An hour later, Caroline was awake and eating breakfast by its warm glow, and Hannah no longer felt the cold outside from her strenuous effort.  
 
      
 
    Hannah knew that Lord Grimshaw would be arriving at any moment and she would need to help Caroline come to terms with the new life before her. 
 
      
 
    “Caroline, you know what you did last night was wrong?” Hannah asked as they sat at the table. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to go back,” Caroline said sulkily. “I want to stay here with Grannie. I could take care of the kittens and help her around the cottage,” Caroline suggested. 
 
      
 
    “That’s such a lovely idea,” Grannie chimed in. “But your father would miss you sorely. You must go back home to him, my child.” 
 
      
 
    “But she is just awful,” Caroline pleaded now with Hannah. “I tried to tell Father and he wouldn’t listen to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that she doesn’t seem the greatest match for your family now,” Hannah said, putting an arm around Caroline and rubbing her back gently. “In all honesty, I can’t say that you will ever feel differently about her. But she must make Lord Grimshaw happy or he would not have brought her to Brighton Abby.” 
 
      
 
    Caroline grumbled at this. 
 
      
 
    “And he wouldn’t pick a lady that he didn’t think would also make you and Rebecca happy too. He loves you both so much. You are his whole world. Your father would never dream of doing anything that isn’t right for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you don’t like her either,” Caroline retorted as a last-ditch effort. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter if I do or don’t, does it? She is your father’s choice. Let’s be happy for him, hm?” 
 
      
 
    Though the words came out of Hannah’s mouth she couldn’t feel it in her heart. She wasn’t sure she could ever feel happy for Lord Grimshaw’s marriage to Lady Tara. The fact that she had to say such things to Caroline tore at her heartstrings. 
 
      
 
    Today was most likely going to be her final day with Caroline and Rebecca Blackburn, so she wouldn’t taint that moment with her personal thoughts on the lady. 
 
      
 
    She would want them to remember her as one who tried to help and lift them up, even if the prospect was looking bleak. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of a carriage caught all their attentions and silently they made ready for their departure. By the time the Grimshaw carriage had pulled up to the cottage, cloaks were on and hugs and goodbyes were expressed to Grannie. 
 
      
 
    Johnson hopped down from the driver’s seat, took the horse that Hannah had rode on the night before and tied it to the back of the carriage to follow behind. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw stepped out of the carriage looking like he had had little sleep and no time to shave. Hannah guessed it was the look of a father up all night worried over his daughter’s happiness. 
 
      
 
    Caroline didn’t say a word to him but merely got into the carriage. He looked to Hannah questioningly. 
 
      
 
    “Just give her a little time,” Hannah said to calm his fears. 
 
      
 
    Hannah climbed into the carriage behind Caroline and Grimshaw followed too. Caroline stuck to Hannah’s side, leaning on her for support as they took the ride back to Brighton Abby in silence.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was because Caroline too remembered this was to be Hannah’s last day at the estate or perhaps it was because she knew in Hannah’s shadow her father would not press her, but either way she would not leave the side of her governess upon their return. 
 
      
 
    Finally, rather reluctantly, Caroline was ushered to Abigail and Hannah was left on her own. The earl also with a heavy weight on his mind went straight from the carriage to the closed doors of his office. 
 
      
 
    It left Hannah a bit in limbo in the middle of the foyer. No doubt she was to go to her room and prepare to leave that very day. The problem was she still had nowhere to go nor any means to get there.  
 
      
 
    Hannah thought back to the sound of the crunching ice under her feet that morning. What was she to do now with winter coming in earnest and no prospects of shelter over her head? 
 
      
 
    As much as she regretted the thought as it came to her, she knew there would be only one course of action. It was something she would have rather never had to do, but nothing could be done for it. 
 
      
 
    She would have to stand before the earl and beg him to let her stay on in any capacity possible at least until the coldest parts of winter passed. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Hannah knew where she would find the earl. After breakfast, he often retired to his office to see to any work he might have.  
 
      
 
    After seeing to any paperwork, he would spend his afternoon with his guests instead of working in the west wing as he had been doing in the past.  
 
      
 
    Hannah needed to speak with him alone. She was sure if she waited too long, he would be with his guests and she would be forced to grovel in front of all of them. 
 
      
 
    Standing outside the office door, Hannah leaned her ear against the wood to hear for any sound. She could hear the subtle sound of a quill scratching on paper. Taking a step back from the door she smoothed out her skirts and took a long deep breath. Raising one hand that only slightly quivered, she knocked softly on the door. 
 
      
 
    She opened it when bade to enter and was surprised to see Lord Grimshaw wasn’t alone in the room. Seated across from him looking far too small in the massive chair was Caroline. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to interrupt anything,” Hannah said quickly, “I just wondered if I might have a word with you at some point today?” 
 
      
 
    “Now is fine,” Grimshaw said, leaning back in his chair. “Caroline, you may go join your sister in the nursery now.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you will consider what we have talked about today,” Grimshaw added when the repentant little girl stood up. 
 
      
 
    Hannah gave her pupil a weak smile and hoped that he hadn’t been too hard on her for her escapade the night before. 
 
      
 
    “Please take a seat,” Grimshaw said as the door slowly closed, leaving them in privacy. 
 
      
 
    “I think I would do better to stand,” Hannah said with only a slight quiver to her voice. 
 
      
 
    He studied her with his dark eyes, trying to seek out the reason for her nervous behavior. 
 
      
 
    Hannah sucked in one long breath and then let all her words rush out on the exhale. 
 
      
 
    “I know that my termination of employment is effective today. Unfortunately, I have been unable to secure any sort of accommodation elsewhere. I understand that you may already have a replacement governess and that I no longer am acceptable to work in that capacity for you. I wonder if you might allow me some lodging until I am able to secure otherwise. I’m sure by the spring at the very latest. I would be happy to work any way you deem appropriate for payment.” 
 
      
 
    The earl’s dark eyebrows had raised at the beginning of her speech in surprise but by the end of it, a soft smirk brushed against his square jaw.  
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson, please take a seat,” he motioned with his hand. 
 
      
 
    Hannah hesitated for only a second. Was he smiling because he was going to enjoy denying her the request? She didn’t expect a serious man like Lord Grimshaw would be so happy to carry the burden of her in his household longer. 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, she walked forward and took the chair that Caroline had left vacant.  
 
      
 
    “Caroline and I had a very long talk since returning home from Concordshire,” Grimshaw said, lacing his fingers in front of him. “It seems I owe a great debt to you. Caroline was reluctant to listen to my urgings but you, Miss Jacobson, seem to have the magic touch to get through to her.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not at all sure what you said to her, but Caroline has decided to give Lady Tara a chance and I thank you for that,” he finished softly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad I could help. I know big changes can’t be easy on ones so young.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I dare say it’s hard on all of us,” Grimshaw said with a distant look to his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “But in light of the recent event, I believe I acted too hasty before. You clearly care for my girls and keep their best interests at the heart of your intentions.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you saying?” Hannah asked so as to make sure there was no miscommunication. 
 
      
 
    “I am saying I rather hoped that you would stay on as governess. And,” he added hesitantly, “that you would forgive me for losing my temper as I did.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah put her hands to her mouth in surprise and did her best to hold back the tears. Only moments ago, she was looking at a life with no chance of employment and no way to take care of herself. Now she again had a roof over her head and what’s more, was given a second chance to end this job on good terms. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know how much that would mean to me,” she said softly so as to control her emotion. “I can’t wait to tell the girls! Oh, this is so wonderful. Thank you so much,” Hannah continued. 
 
      
 
    “Please, it is I who should thank you. This morning with Caroline I saw how much she has grown and blossomed under your care. You do me a great service by staying.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw smiled, satisfied that at least he didn’t have to worry about finding another governess.  
 
      
 
    “Although,” he added with a warning tone, “I must ask you keep to my requests. If you go into the village to see your Mrs. McCarthy, I would like to also be present. I can make myself available to fit around the schedule you have already made with the widow.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lord Grimshaw. That is most kind of you. I know the girls, Caroline especially, will be relieved to know they can visit with her again.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she must have truly taken to the widow to run to her last night.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I believe they are cut from the same cloth,” Hannah mused. “They have a lot in common and Grannie makes a good womanly influence for her.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw’s mind went to darker thoughts at the mention of a role model. Lady Tara was supposed to be that womanly influence on his girls. In fact, it was the sole purpose that he had brought her to Brighton Abby for. 
 
      
 
    He had no enjoyment in the thought of marrying the lady. He did it only for his girls. Now he was torn by the fact that they, themselves, fought against the idea of a motherly figure to take care of them. 
 
      
 
    Caroline had expounded in detail the afternoon tea she had with Lady Tara that led to her leaving Brighton Abby. He would have liked to tell himself that perhaps there was a misunderstanding somewhere in the interactions his daughter had with the lady, but he couldn’t seem to find a logical explanation for one. 
 
      
 
    Lady Tara had spoken repeatedly about her love of children back in London. She had also seemed heartily interested when he spoke of his daughters. He couldn’t see that to be the case by the way Caroline explained her actions yesterday afternoon. 
 
      
 
    “Is something the matter, Lord Grimshaw?” Hannah asked, noticing the dimness to his eyes. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head as if to physically remove the melancholy.  
 
      
 
    “It’s all just a bit more difficult than I expected,” he finally said softly. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure the girls will warm up to her,” Hannah said, though it was an uncomfortable feeling to encourage Lord Grimshaw in a relationship with Lady Tara. 
 
      
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out the envelope that he had taken to keeping with him now at all times.  
 
      
 
    “I am concerned that they won’t,” he said, staring down at his late wife’s handwriting. 
 
      
 
    “Even so, it is your choice. Caroline and I spoke over the matter. She agreed it is more important that you have your happiness.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw looked at her, surprised by her words. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not happy with her. In fact, I can’t stand her,” he said blatantly.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Hannah said, shocked by his words. 
 
      
 
    “She spoke of loving children so much, wanting to have some of her own to take care of, all throughout our time in London. I thought she would be a good match for the girls.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand where your desire comes from to see them taken care of well, but would it not be better to find a woman you have affection for?” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw stared at her long and hard. He was sure that the pools of her blue eyes could tell what was being said in his mind. It was her that he cared for deeply.  
 
      
 
    “I could never,” he said softly, replacing the envelope. “I couldn’t bear to do that to Ann.” 
 
      
 
    “Your late wife?” Hannah asked softly. 
 
      
 
    All Grimshaw did was nod, looking down into his hands. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure she would be happy for you if you did find someone you could love.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps. She said as much herself,” he said with a wistful smile that faded quickly. “I could never do that though. It would be like a betrayal.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah didn’t know what to say. She could certainly appreciate the complexity of the situation and could plainly see the turmoil that it caused him. 
 
      
 
    “I thought if I found someone who would love my children as their own, I would do right by Ann’s request to remarry. I figured that was what she meant by it, anyway. It would be all the better to be a woman that I could never have romantic feelings for. That way I could always be true to her.” 
 
      
 
    “But do you honestly think Lady Grimshaw would be happy knowing you went through your life miserable for her sake?” Hannah paused before continuing in a gentle tone. 
 
      
 
    “Caroline only shared a few memories she had of her mother with me, but from what I have learned of Lady Grimshaw she was a kind woman. She would want you to be happy too.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was surprised that Caroline had spoken to Miss Jacobson about her mother. He was more surprised she had any memories to speak of. She was so little when her mother had died and Grimshaw rarely ever talked about her due to the emotions it would bring up. 
 
      
 
    He thought Miss Jacobson’s words over. He knew she was right. Ann was too kind a person to ever ask anyone to suffer on her account.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose it doesn’t matter now. Nothing can be done about it.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Hannah asked, trying her best to hide the feeling of her stomach dropping to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Had the earl already made arrangements for marriage to Lady Tara? She hoped for Caroline and Rebecca’s sake that wasn’t the case. 
 
      
 
    “My intentions were clear enough when I asked the Marlows to come for the holidays. It will be expected now.” 
 
      
 
    “But not said?” Hannah asked again with relief. 
 
      
 
    He leaned back in his chair and studied her. Hannah was sure her face was giving way to her inner emotions. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said softly, boring into her eyes with his own, ‘not said yet. But expected nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t presume to give you advice on a matter I could not understand fully myself. As a woman who loves Caroline and Rebecca, however, I might give a suggestion on how Lady Grimshaw might feel about a connection to Lady Tara for their sake.” 
 
      
 
    “And what would that be, Miss Jacobson?”  
 
      
 
    “Don’t. They are wise enough to realize you are suffering on their behalf. Even if Lady Tara does warm up to the girls, and perhaps she will, I worry that it will still cause a great rift between you and them.” 
 
      
 
    “You have such a wonderful relationship with your children. Far better than most. They need the love of their father far more than the affection of a woman.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw thanked her for her words. It certainly gave him quite a bit to think on. She left him in his office to his own musing for the rest of the morning while Hannah went to tell the girls the news that she would stay. 
 
      
 
    Though Grimshaw tried to resign himself to suffering a marriage for his children’s benefit, he knew that Miss Jacobson was right. Ann would not be pleased and if Lady Tara never warmed to the girls, they would certainly resent him for her presence. 
 
      
 
    There was one thing, however, that stayed ever-present in his mind as Grimshaw thought the matter over. Hannah Jacobson loved the girls. She loved them as if they were her own. 
 
      
 
    Clearly the feeling was mutual as well, as Caroline opened up to her in ways that she never did even for him.  
 
      
 
    He let himself muse over Miss Jacobson all the afternoon whilst Lady Tara played the piano and Lord Waldron talked to him of politics.  
 
      
 
    His feelings for her were no secret in his mind. He thought he saw hints that she too had some feelings for him. He couldn’t be sure though; she could possibly just have a great love for his daughters. There was also the interloping with David Poole to consider. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was sure he would get no peace until he knew the matter for sure. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw knew what he had to do to put his mind at ease. He was never one for playing games. He would go to Hannah Jacobson and ask her straight out if she had feelings for him. 
 
      
 
    It was unorthodox to be sure but he had to know and this was the surest way to find out. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, he still had guests to entertain and that took him well into the night. Frustrated by the incessant chatter of Lady Waldron and Lady Tara he was put in a sour mood indeed. 
 
      
 
    Though it didn’t seem proper to go to Miss Jacobson’s room so late at night, he knew he could not find peace until he found out the truth of the matter for himself.  
 
      
 
    It was close to midnight when his guests finally retired and Grimshaw made his way to the far side of the east wing where Miss Jacobson resided. 
 
      
 
    He was sure she would be fast asleep in bed but he wouldn’t be able to sleep himself that night unless he at least tried.  
 
      
 
    With nothing but a candle to light his way, he walked the darkness, determined to resolve the matter by dawn. He stood in front of her door and listened in. 
 
      
 
    Of course, there was silence on the other side. He was almost positive now that she was fast asleep and this was a fool’s errand he was on. Nonetheless, he softly knocked on the door. 
 
      
 
    If she was awake it was loud enough to hear but certainly not loud enough to wake her in the event she had already gone to bed. 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly he heard the ruffling of fabrics moving inside and a steady voice bade him enter. He took a long steady breath for the sake of his nerves and opened the door. 
 
      
 
    Hannah Jacobson had no doubt that Mr. David Poole would attempt to enter her room again this night. No doubt the news that she would be staying on as governess would reach the downstairs.  
 
      
 
    She had never expected when she came to grovel at Lord Grimshaw’s mercy that he would even allow her to stay, let alone reinstate her.  
 
      
 
    Hannah was sure that she was on some euphoric high from the news when she determined her plan for the night. It was going to be now or never.  
 
      
 
    She would not live one more night in Brighton Abby fearing what creatures might stalk her in the night. 
 
      
 
    For this reason, when she heard the heavy footsteps headed her way, she was not only awake but ready. Surprisingly Mr. Poole knocked softly on the door. 
 
      
 
    Hannah had anticipated him attempting to get in without so much as an invitation. She shuffled herself around the bed with a candlestick in her hand. Raising it in the air to be ready when the door opened, she bade the vile fiend enter. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw for the second time found himself being physically attacked by the tenacious Miss Jacobson.  
 
      
 
    Luckily as her weapon swung to hit him, he dropped his candlestick, extinguishing the light and gripping what he guessed was a fire poker of some sort.  
 
      
 
    “You rake! You monster!” Hannah yelled. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t anticipated Poole catching her blow. She desperately tried to yank the candlestick out of his grasp. 
 
      
 
    “What is wrong with you, woman?” Grimshaw’s voice shot back. 
 
      
 
    Hannah immediately dropped the candlestick into his hand.  
 
      
 
    “Lord Grimshaw?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said, exasperated and glad she had released her grip on the object.  
 
      
 
    He bent down to pick up his candle, now extinguished. 
 
      
 
    “Why would you tell me to come in only to attack me?” Grimshaw asked in confusion, holding the object close to his face. “And with a candelabra I see. A step up from the book I might add,” he added with humor. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry. I thought you were someone else.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you keep saying that.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah turned and found the matches on her hearth. Lighting one, she lit the candle there and brought it to Grimshaw to light his as well. 
 
      
 
    He was looking down at her, partly gauging if she was to faint again like last time. Luckily, she still had her same complexion and instead of fear, she seemed alight with purpose. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you would like to tell me who you were expecting instead?” 
 
      
 
    Hannah pursed her lips close together. She had no desire to tell the earl that David Poole was harassing her.  
 
      
 
    He may have been kind enough to give her job back but he clearly still didn’t completely trust her. Otherwise why else would he ask to accompany them to Mrs. McCarthy’s house.  
 
      
 
    If she told him she was expecting Mr. Poole to enter her room in the middle of the night he would jump to his own conclusion before she would even be able to explain the reason. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw set his candle down on the nightstand and crossed his arms, looking down on her severely.  
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson, I must insist you tell me. There is something going on here and I demand to know it.” 
 
      
 
    “Even if I did, you wouldn’t believe me anyway. I shall save my breath, thank you. Please tell me what brings you to my room at this late hour and quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “I will happily do so after you inform me who you are expecting instead of myself?” Grimshaw retorted, willing to match her stubborn nature. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly Hannah stilled at the sound of more approaching steps. Her eyes fell on the candlestick still in Grimshaw’s hands.  
 
      
 
    Recognizing her thoughts, he held it farther back from her and gave her a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    She instantly ran to shut the door and lock it as quietly as possible and then blew out the candles so that they were standing again in the dark. 
 
      
 
    “Please, sir,” Hannah whispered pleadingly, “the candlestick.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe all in company will be much safer if I hold this,” he returned in his own whisper, sensing that the guest was not welcome by her actions. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was puzzled by the whole event. But he had little time to register it as the light of a candle shone beneath the door and someone attempted to open the door without even a knock. 
 
      
 
    He watched as Miss Jacobson tensed for just a moment as the handle was jiggled. She took a step towards him and he couldn’t help but enjoy the fact that she was leaning towards him for protection. 
 
      
 
    What was it that she needed protection from? He was about to open the door and see for himself since she had no desire to tell him the name of this night intruder. Suddenly he heard the clanking of keys and one being slid into the lock. 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear,” she said under her breath. “He got a key.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw turned around, keeping Miss Jacobson at his back for protection. Though he was sure he couldn’t possibly need it he lifted the candelabra into the air as several keys were tried in the lock. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the clicking sound of gears turning echoed in the room and Grimshaw stiffened, ready to meet the assailant. 
 
      
 
    The door swung open and much to his surprise he found before him the shocked face of David Poole. David only hesitated a moment, before turning to run. 
 
      
 
    In two long steps, Grimshaw was out the door and facing the retreating figure of Poole. 
 
      
 
    “David Poole! I saw your face, man! Return right now or I shall have you arrested.” 
 
      
 
    His voice boomed down the hall and surely woke the whole house but he didn’t care. What he cared about at that moment was to know why Poole was at Hannah Jacobson’s door and with a key to boot. 
 
      
 
    Had he been right in his first assumption that they were interlopers? Even worse, was it a far more intimate relationship than he imagined Miss Jacobson would ever have outside of wedlock? 
 
      
 
    Poole halted at the earl’s words. There would be no chance for him to run now that he was recognized. It wasn’t hard to do so with his fire-red hair glowing against the candlelight even as he retreated. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Grimshaw, I had no idea you would…I am afraid we both have been entrapped in a very devious plot.”  
 
      
 
    Hannah now also exited her room and stood close by Grimshaw.  
 
      
 
    “Entrapped? What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously Miss Jacobson asked us both to be here tonight. Normally I don’t condone such immodest behavior,” Poole said, using his quick wit to his advantage. “I am afraid Miss Jacobson was most insistent I come to her room tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I was not asked to Miss Jacobson’s chambers nor would I expect her to do the same to any man.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw looked down at the woman to his side. 
 
      
 
    “Of course not,” she said, surprised that he would even consider asking. 
 
      
 
    “I am afraid she is lying,” Poole said with an unfortunate look to his words. “She was most bewitching. I am ashamed to say she convinced me to visit her this night.” 
 
      
 
    “I would not lie to you, sir,” Poole continued. “I have been a loyal member of your staff these last five years. I have never given you a reason to mistrust me.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah was faltering as she stood. This was why she had not spoken a word to Lord Grimshaw about Poole. She was sure he would believe the man over herself. 
 
      
 
    “Hannah,” Grimshaw said, turning towards the lady, “tell me the truth of it and I will believe you.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah searched his eyes for his sincerity and in the dark recesses, she found it. She could lose nothing by at least trying. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Poole has continued to harass me since my arrival despite my attempt to stop him. I have been forced to lock myself in my room at night for safety and cannot be alone in the house without fearing his attacks.” 
 
      
 
    “She lies, sir,” Poole said with a scoff. 
 
      
 
    “I highly doubt that as I myself have been witness to her attempt to fend off an attacker,” Grimshaw retorted. 
 
      
 
    “I have proof, sir,” Poole said, reaching into his pocket. “Here, a lock of hair that Miss Jacobson gave me as a symbol of her affection.” 
 
      
 
    He held up the golden lock in the glow of the firelight tied with a piece of twine.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw turned to Miss Jacobson for a response. Her face went white as a ghost and for just a second he faltered in his belief of her words. 
 
      
 
    “He took it from me,” she said weakly. “I was in the garden. Mr. Poole pulled me into a corner, he held a knife to my throat so I wouldn’t scream and took the lock.” 
 
      
 
    He could see her clenching her fist to stop from shaking from just the simple memory of the event. He realized he knew the time well.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw had watched her with the girls in the garden. After the children left, he thought he saw her walk into a darkened corner and then Poole walk out. 
 
      
 
    Now that the prejudice produced by the previous governess’s actions was removed from his eyes, he realized she didn’t slip into the alcove but was pulled. It was such a little variance but he knew it clearly as he replayed the memory in his head. 
 
      
 
    His stomach hit the floor and rage filled Grimshaw all at once. He struggled to know what emotion to stuff down and which one to allow free reign. 
 
      
 
    Hannah Jacobson had lived in fear under his very own roof these past months. She had been tortured, tormented, and threatened. Worse, she never found it safe to ask for his help.  
 
      
 
    Would he have believed her had she come to him? In all honesty, he couldn’t say he would have. It made him all the sicker with himself. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw narrowed his gaze on David Poole and clenched his own fists. Poole swallowed hard and took a little step back. 
 
      
 
    “You will leave my house this instant. I don’t even want to see you stop to collect your things. I will have them sent,” Grimshaw said in a deep hard voice.  
 
      
 
    “If I ever see you so much as set foot on my property again, I will have you arrested. Do I make myself clear?’ 
 
      
 
    “But…” Poole stammered. “Yes, sir,” he finally sighed with resignation. 
 
      
 
    He turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Another thing,” Lord Grimshaw bellowed, taking full use of his authority. 
 
      
 
    He held out a hand in front of Poole, “I believe you have something that belongs to Miss Jacobson.” 
 
      
 
    Poole walked forward tentatively, not sure if it was a trick. Setting the lock of hair into the earl’s hand he stepped back again. 
 
      
 
    “The keys too,” Grimshaw bellowed. 
 
      
 
    He took the ring of keys from his pocket. No doubt someone who actually was trusted enough to have these would be searching for them. He would have to take them to Mrs. Brennon in the morning. 
 
      
 
    “Now go,” Grimshaw growled. 
 
      
 
    Poole couldn’t meet the earl’s gaze. He simply turned and walked away. It took all Grimshaw’s civility to let the fiend go and not beat him to a pulp. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw could scarcely look at the woman at his side. He was far too ashamed with himself. How he had allowed his governess to be harassed all without his knowledge in the safety of his own home was unforgivable. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Hannah said, putting a hand on his arm. “I wasn’t sure you were going to believe me.” 
 
      
 
    He pocketed the pilfered items and turned to the lady. He gently put one hand on either of her arms and pulled her closer to him. 
 
      
 
    She followed his motion until there was just a breath between them. She arched her head up to look into the earl’s face. She could see it wracked with torment and she wondered if he was again debating her worth in the house. 
 
      
 
    “I wish you would have told me sooner,” Grimshaw finally said with a soft husk to his voice. 
 
      
 
    “To think how you must have lived these months,” it pained him to say. 
 
      
 
    He reached a hand up and let the back of his fingers brush along her jawbone. Hannah leaned into his touch unconsciously. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t keep up with her own changing emotions this night. But to go from terrified over Poole’s actions to complete comforting bliss at Lord Grimshaw’s touch was the biggest leap for her. 
 
      
 
    “It hasn’t all been bad,” she said softly as she relished his touch.  
 
      
 
    “But it could have been far better,” Grimshaw responded with a furrow of his dark brows. 
 
      
 
    He tilted her head up ever so slightly with the tips of his fingers. She looked deeply into his dark eyes. He dipped his own head down just slightly. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to kiss her, to feel her soft velvet lips against his. She was ready and waiting for it as well.  
 
      
 
    Instantly his mind went to Ann and the letter. Grimshaw knew in his heart that Hannah was the one. 
 
      
 
    She was the lady who would love his children as her own, who would love him as her own. He had already opened his heart to her and let her in. Try as he might to shut her out, she had come in all the same. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw still had that hesitation, however. That thought of his wife and his loyalty to her. Could he ever let himself love again and not betray his wife?  
 
      
 
    The words Hannah had spoken to him had made sense at the time. Now that he was in the moment and full of passion for this woman, he wasn’t so sure his late wife would condone such actions. 
 
      
 
    He let his hand drop and took a step back from Miss Jacobson. She looked confused and hurt for just a second. He supposed she had fully intended that kiss too. 
 
      
 
    It pained him to see her hurt and denied. It hurt more to put that distance between them when his body and mind was screaming otherwise. 
 
      
 
    “You came to tell me something,” Hannah finally said to break the tension between them. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I did,” Grimshaw said solemnly.  
 
      
 
    He thought it over. He had come to tell her about his feelings. Now he wasn’t sure he could do that. The momentum was gone out of him.  
 
      
 
    “But I think there has been enough revelation for one night. I will leave it for another time,” Grimshaw said. 
 
      
 
    Hannah opened her mouth to protest, to encourage him to speak his mind. She could see there was no point to it, however.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, though,” he said with a soft smile. 
 
      
 
    “For what?” 
 
      
 
    “Our talk today. It gave me a great deal to think over.” 
 
      
 
    He lifted her hand to his lips, too tempted not to do so. Grimshaw kissed it softly, and Hannah took an unconscious step forward bringing them closer together.  
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Miss Jacobson,” he said softly. 
 
      
 
    She kept her eyes on his lips as they brushed the soft skin of her hand.  
 
      
 
    “I hope you sleep soundly. You are safe now,” he added. “I will verify he has removed himself from the property right now,” he reassured her. “You have nothing to fear at Brighton Abby any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Hannah managed to squeeze out in a whisper. “Goodnight.” 
 
      
 
    He reluctantly released her hand and she made to re-enter her room. She paused at the door for just a moment and looked back at him.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw watched her walk away from him. It was torture to see her go without making his feelings known to her.  
 
      
 
    He was rewarded however when she paused and glanced back at him. She smiled softly, letting those sweet dimples shine before slowly closing the door to her image.  
 
      
 
    Lord Grisham settled to traveling the length of the hall to his own room. Nothing seemed to have gone the way he hoped that night, but he still couldn’t be too disappointed with it. 
 
      
 
    “Grisham, what was that racket?” a genteel female voice called.  
 
      
 
    Grisham stopped in his tracks to find that just as he was passing Lady Tara’s room, she poked her head out. 
 
      
 
    “I thought I heard shouting.” 
 
      
 
    She stepped out into the hall in her dressing gown.  
 
      
 
    “Nothing to trouble yourself over, Lady Tara. Let’s just say I had a disgruntled employee but it’s all been taken care of now.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Tara looked down the hall towards the direction of the house he had come from. She mused she knew the only employee who would reside that way.  
 
      
 
    “I see,” she said in a satisfied knowing way.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw considered correcting her, but he thought better of it. He had little care for what Lady Tara thought. 
 
      
 
    In the morning he would make it clear to her that he had no intention of marrying her. Grimshaw seriously doubted she would stay long after that. 
 
      
 
    He was sure of his feelings for Hannah Jacobson, but knew she would need some time to recover from her negative experience with Mr. Poole.  
 
      
 
    There was also still that pesky feeling of guilt over his late wife. Miss Jacobson had made a lot of sense to him. He couldn’t deny his feelings for her any longer either.  
 
      
 
    But he was sure he would need to find a way to come to terms with his feelings towards his late wife before he could actually see a future with anyone else. 
 
      
 
    In a very strange and backward way, David Poole’s interruption that night had been providential.  
 
      
 
    His feelings for Miss Jacobson were there, and were sure to stay. Even the distraction of other prospects in London didn’t seem to shake her loose from him.  
 
      
 
    However, until he was ready to let his Ann go, he would never be ready to accept another woman in.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hannah Jacobson settled back into her room. She couldn’t shake the feeling of Sebastian Blackburn’s kiss on her hand.  
 
      
 
    She had found him so serious and somber when she first moved to Brighton Abby. Now she was starting to truly see him in a new light. 
 
      
 
    She considered when she had seen him working on his beloved west wing over the spring and summer. He had been breathtakingly handsome.  
 
      
 
    Hannah saw now that he was more than just a handsome, somber and brooding man. He had abounding love for his daughters. 
 
      
 
    So much so that he would do just about anything to keep them from getting hurt again, no matter what that entailed. 
 
      
 
    Hannah smiled at the thought. He was so overly protective of them now. How would he behave when they became of age to attend seasons in town?  
 
      
 
    She snuggled down into her cover to keep off the chill. She hadn’t lit a fire that night in her room and the cold was finding its way through the stone walls of the house. 
 
      
 
    Hannah had to keep reminding herself that winters had the potential of being much more severe here than in London. She couldn’t even imagine what that would be like. 
 
      
 
    Luckily, she wouldn’t have to. Unlike her childhood in the preparatory school, she would be allotted warm fires and heated water to wash in.  
 
      
 
    This night she was much too exhausted to get up and start the fire. She pulled her covers closer to her. It was much cooler than she was used to lately but nothing she hadn’t experienced before.  
 
      
 
    She would rather stay in the warmth of her bed than get out. As she lay there, she replayed Grimshaw’s actions that night. 
 
      
 
    She was so sure that he would not believe her words. Now looking back she saw how ridiculous that was.  
 
      
 
    She was pretty sure her months of torment could have been resolved if she had just gotten up the courage to speak with the earl. 
 
      
 
    He may have seemed controlling but he was not without common sense. If she had appealed to him at the start, she could have saved herself a lot of pain and suffering. 
 
      
 
    She would have liked to be free of Poole sooner but she had to admit that with that suffering had also come some growth. 
 
      
 
    After Baron Edgley’s attack, she had felt completely hopeless and afraid. Some days she could scarcely leave her room for fear.  
 
      
 
    Poole had tried to exercise that power over her again, and for a while, he had succeeded. But Hannah realized her time at Brighton Abby had seen growth in her. 
 
      
 
    She was not the scared miss who hid behind caps and rough fabrics anymore. She no longer felt at fault for the cruel actions of others and would not hide away to shield herself from them. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to Grannie’s encouraging words, she had found her own strength and courage to stand up for herself, first to her attacker and also to Lord Grimshaw despite the fears that he might not believe her. 
 
      
 
    She rolled over in her bed to settle herself in for a peaceful night of sleep, something she hadn’t had in quite some time. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes caught the light through the window. It was much brighter than it should be for the night. Blinking against it, she knew the curiosity was too much to resist. 
 
      
 
    Rising from her bed and wrapping a blanket around her to stave off the cold, she walked over to the window and pushed back the curtain. 
 
      
 
    The light of the moon and stars seemed to reflect in a kaleidoscope of color. Falling quietly to the ground was a steady flow of flakes.  
 
      
 
    Hannah stood by her window watching her breath fog the pane as she studied the glittering shimmer reflecting off of each beautiful flake. 
 
      
 
    She was sure there was no better sign for a peaceful night of sleep than the quiet coating of snow. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Hannah woke with a start to the sound of Mary knocking on her door. 
 
      
 
    “Hannah, are you up?” she called after she knocked for the third time. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Hannah called sleepily. “Yes, come in.” 
 
      
 
    Mary opened the door and poked her head in. 
 
      
 
    “My goodness, are you still asleep? Oh, why is it so cold in here? Was the tinder box not filled for you?” 
 
      
 
    “It was,” Hannah said, getting out of bed and stretching. “I was just too tired to light it last night.” 
 
      
 
    Mary set down the basin of steaming water that seemed to steam all the more from the chill in the room. 
 
      
 
    She walked over to the fireplace and started it herself. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to do that, Mary,” Hannah said, still working to remove the sleep from her eyes. 
 
      
 
    She could not remember a time she had slept so soundly. She should have been upset that she slept in. In fact, if Hannah had her wits about her, she would be frantically getting ready so as not to be late getting the girls.  
 
      
 
    But as of yet she was not fully awake and found she was still in a blissful sleepy mood. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll catch your death if I don’t warm this room up,” Mary said as she lit the match. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how you slept at all in this chill, let alone slept in.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose it felt kind of homey to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Homey?’ Mary asked, confused by her words. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the only home I truly remember was Hendrick’s. There was rarely ever a fire in the dorms and even the ones in the classrooms and dining halls were so small we often joked that if you sat more than two people away from it your porridge would freeze.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds awful,” Mary said, coming to stand and wiping any soot from her hands onto her apron.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, but when it’s really all you know…” Hannah said, shrugging the memory off. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not saying I lived like the queen myself growing up,” Mary responded. “It was me and my six siblings. We slept on a pelt bed next to the fire. I suppose I should feel blessed we were always warmed through the cold months.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’m beginning to see how much your cold months here in Concordshire differ from London,” Hannah agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” Hannah started waking up to the memories of last night. “It was snowing!”  
 
      
 
    She hopped barefooted over to the window with the excitement of a child.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, still is too,” Mary replied, not looking herself. 
 
      
 
    “I suspect we will be in for quite a storm. It usually comes like this in big flurries then it will warm up and melt it off a bit, only to do it all over again.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah stared out the window in amazement. If she thought the beauty of the frost at Mrs. McCarthy’s was mesmerizing, it had little in comparison to the sight before her eyes now.  
 
      
 
    The whole world was blanketed in the white crystals she had watched flutter to the ground the night before. Still, the snow was falling, adding to the blanket. 
 
      
 
    Now instead of glistening in the light, they seemed to fall like white down feathers underneath a grey fluffy blanket of clouds.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, I wonder if I can take the girls out to play in it this afternoon?” Hannah said half to herself. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I won’t expect it to stop for some time.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. It should go on like this for a day or two till we get a few feet on the ground.” 
 
      
 
    “How marvelous,” Hannah said excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “Not really. This is the wet kind. It’s heavy and soaks your clothes through. It’s no good for frolicking in. A little later in the year, perhaps after the Yuletide, we’ll get a good dry dusting and you can take the girls in that.” 
 
      
 
    “I had no idea there were different kinds of snow,” Hannah said with an appreciation for Mary’s wisdom. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you get snow down in London?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but it was all covered in soot by the time I saw it. And I was never allowed to play in it as a child.” 
 
      
 
    “Never allowed? That’s the most ridiculous thing I ever heard. Why I think my brother and I made our first toboggan when I was only seven.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s a toboggan?” Hannah asked in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    “My word,” Mary said. “And I younger than you.” 
 
      
 
    “Not by much though. I’m just twenty.” 
 
      
 
    “Still, I promise you this, by twenty and one you will know what a toboggan is,” Mary said with a giggle. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have my brother Jimmy bring one up to us when the snow is good and dry for it. Oh, the girls will love that,” she exclaimed while clapping her hands together. 
 
      
 
    Mary came over to the window and looked out it for a moment. She had seen snow plenty enough but Hannah’s excitement was beginning to catch. 
 
      
 
    Hannah put an arm around the girl and hugged her close.  
 
      
 
    “I’m so glad to have you as my friend,” Hannah said.  
 
      
 
    It was the first time she had ever told a person that. She had the distinct memory of one other friend, a girl at school. Ruby and Hannah had slowly kindled a friendship when the teachers weren’t looking, as any form of talking was considered idle. 
 
      
 
    How she wished she had told Ruby how much she cherished their little friendship before she left her behind at Hendrick’s.  
 
      
 
    She wasn’t going to make that mistake again. She would make sure she told each and every person who came into her life how much they meant to her. 
 
      
 
    Mary leaned her head on Hannah’s shoulder and they watched the snow in silence for a few more seconds. 
 
      
 
    “I best be getting to my work, and you too,” she added.  
 
      
 
    Hannah gave a sigh and agreed. 
 
      
 
    “Though how I will focus, let alone get the girls to do the same with such a winter wonderland outside or windows is beyond me,” Hannah said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Mary paused just at the door and turned back, “I’m so glad that you’ll be staying on.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Hannah concurred with a smile.  
 
      
 
    She waited for the door to close firmly before she turned away from the window and began to dress for the day. She couldn’t help but keep that smile on her lips. She was happy that she was staying on. More than that, she had no fears or reservations about it now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lord Grimshaw woke to the glistening scene outside his window. He slumped into a very sour mood just from the sight of it. 
 
      
 
    He had hoped to tell Lady Tara he had no intentions to marry her and send her quickly on her way back to town. 
 
      
 
    With the snow coming down as it was, there would be no point to such words. Lord and Lady Waldron, as well as their daughter, would be confined to the house until the wet snow melted.  
 
      
 
    He was familiar enough with the area to know that trying to drive a carriage in such weather was not worth the effort.  
 
      
 
    Every few feet the wheels would simply sink into the wet snow mixed with the mud below. It would make for a very long, slow, and arduous journey that none in their right mind would attempt if it could be helped. 
 
      
 
    Now Grimshaw would be forced to continue his role as host to guests he had no desire to know any more personally than he already didn’t. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw tried to convince himself that the extra time would be welcome. He still needed to work out his own heart. The Marlow family would be a well enough distraction. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning,” he said as brightly as he could produce to the three guests in the morning room. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Grimshaw, good morning to you,” Lord Waldron huffed from behind the paper.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw did appreciate that the man was of few words early in the morning. He detested, however, that Lord Waldron always seemed to grab the paper and spend the whole morning with it.  
 
      
 
    “I trust you slept well,” Lady Tara said, perfectly dressed in a soft blue gown with white lace trimming.  
 
      
 
    “Yes of course,” Grimshaw said with a tense smile. 
 
      
 
    Without the pretense of withstanding the woman for the sake of his children, he was finding it hard to pretend. 
 
      
 
    “Well, except for the interruption early on,” Lady Tara said with a gleam to her eye that spoke of secret interludes. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, Lady Waldron caught on this at once. 
 
      
 
    “What is this? What interruption? I do hope you have more propriety than to leave your room at night?” the woman crooned to her daughter. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t leave my room, Mother. Poked my head out, was all,” she added in Grimshaw’s direction with a flirtatious hint. 
 
      
 
    Lady Waldron looked to Grimshaw and was rather preparing herself to be scandalized.  
 
      
 
    “Please ease your nerves, Lady Waldron. I had an issue with a member of the staff, but it was resolved.” 
 
      
 
    “In the middle of the night? What issue could you possibly have in the middle of the night?” 
 
      
 
    “Betsy told me this morning you had to have a servant forcibly removed,” Lady Tara cooed on. 
 
      
 
    “No, not quite that severe but I did have to make arrangements for their dismissal despite the late hour,” Grimshaw tried to put as delicately as he could. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t really enjoy talking over household matters with those outside the household. Nor did he think it was proper to gossip over dishonorably discharged staff no matter how much of a rake he was. 
 
      
 
    “How unfortunate,” Lady Waldron said as to settle the matter and Grimshaw was glad of it. 
 
      
 
    “Do you suppose it will snow all day?” Lady Tara asked after a few sips of her hot chocolate. 
 
      
 
    “I expect it to. And for several more after.” 
 
      
 
    “Really, how awful. I hate to be cooped up so,” she said with a pout. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw considered reminding her that she had yet to take a single turn around the garden since her arrival at Brighton Abby. Why snow would keep her in when the lack of it did the job just fine, he had no idea. 
 
      
 
    “Well if this will brighten your mood, I just received a letter from Jayden with the morning post,” he said after opening the letter and scanning over it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh lovely, what does he say?” Lady Tara asked, happy to have Grimshaw divert her to a happier subject.  
 
      
 
    “He says he plans to come for the Yuletide. I do invite him every year but his schedule doesn’t always allow the visit,” Grimshaw said to the ladies by way of explanation.  
 
      
 
    “I expect he will come within the week. Hopefully, the chap doesn’t leave until this blizzard passes.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, won’t that be wonderful,” Lady Tara said in her sing-song voice. “All of us together again. What fun we will have. And over such a festive time will make it all the merrier.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” was all Grimshaw could manage to say in agreement.  
 
      
 
    In all honesty, he rather hoped that Lady Tara and her parents would be out of Brighton Abby and his life by the time Christmas was upon them. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Hannah watched the snow fall for three more days. The excitement of it slowly melted away and was replaced with something else. Worry. 
 
      
 
    She worried greatly for Joanna McCarthy all alone in her small cottage. With every feather of snow that floated to the ground, Hannah wondered if that was just another flake to block Grannie in her house. 
 
      
 
    Hannah knew well that the old widow only had so much wood kept in the house and the rest behind the shed. With the chill that came with the storm, she would be going through it fast just to keep a reasonable temperature in the house.  
 
      
 
    With the snow piling up to almost mid-calf now, could Grannie even push open her door? This snow was far wetter than she had known it to be in London. Hannah learned quickly the truth of all of Mary’s warnings on the second day of the blizzard. 
 
      
 
    Both girls begged constantly to go out and play. Finally, when the afternoon of the second day got a very small reprieve, Hannah allowed the two to bundle up, double their stockings and go outside. It was thick and wet and melted easily, clinging to the hems of all their dresses. 
 
      
 
    They had only lasted ten minutes before the biting wind began to pick up again and Hannah insisted they return inside. For the remainder of that afternoon, they sat by the schoolroom fire, with stockings hung to dry, while they sipped hot chocolate and read stories.  
 
      
 
    Her worry for Grannie by the third afternoon was more than she could bear. She waited till after the girls’ school tasks were completed for the day before going down to the large drawing room where she knew she would find Grimshaw and his guests. 
 
      
 
    “Beg your pardon, Lord Grimshaw,” she said with a curtsy.  
 
      
 
    “You’re still here!” Lady Tara blurted out rudely. 
 
      
 
    All eyes swiveled to her. Lady Tara went promptly red in the cheeks and fanned herself against the outburst. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me. I was under the impression that a new governess was going to be seeing to Lord Grimshaw’s children’s education.” 
 
      
 
    “I have decided that it is in the best interest of Caroline and Rebecca for Miss Jacobson to stay,” Grimshaw said with finality. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps Lady Tara thought she would still have a future say in the running of the household, though Grimshaw had done nothing but give her the cold shoulder since the blizzard began. She simply narrowed her brown eyes on Hannah, sure that once she was the lady of the house, Miss Jacobson would be no more. 
 
      
 
    “Is there something you need, Miss Jacobson?” Grimshaw said, giving his full attention back to Hannah. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said with a little huff of breath. “It’s Grannie, Mrs. McCarthy that is,” Hannah corrected for all present. “I’m worried about her.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, worried about her?” Grimshaw asked, pinching his dark brows together.  
 
      
 
    “Well, she lives all alone. With this storm, I’m afraid she might be snowed in. She only had enough wood in her house for a few days at a time. I’m worried she might freeze,” Hannah finished, laying her worries bare. 
 
      
 
    “Is she not the lady that you said Caroline ran off to? I dare say she doesn’t sound like a good influence on the child to condone such action.” 
 
      
 
    “She is a wonderful widowed woman,” Hannah said back a little too sharply.  
 
      
 
    Lady Tara’s eyes grew big in disgust and Hannah quickly looked to the ground. She had to remind herself that she and the earl had discussed this future union with this woman, or at least the possibility of that. 
 
      
 
    She had no notion if it still was on the cards. If that was the case, Hannah would have to learn to watch her tongue around the lady. Though Hannah feared such a thing wouldn’t necessarily be an easy task, she was used to standing silently among those who felt they had a higher superiority over her. 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate that you are worried, but I am sure Mrs. McCarthy is just fine. Matthew lives only down the road a bit over the village shop. He is quite capable of seeing to his own mother’s needs,” Grimshaw tried to reassure her. 
 
      
 
    “I know he is capable, but I fear he isn’t willing.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is this a concern she is bringing to us?” Lady Tara chimed in again in an attempt to keep her foot in the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “I am asking Lord Grimshaw because I would require the use of a carriage to go visit Mrs. McCarthy.” 
 
      
 
    “Even my most skilled driver would tell you that is unwise,” Grimshaw said, choosing to ignore Lady Tara. “The snow is too deep. You would sink right in and get stuck yourself. I don’t see how you freezing halfway to Concordshire will help the widow.” 
 
      
 
    “Then a horse?” Hannah said, raising her chin in defiance. 
 
      
 
    He smiled at her. He couldn’t help but admire her stubborn tenacity.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Jacobson. I cannot permit you to go. It is still snowing hard outside. I will see if one of the stablemen can ride out when they are free to check on her.” 
 
      
 
    “But when will that be? She could be freezing to death,” Hannah took a step forward, shrouded with worry. 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t allow me the horse, I will find another way,” Hannah added with determination. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw struggled to hide his smile. He couldn’t believe that he had fallen in love with a woman so unlike his Ann. Ann had always been quiet, obedient, and open to any of his suggestions or advice. Hannah, on the other hand, was willing to fight him on anything and everything. Sometimes he thought she just did it out of sport. 
 
      
 
    “That was very rude,” Lady Tara countered.  
 
      
 
    Hannah took a step back, realizing she had taken things a little too far. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, forgive my impertinence, Lord Grimshaw,” she said before curtsying and leaving. 
 
      
 
    “Hannah,” he called out to her, not caring that Lady Waldron gasped at his familiar tone.  
 
      
 
    Hannah turned around. 
 
      
 
    “I give you leave to go, but fear I cannot spare the horse,” he said in a teasing manner. 
 
      
 
    “You know very well I would need at least a horse to get to her,” Hannah countered, hands on her hips. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Grimshaw said with a wide smile that reached the pools in his chocolate eyes. 
 
      
 
    Hannah turned and left the room. The wretched brute. She had only gone and asked him to be courteous to his silly rules. Now he had denied her the chance. Well not denied her per se but removed her ability to do so.  
 
      
 
    His comment that he gave her leave but not a horse was just to poke fun at her. Curling a smile on her own lips like the one Grimshaw wore, she was determined to prove him wrong.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw chuckled to himself over the lady while he rang his bell. Calling in the butler he advised the man to send Johnson as soon as he was able to check on the widow.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know why you would even do such a thing. The mouth on that girl,” Lady Tara complained. 
 
      
 
    He ignored her words and much of all the other things she said for the next half hour. Instead, he mused over Hannah Jacobson and that little chin she liked to jut out when she was determined to have her way.  
 
      
 
    “Lord Grimshaw,” Mrs. Brennon said, coming into the room in a fluster. “A word in private, if you please.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Grimshaw said, coming to a stand and walking the woman out into the hall.  
 
      
 
    In the thirty seconds it took them to reach the seclusion, his mind had already raced to at least a half a dozen reasons why the woman looked so perturbed.  
 
      
 
    When he turned from shutting the drawing room doors, he never expected the woman to whack him with a handkerchief she had been holding in her hand. 
 
      
 
    “You wretched man!” 
 
      
 
    “Ouch,” he flicked back, though it didn’t hurt. “What did I do to deserve being constantly attacked?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t know about any other time, but you do deserve it now.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
      
 
    “For sending off Miss. Jacobson to Concordshire in a blizzard with nothing but her shawl to warm her and her feet to take her.” 
 
      
 
    “I did no such thing,” Grimshaw countered. 
 
      
 
    “I tried to stop her,” Mrs. Brennon whimpered into her handkerchief. “She said you gave her leave to go but wouldn’t provide transportation. That she had to walk.” 
 
      
 
    “I mean I did say that but…” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Brennon whacked him again and sobbed, “You wretched man. She will freeze to death.” 
 
      
 
    If it was any other member of the staff, Grimshaw might have gotten mad at her actions. Seeing how Mrs. Brennon had been a second mother, and really more of a disciplinarian than his own mother, he simply did his best to dart away from her blows. 
 
      
 
    “I did say those things, but I was just teasing her. She knew that. I never thought she would…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, she did.” 
 
      
 
    “When?” Grimshaw said, stiffening into all seriousness. If Hannah was out in a blizzard who knew what could happen to her. 
 
      
 
    It would be easy enough to simply lose one’s way. There was no road to guide her path and the cold and falling snow was sure to disorient her. Lost in the woods at this time of day was never a good choice. Dusk was close at hand and there were sure to be hungry wolves on the prowl after such a long storm like this one. 
 
      
 
    “Tell Johnson to ready my horse this instant,” Grimshaw ordered. 
 
      
 
    “Good man,” Mrs. Brennon said, now patting him on the shoulder with her handkerchief arm, though he still flinched for a moment. “I knew you would do the right thing and go after her.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Brennon gave him a peck on the cheek and bustled off to see that things were made ready for the earl. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” Lady Tara said, peeking out into the hall. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw would have liked to tell her that nothing was more irritating to him than a woman so nosy as to eavesdrop on a conversation she was purposefully excluded from. He didn’t have the time for that though. Every second wasted could be another that Hannah was chased by wolves or froze to death lost in the woods. 
 
      
 
    “I need to go see to something. I will be back late tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it that governess? She does seem to cause quite a bit of trouble,” Lady Tara remarked, clearly irritated by the fact that Grimshaw was leaving her side for another woman. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw clenched his fist and did his best to steady his breath. It would be uncalled for to yell at the horrible woman, especially since they were still trapped at Brighton Abby. 
 
      
 
    He turned and smiled as softly as he could to the woman, though she took a step back so Grimshaw guessed he hadn’t done a very good job of it. 
 
      
 
    “I will do my best to be back as soon as I can,” he said as softly as he could manage and turned to leave before the horrid woman could find a response. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Luckily in the time it took him to run to his room, dress in his warmest winter clothes, and make his way to the stables, Johnson had the sense to saddle his fastest steed. 
 
      
 
    The black stallion was neighing at the chance to leave the confines of the stall after days trapped inside. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw mounted in one swift motion and gave the animal its head. He had to admit to himself it did feel good to break from the confines they both had been trapped in these last three days.  
 
      
 
    The snow was falling fairly heavy now and between the blurring vision, the dark clouds, and the loss of the little light there was from the setting sun, Grimshaw only hoped that someone else had happened upon Hannah and helped her along her way. 
 
      
 
    It was a short ride into Concordshire, five miles at the most, and any other day he wouldn’t have cared that Hannah had gone on foot. 
 
      
 
    As the steed beneath him started to slow after the first mile fighting against the thick snow, his worry increased. He didn’t think he would make it this far without coming upon her. 
 
      
 
    What had started at a breakneck speed had now dwindled down to a struggling trot for the black stallion. 
 
      
 
    “Come on boy, we can make it,” Grimshaw said encouragingly to the horse. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw strained his eyes as far as he could see. It wasn’t much in the darkening whiteout. The steam that wafted from every breath he or the horse took only seemed to obscure his sight more. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he leaned forward, sure he had caught sight of billowing fabric.  
 
      
 
    “Hannah,” he called out against the wind. 
 
      
 
    He was sure that the fabric shifted again between the flurry of snow. Calling to the stallion he urged him forward as fast as the horse would go. 
 
      
 
    It was only a few short minutes between spotting Hannah and finally coming up to her, but to Grimshaw, it seemed an eternity. She had her head bent against the blowing snow with a shawl wrapped tight around her head and body.  
 
      
 
    “Are you mad, woman?” Grimshaw rebuked her, bringing the horse next to Hannah. 
 
      
 
    She looked up in surprise. Perhaps she had merely thought him another traveler in this awful weather.  
 
      
 
    “Lord Grimshaw,” she said with surprise and then jutted out her chin defiantly, though he was sure he could see a quivering to her lips. “I told you, I must see Joanna is safe and taken care of.” 
 
      
 
    “And you freezing halfway to her cottage will help the woman how? You are walking in snow halfway up your skirt. Did you actually think you could make it the whole way like this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she retorted stubbornly. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw reached down a hand to her and she looked at it, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “I will not go with you, sir. I am determined. You cannot sway me.” 
 
      
 
    “Woman, you either give me your hand and seat yourself astride this horse or I will be forced to pick you up and put you on the beast myself,” Grimshaw said with a stern tone. 
 
      
 
    She hesitated only a moment before reaching out and handing him a gloved hand. 
 
      
 
    He scoffed at it. It was the thin cotton white gloves she would wear to a Sunday service. No doubt the only ones she had. He was sure the tips of her fingers must be blue. 
 
      
 
    Holding her firmly, she placed one foot in the stirrup and he helped her to sit on the steed in front of him. 
 
      
 
    He reached forward and put the reins between his teeth while he removed his own gloves. 
 
      
 
    “Put these on before you lose a finger,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “But your hands will freeze,” Hannah countered.  
 
      
 
    He wrapped one arm tight around her waist and gripped the reins with the other. He was satisfied to feel that at least her center was relatively warm.  
 
      
 
    “It is a short trip to Widow McCarthy’s from here. I am sure my hands will be fine till then,” he said against her ear. 
 
      
 
    He felt her lean back more into his arms and he relished the feel of her against his chest. It didn’t escape his notice that she was, in fact, shivering and soaked from her skirts down. 
 
      
 
    “You are going to take me the rest of the way?” she asked with a little chatter to it. 
 
      
 
    “Of course I am. I promised you I would have the widow checked on. Why could you not just wait?” 
 
      
 
    “What if she is freezing to death in there? I had no idea when you would get around to it. You were very occupied with your guests,” she countered as the horse started its trot. 
 
      
 
    “I am a man of my word,” he said gravely. 
 
      
 
    “I know you are,” she reassured him. “I just didn’t know how long it would take. My conscience couldn’t wait another moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Clearly,” Grimshaw said with a scoff. “I believe you are by far the most stubborn woman I have ever met.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure you mean that as an insult, but I thank you for it. I am fairly certain it was my stubborn nature that saw me through Hendrick’s Preparatory.” 
 
      
 
    “I actually meant it as a compliment,” Grimshaw replied against her ear. 
 
      
 
    They made the rest of the journey in relative silence. Hannah was relieved to have his warmth at her back. In all honesty, she had been cursing herself for being such a fool to think she could walk to the cottage.  
 
      
 
    She saw no hope for moving forward or turning back when the black heaving steed came to her side. She would have to remember to find a way to truly thank Lord Grimshaw for coming to her aid. 
 
      
 
    Right now, however, she was quite content relishing in the feel of his chest against her back and his strong hand spread against her waist. He kept a sure grip on her. 
 
      
 
    She would never admit to Lord Grimshaw that she was an inexperienced rider, having never had the chance to do much in her life. Add the fact that she could no longer feel her fingers or toes and was sharing the horse with another rider and the whole matter became that much more dubious.  
 
      
 
    Luckily Lord Grimshaw seemed to know the stallion well. He maneuvered and spoke to the animal and surprisingly to Hannah the horse would obey his spoken orders. 
 
      
 
    Hannah could scarcely keep herself from shivering right off her seat when the cottage finally came into view.  
 
      
 
    She had a moment of relief at seeing the safety of shelter but it was quickly overshadowed. In the time it took them to finish the journey the sun had properly set and other than the little light reflecting off the snow there was none to be seen. A single candle alone shone in one window but no glow of a fire, or smoke protruding from the chimney. 
 
      
 
    The snow had settled down to a light falling and the wind had finely died down, giving Hannah a better view than when she had tried to walk herself.  
 
      
 
    “Grimshaw, look, she had no fire. I do hope Grannie is alright,” Hannah worried and willed the horse to progress through the drifts faster. 
 
      
 
    She barely waited till she got to the gate before slipping off the animal. Grimshaw luckily was aware enough of her desires to use his hand to steady her on the way down.  
 
      
 
    Hannah took a sharp breath in as she sunk back into the snow. It hadn’t seemed that long ago but her body had already forgotten the feeling of dragging through it. 
 
      
 
    She made the final steps up through Grannie’s small garden and to the front door.  
 
      
 
    She knocked on the door, praying that Grannie wasn’t there. Perhaps Mr. McCarthy had been considerate of his mother and come and taken her back to his home to wait out the snow.  
 
      
 
    The sound of Grannie’s voice inside told her otherwise. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dear. I’m afraid I can’t open the door,” she called. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, Grannie. We’ll get you out,” she called back. 
 
      
 
    With her hands, she began to dig at the drift that had piled up against the cottage door. Grisham had only taken the time to tie up the horse before he too came to join her work. With his large bare hands scooping away at the snow the job was done in no time and the door was pulled open by the earl. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dear,” Grannie said again all in a fuss, “you shouldn’t ‘ave come. Look at you frozen to the bone. Come in, come in. I have no fire to warm you by, but we will find a way.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have wood outside?” Lord Grimshaw asked. 
 
      
 
    Grannie looked up as if she had noticed the earl’s presence for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “Why yes, m’lord. It’s out back against the shed where the two goats are waiting out the storm. There’s a door to the back of the cottage too, but I’m afraid it’s stuck.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see to the wood and the door,” Grimshaw said and nodded to Hannah, “You go inside now and at least remove what you can of your wet things.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Hannah called as he turned to leave. “Take these back then,” she said, removing his large fur-lined gloves from her hands.  
 
      
 
    He took them thankfully and put them on before retrieving the horse again and making his way to the back of the cottage. 
 
      
 
    Hannah came into the darkened house and her heart sank as low as her icy feet. Though they had shelter from the wind it was still ice cold in the cottage. Hannah watched her breath puff out in little clouds as Grannie moved her into the main room to remove shoes and stockings. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take the earl long to unstick the other door and begin his journey in and out of the house with the wood. Hannah made quick work of starting a fire with the fuel he provided.  
 
      
 
    For the first little bit all worked quietly, not saying a word to the other. The tasks took too much effort to add conversation to it.  
 
      
 
    But once the fire was going strong, more wood than could be burned in a week was stacked by the hearth and all parties were inside with wet outer clothing removed to dry, Hannah found her tongue again. 
 
      
 
    “How long have you been like this?” she asked Grannie. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, just yesterday and today,” the old woman waved off. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t Matthew come and help you?” Grimshaw asked abruptly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my Matty,” Grannie waved off in her usual way. “He is a busy boy. I was sure he would be by soon.” 
 
      
 
    “You would have frozen before he came,” Hannah told her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m tough, I can assure you that,” she said with her round face smiling. “Oh, the kettle is ready,” she added, getting up from her seat. 
 
      
 
    Just as she reached it over the fire it started to sound its whistle. Grimshaw looked to Hannah, surprised that Grannie would know before it sounded. 
 
      
 
    Hannah just smiled at him. She was sure that soon he would get to know Grannie as she did, including all her little idiosyncrasies like that. 
 
      
 
    “Now warm yourself inside and out,” Grannie said, pouring them each a cup of tea. 
 
      
 
    Hannah took it gratefully and gulped it, not caring that it burned on its way down. Grimshaw watched her over his own teacup with a wary eye. 
 
      
 
    Grannie went to fussing around more to produce some kind of meal for them to eat, despite Hannah’s insistence that she needn’t bother. 
 
      
 
    When Hannah set her cup down, Grimshaw did the same and reached forward to take Hannah’s hands in his. She was surprised by how warm they were. Hers were still ice cold. 
 
      
 
    He turned them over in the glow of the firelight and inspected each and every finger. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Hannah asked barely above a whisper.  
 
      
 
    “I am inspecting you for frostbite,” Grimshaw said with a smile on his lips. “Lucky for you, I don’t see any blue fingers.” 
 
      
 
    Leaning forward, he pulled the hand he held up to his lips and kissed the tips of her fingers gently. She was mesmerized by the action. 
 
      
 
    “Shall I check your toes now?” Grimshaw said with his smiling lips still brushing her fingertips. 
 
      
 
    She flushed and pulled away, “You most certainly may not.” 
 
      
 
    She pretended offense but knew she couldn’t hide the blush his teasing had produced.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose we will have to stay the night,” Grimshaw said with a rush of air as he looked about the small accommodations.  
 
      
 
    “We will?” Hannah said, surprised.  
 
      
 
    “Well, I have no desire to ride back home in the dark, with wolves around,” he added for good measure. 
 
      
 
    “Wolves?” Hannah asked as if the thought had never occurred to her. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t mind the wolves,” Grannie said, coming into the room with a plate full of cold meat pies. “They don’t bother you as long as you don’t bother them.” 
 
      
 
    Grannie was always the optimist, Hannah decided.  
 
      
 
    “You are welcome to stay the night, however. The clothes will need the time to dry anyway. I wouldn’t be sendin’ your lordship back out in wet things.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m grateful for your hospitality,” Grimshaw said sincerely as he took up a slice of pie.  
 
      
 
    “There is only one room upstairs, though. Hannah and I can take the pallet here just like when sweet Lady Caroline came to visit me,” Grannie said and Hannah nodded her agreement. 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense. I will not deprive a widow of her bed. You and Hannah can have the room,” he said, looking up to the stairs that led to a single loft room. “I am quite able to sleep on a pallet for one night. I dare say I will have the better of the deal anyway with the fire right at my side to keep me warm.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Sebastian did sleep soundly next to the fire. He may have been the Earl of Grimshaw but he was not averse to hard work or less than pristine conditions.  
 
      
 
    Twice he got up during the night to add to the fire. He wanted to make sure the heat was able to carry through the whole house. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was woken by a sight he had not seen for some time, the sun shining through the window. At last, it seemed the blizzard had passed. 
 
      
 
    He was relieved to know that they wouldn’t be making the journey home in the storm. With the breaking of the clouds, he hoped the snow would start to quickly melt as well, making the journey all the better. 
 
      
 
    Shortly after he woke, he heard the rustling of the ladies upstairs as well as in the kitchen. Joanna McCarthy must have been an early riser as she seemed to have gotten to the kitchen before he even stirred. 
 
      
 
    Hannah came down the stairs shortly after Grimshaw woke and seemed a little timid at the closeness of a small cottage with Grimshaw’s presence. She barely spoke a good morning before heading to the kitchen to see if Mrs. McCarthy could use an extra hand. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw saw to the ashes in the hearth and put away the pallet. With nothing else to do, he made his way to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t stay here all alone, Grannie. He stopped at the threshold to hear the conversation between Hannah and the widow. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mind it, dear,” Grannie said as she stirred a pot of porridge. 
 
      
 
    “Won’t you at least go to Mr. McCarthy’s? I am sure he would be happy for your presence over the Yuletide.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Matty will be far too busy for me. After a storm, the shop is twice as crowded. I would just be in the way. I am fine here in my little cottage.” 
 
      
 
    “What if there is another blizzard?” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. McCarthy was silent for a few moments. To be sure, if Grimshaw and Hannah hadn’t come to her aid she would be in a sorry situation.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I could ask Lord Grimshaw if you could stay with us, just until the worst of the winter weather is over?” Hannah asked when there was no answer. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I would not dream of putting that burden on Lord Grimshaw,” Mrs. McCarty replied. 
 
      
 
    They worked in silence again for a few moments. Grimshaw guessed Hannah, ever the stubborn creature, was working her mind in a plan to see the widow safe through the cold season. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” the widow said suddenly, “I almost forgot.” 
 
      
 
    She set aside her spoon stirring the breakfast and hurried to a cupboard. She pulled out three brown paper packages.  
 
      
 
    “I got something little for Lady Caroline and Lady Rebecca for the season. I do hope they will like it. I didn’t think I would be seeing you till after our Lord’s birth but providence brought you just in time to give them their gifts for the day.” 
 
      
 
    “And this one is for you,” Mrs. McCarthy said, handing over the three boxes and pointing to the one on top. 
 
      
 
    “How on earth did you manage this?” Hannah said with surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I used the money you gave me.” 
 
      
 
    “Grannie, that was for you. You were meant to pay for the school supplies with it, as well as payment for your tutoring,” Hannah scolded. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, pish posh. I had plenty of the supplies already on hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you should have kept it for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need anything. Oh, it will bring me joy to know those little girls have some small gifts from me.” 
 
      
 
    “You are far too kind, Grannie,” Hannah said, giving the woman a loving embrace. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw cleared his throat to announce his presence.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, good, your lordship is awake. Just in time for some breakfast,” Mrs. McCarthy said, spooning the porridge into some bowls. “Be a dear and grab the kettle, it’s going.” 
 
      
 
    A half a second after her words were spoken the kettle began to sound its noise. The earl laughed to himself at the old woman’s keen senses as he walked over and poured the tea into the ceramic teapot. 
 
      
 
    Hannah took the tray of bowls and the earl insisted on carrying the tea set. Together the three marched in a procession into the front room. 
 
      
 
    They ate their breakfast happily chatting. Mrs. McCarthy was always good at keeping happy conversations going.  
 
      
 
    Once the meal was over, there was nothing left for Hannah or the earl to do before they should head back to Brighton Abby. Hannah stalled nonetheless, hoping to find a way to convince Grannie to join them. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder, Mrs. McCarthy,” Grimshaw said after the dishes were cleared and washed by the trio, “my girls have spoken so highly of you. They love you as if you were their own grandmother. They, unfortunately, have no grandparents of their own. I would be most grateful if you would come with us over the holiday and be a grandmother to Caroline and Rebecca?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be a burden to you, Lord Grimshaw,” Grannie said, though her resolve had crumbled with such a distinguished guest requesting. 
 
      
 
    “It wouldn’t be a burden at all, I can assure you of that. In fact, I don’t think the Yuletide would be right without you there,” Grimshaw said, flashing her a handsome smile. 
 
      
 
    Hannah had to hold in a giggle as she saw Grannie blush against the earl’s charm.  
 
      
 
    “Well, if you think the girls might enjoy my presence, I couldn’t say no to such a request.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful!” Grimshaw said, clapping his hands together. “I will go prepare the horse for you to ride. Ah, I’ll hear nothing about it,” he added before Grannie could protest. “And see to the goats’ needs before we are on our way. I’ll make sure to have a man come and see to them while you are staying with us,” he added more to himself as an afterthought.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose I should go get some belongings then,” Grannie said, a little unsure of herself. She rather felt as if she was being treated as a fine lady.  
 
      
 
    A half-hour later, the trio left the small cottage snugly locked up. Grannie had been deftly placed on the horse by Grimshaw’s strong hands and he and Hannah walked on either side of the beast.  
 
      
 
    With the sun shining bright the snow had already started its slow melt. It was still very wet to walk through though, and Grimshaw was sure that by day’s end it would be very soggy terrain indeed. It was a far cry from the whipping snow the night before, however. 
 
      
 
    They made good time, reaching Brighton Abby by early afternoon. Both girls rushed into the hall at their arrival. 
 
      
 
    Their excitement overflowed when they saw the added member of the party. Grannie for her part was awestruck by the magnificent beauty of the vast manor. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw hadn’t really considered the ramifications of his actions with respect to the guests he already housed. With the commotion of his children at their arrival however, they were soon also greeted by Lord and Lady Waldron and Lady Tara. 
 
      
 
    “May I introduce Mrs. Joanna McCarthy,” Grimshaw said to his three guests. “She has been gracious enough to accept my offer to stay over the holidays.” 
 
      
 
    All three gave her a very skeptical look. Clearly, they didn’t see the widow as a worthy companion for their afternoons in the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was sure if he had been a good host, he would have considered their feelings on the matter before inviting the widow to stay, but to be honest he didn’t care. With the sun shining and the roads soon to be cleared, he hoped he wouldn’t have to be their host much longer. 
 
      
 
    Before much could be done on the matter to ease the comfort of the Marlows, Grannie was tugged away by Lady Caroline and Lady Rebecca for their own personal tour of the manor. Naturally, the highlights included the nursery, schoolroom, west wing, and kitchen where sweet treats might be snuck. 
 
      
 
    “I was very concerned when you didn’t return last night,” Lady Tara said in a scolding tone.  
 
      
 
    Her dark eyes darted between Lord Grimshaw and Hannah. She was far beyond concerned when it came to the idea of Grimshaw spending an evening in the beautiful governess’s presence.  
 
      
 
    “If you would excuse me, I will go change into some dry clothes,” Hannah said, curtsying and leaving the two alone to discuss Lady Tara’s feelings on the matter. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson,” Grimshaw stopped her. “If you would please meet me in my office once you are warmed and dried. I have some business that needs your attendance.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Hannah said, unsure what business could include her. 
 
      
 
    She turned and went to freshen up and change out her soaking skirts for a fresh new dress. Grimshaw turned to Lady Tara. 
 
      
 
    “I am concerned that this governess is having a bad influence on the children,” Lady Tara said with seriousness. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t share your concerns,” Grimshaw said plainly. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps because you are too blinded by her beauty to realize it,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw gave a loud and long laugh at her declaration. He was not laughing at the idea that Hannah was beautiful for she certainly was that. 
 
      
 
    He had chosen her as governess because he wanted a plain and homely-looking lady. Though she had attempted to dress the part, she was nothing of the sort, and he knew it all too well.  
 
      
 
    “I assure you, Lady Tara, I have come to know her good nature and dedication to her duties long before I even got a peek at her beauty.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Tara opened her mouth to speak but Grimshaw cut in before she was even given the chance. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, but I too am rather soaked through. I must change out of these sodden things and attend to business in my office.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Lady Tara said with a smile. She didn’t like being told off but she would not show such feelings to him. “I would hate if you took ill.” 
 
      
 
    Freshly dressed, Hannah made her way from her room to Lord Grimshaw’s office. She wondered what business he had that could possibly need her assistance.  
 
      
 
    Hannah entered the office and stood before the earl who was also washed and dressed in a fresh suit. Even his short black hair was slicked back and she could smell the strong scent of pine and soap floating through the room. 
 
      
 
    “Is there something you needed from me, Lord Grimshaw?” Hannah asked, wringing her hands with worry. 
 
      
 
    He smiled softly at her. Getting up, he walked to a large bookshelf behind him and retrieved a small mahogany chest.  
 
      
 
    Hannah watched as he removed a key from his desk and unlocked the chest. As he opened it, she wasn’t able to see over the lid. 
 
      
 
    “I confess I overheard you talking with Mrs. McCarthy this morning. I understand you were giving her funds for her art classes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hannah said, still not sure what to make of the earl’s questions. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you procure the money to pay her?” he asked, pulling out a large stack of notes and counting them. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t steal it if that is what you are inferring,” Hannah said with a mix of shock and hurt. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw’s gaze switched from the notes to her. For the second time that day he laughed heartily. 
 
      
 
    “I am not accusing you of stealing the money, my dear Hannah. I swear you look for a chance to be cross with me.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not,” Hannah said crossly. 
 
      
 
    He raised a dark brow at her and she blushed, realizing that she had fallen right into his trap. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mean to,” Hannah said finally. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw looked at her with a twinkle in his dark eyes. How he was learning he loved everything about this woman. 
 
      
 
    His mind drifted to the letter in his pocket and the woman who wrote it. Hannah was so different from his Ann. He still couldn’t fathom how he could have so much love and admiration for the woman before him and still have room enough to keep his Ann still in his heart. 
 
      
 
    “So, would you like to tell me how you procured the funds then?” Grimshaw asked again. 
 
      
 
    “I took it from my own wages,” Hannah said with her chin upturned. 
 
      
 
    “As I suspected. How much?” he asked, setting to the business of his notes again. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, to be honest. Just what I could spare my family.” 
 
      
 
    “Your family?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I send most of my wages to my family back in London. My mother just recently had another child and any amount helps them a great deal.” 
 
      
 
    “And you keep none for yourself?” Grimshaw said with surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I have few needs. I am well taken care of here at Brighton Abby,” Hannah replied. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can’t have you paying for the girls’ education out of your own wages. From now on I will make sure Mrs. McCarthy receives proper wages for her time tutoring. And this is to reimburse you for her past wages.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw handed forward a large stack of notes. Hannah took a step back and held her hands back. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t possibly take that. It is far too much to start.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a very stubborn woman, do you know that, Miss Jacobson?” Grimshaw said, rather anticipating this not to be an easy task. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I am that stubborn,” she countered. 
 
      
 
    “Case in point,” Grimshaw said with a smile. “Now take this before I put it in your hand myself.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah still hesitated but finally came forward and took the money. 
 
      
 
    “But it is too much, sir,” Hannah repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Then send what you don’t want to your family. Perhaps it will give them an extra-large goose for their Christmas meal.” 
 
      
 
    “Extra-large? You mean goose at all.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was surprised by her words. He had an idea that she came from a poorer situation than his own. But he had no idea that her family suffered so. 
 
      
 
    “They will be most grateful for this,” Hannah said, her eyes brimming with tears. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw came around his desk and came to stand before her. It amazed him that what seemed such a little amount to him would make such a difference to her. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw looked down at the sniffling Miss Jacobson. Reaching into his pocket he pulled out a handkerchief for her.  
 
      
 
    Hannah dabbed at her eyes gratefully before handing the cloth back over. Grimshaw let his fingers graze against her own. He relished the feeling that it sent throughout his body. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was sure she felt it too, for her eyes raised up to meet his. He took a step closer closing the gap between them. He would have liked to kiss her at that moment. However, he knew the time was not yet right. 
 
      
 
    He still had slight hesitation in his heart in regard to his late wife. Until he resolved his own turmoil, he wouldn’t be ready to take the next step. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    The following days were some of the most enjoyable for Hannah. She split her time preparing for Christmas, which was only two days away, as well as entertaining the girls and Grannie.  
 
      
 
    Grannie had all sorts of ideas to brighten the manor before Christmas came.  
 
      
 
    First, she showed the girls how to make snowflakes out of parchment. They tied them together and decorated the halls with the garlands.  
 
      
 
    Next Grannie told them stories of Father Christmas and they all wrote letters to be tossed into the fire. The ashes soared up the chimney to magically arrive at St. Nicolas himself. 
 
      
 
    They also spent countless hours in the kitchen watching the cook make her Christmas pies and puddings. Rebecca could hardly contain her excitement as the day drew closer. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw, unfortunately, wasn’t having as good a time with his guests. Lord and Lady Waldron were a somber crowd.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t help that he had no desire to be in Lady Tara’s presence any longer. He wasn’t sure he would have the heart to tell her to her face that he had no intention of marrying her. 
 
      
 
    It was hard enough for him to work out his own emotions within him. He wasn’t sure if he was willing to produce such disastrous ones in another. 
 
      
 
    Instead, he spent the majority of his time in the west wing. With the roof finished in his absence, it was just the interior that needed finishing.  
 
      
 
    He hoped that while he finished his promise to Ann, he would also be able to find a way to work out the inner turmoil raging inside him and come to terms with his emotions and his guilt. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw also hoped that his distance from the others while he buried himself in his work would encourage Lady Tara to lose interest. Maybe in that way, she would leave on her own without him having to hurt his honor. 
 
      
 
    Little did he know, however, that without Grimshaw to entertain her, Lady Tara took to spending time with the girls.  
 
      
 
    She suspected that he was losing interest because of the children’s aversions to her. She had little care for small people, but she also had no desire to leave Brighton Abby without the title Countess.  
 
      
 
    She began to accompany the children, their governess, and Grannie on their various adventures and crafts. Luckily it wasn’t every day, for Lady Tara could only stand so much time with those people. 
 
      
 
    On the occasions she did, however, they were very somber events. It would take all of Hannah’s will to keep the girls in a pleasant mood with Lady Tara’s constant corrections of their behavior.  
 
      
 
    It was clear to Hannah that Lady Tara detested anything that so much as resembled child’s play. Hannah often wondered what Lady Tara could have possibly been like as a child herself.  
 
      
 
    She had no aptitude for how to speak to children. She would often be harsh and speak very literally. She would never take care to consider the girls’ delicate feelings as she corrected any imperfections.  
 
      
 
    Luckily the monotony of her presence was finally interrupted the day before Christmas when another surprise visitor arrived at Brighton Abby. 
 
      
 
    “Uncle Jayden,” Rebecca and Caroline greeted their travel-worn uncle as he entered the house.  
 
      
 
    They both wrapped their arms around his legs, not caring for his tired demeanor. Jayden Marsh for his part forgot his weary muscles and picked each girl up, spinning them around. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe how big you both have gotten since I’ve seen you last.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah couldn’t help but feel the contagious joy as all parties were reacquainted or introduced for the first time that night in the drawing room after Mr. Marsh had refreshed himself. 
 
      
 
    Even Grimshaw who had seemed so elusive these last few days was present as all parties gathered in the drawing room before dinner. 
 
      
 
    Hannah sat back at the side of the room and watched with enjoyment as the girls pestered their uncle and he thoroughly enjoyed their questions. 
 
      
 
    Though Grimshaw was present, Hannah noticed he was still not quite all there. His mind seemed to be caught in a different world of its own.  
 
      
 
    She was sure the holidays were the hardest for him. She couldn’t imagine what it felt like to have lost a loved one. Surely the coming of these festive times would only remind him of her absence.  
 
      
 
    Hannah’s heart ached for the earl. She had grown to care for him and the children so much over the past few months. She wished she could find a way to take the hurt from him.  
 
      
 
    She had one idea in particular that she had been working on the last few weeks. She hoped it would help him to work through his inner turmoil that he had mentioned in the past.  
 
      
 
    She knew that in helping him, she would be only securing his marriage to Lady Tara. She was by no means looking forward to that constant presence in Brighton Abby.  
 
      
 
    Despite what he said about having no interest in the lady he must have found some, else why were she and her family still at Brighton Abby? 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, if that was what Lord Grimshaw saw in his future, she would not say otherwise. She had grown to care for him just as much as his girls. She would be willing to do anything to secure his happiness. Even if that meant slight unpleasantness for her. 
 
      
 
    They were having an enjoyable evening, despite the shadow that hung over the room. The drawing room was full of words not spoken, some anticipating promises, and others avoiding giving bad news.  
 
      
 
    Dinner was fine enough with the added company. The girls and Hannah had regained their position at the dinner table, despite Lady Waldron’s objections, with the addition of Grannie. 
 
      
 
    Now with Jayden added to the party, all forgot about prejudice to listen to his tales.  
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe you managed to travel in that storm,” Grimshaw said with a chuckle around the warmth of a fire after the meal. 
 
      
 
    “Well, the blizzard wasn’t in London when I left. I suppose it must have traveled south for the carriage ran right into it.” 
 
      
 
    “There was no stopping, however, and we just carried on. Twice I had to exit and help push the wheel out of a rut.” 
 
      
 
    The girls were enthralled with his tales and all the more grateful that they had the addition of their uncle in time for the holiday.  
 
      
 
    After finishing his tales of the traveling, the girls went off to their own entertainments. Hannah let them be about their own work, having been engaged in a card game with Grannie.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t till the loud shrill scream of Lady Tara startled all present that Hannah looked up from her game. 
 
      
 
    “What? Whatever is the matter?” Grimshaw said, rushing over from his small party of Jayden and Lord Waldron who had all been in deep conversation over the past election. 
 
      
 
    “A mouse! A horrible mouse! It was right here on my seat!” Lady Tara said with a high-pitched screech. 
 
      
 
    Hannah heard the girls giggle in the corner and knew at once what had happened.  
 
      
 
    She hurried over to Lady Tara’s seat and only searching a moment she procured Mr. Whiskers from behind a cushion.  
 
      
 
    Holding him by the tail she lifted him up. She may have known the trickster was benign; that didn’t mean she had to like him, however. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Caroline, please come and take Mr. Whiskers away,” Hannah said, holding the rodent at arm’s length from her own body. 
 
      
 
    Lady Tara glared at the girls as they came giggling forward to accept the pet. 
 
      
 
    “You! You put that horrible creature on my seat. How downright rotten of you,” she said, wagging a finger at Lady Caroline. 
 
      
 
    Lord Waldron was preoccupied fanning his wife who had fainted at the sight of the creature and Grimshaw was still attempting to step around Lord and Lady Waldron to get to the scene of the action. 
 
      
 
    “They only meant it to be a joke,” Hannah defended her wards. “I am not saying it was right, but such language seems a bit harsh.” 
 
      
 
    Both girls were hiding behind Hannah’s skirts at the lady’s outburst. 
 
      
 
    “They did the very same to me. I am sure it gave you a great shock, but once you gain your senses again, you will see it is harmless.” 
 
      
 
    “Harmless? Harmless? I suppose you encouraged them to do so?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not,” Hannah retorted, jutting her chin out. 
 
      
 
    “What is this about?” Grimshaw said. stepping between the two ladies. 
 
      
 
    “Those horrid little beasts put a rat on my cushion. I about fainted from the fright of it. Grimshaw, you must do something.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw looked down severely at his girls. He did find it to be a distasteful action but didn’t see the need to call them horrid or beasts. 
 
      
 
    “Is this true, girls?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” Lady Caroline said.  
 
      
 
    “You will go straight to bed this instant. You will be lucky if Father Christmas comes at all after such behavior.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah would have liked to say he was sure to come and reward them for showing Lady Tara’s true nature before their father, but she held her tongue. 
 
      
 
    Instead, she shooed the two girls with Grannie and Mr. Whiskers in hand to see them properly put to bed. 
 
      
 
    Lady Waldron finally came to and her husband gingerly helped her also to bed to rest for the night after the fright.  
 
      
 
    Jayden, who had been a bit slow on the uptake, now was caught up and was having a good laugh over the matter. 
 
      
 
    “It is not funny, Mr. Marsh. What if the thing bit me? How could they do such a thing? I assure you it is a negative influence that encouraged them to do so.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Tara began to rant. 
 
      
 
    “I assure you the pet is well trained,” Grimshaw said, doing his best to hide his irritability at the lady. “He would no sooner bite a cat. And as for the bad influence, I suppose that would be me. After all, they did the same to Hannah when she first came so they couldn’t have gotten the idea from her as you are inferring.” 
 
      
 
    “Something must be done about them, Grimshaw. They are out of control. I suggest sending them to a strict boarding school. It is the only way they will learn to behave.” 
 
      
 
    “Now hold on a minute,” Jayden interrupted before Grimshaw could give his say. “It may have been an ill-advised act, but they are not badly behaved by any means. What other children would sit so quietly and behave so politely all evening long? I dare say my own sister and I would have caused far more trouble before this time in the evening.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Tara blew out her cheeks in a rage that both men were taking sides against her. She looked to Grimshaw for a last-ditch chance of support. Finding none in his stern face, she turned and stormed from the room. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    With Lady Tara out of the room, Grimshaw let out a long sigh. Jayden did the same and slumped down onto a couch. 
 
      
 
    “That one is more of a handful than I first thought.” 
 
      
 
    “It was wrong of the girls to do such a thing,” Grimshaw replied, taking his own seat on an adjacent chair. 
 
      
 
    “But pretty funny if you ask me,” Jayden said with humorous glee in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw gave out a little chuckle of his own. “What am I going to do with those girls? I’m sure it is my fault. I let them run wild before Hannah got here.” 
 
      
 
    “She seemed to be straightening them out fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, despite me,” Grimshaw agreed. 
 
      
 
    “So, Hannah, is it?” Jayden asked, arching one of his dark blonde brows. “She is a pretty thing to look at. No wonder you have no taste for Lady Tara any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think I was being quite that obvious about it,” Grimshaw countered. 
 
      
 
    “Are you joking? At least once every half hour I would catch you looking her way with that boyish grin.” 
 
      
 
    “I certainly don’t have a boyish grin,” Grimshaw said in a husky tone, “so that alone tells me you are simply trying to tease me.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me I am wrong? Tell me you don’t have eyes for the governess?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s complicated,” Grimshaw responded softly. 
 
      
 
    “Complicated how? She clearly has feelings for you too. She loves the girls as well. What complication is there?” 
 
      
 
    “Her social status, for one. My girls love her company now but she will be less accepted into society due to her breeding; you know that. What if that reflects badly on the girls when they come of age? Lady Tara on the other hand…” Grimshaw managed to say. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose the lady would have more influence in certain circles, but would you really be willing to subject your daughters to her for the benefit of circles?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Grimshaw said, already knowing he had determined that fact. 
 
      
 
    “I did allow the lady to assume certain things, however. I am honor-bound to her now, no matter how much I wish I wasn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “No words have been spoken,” Jayden said with a wave of his hand. “There is no honor that binds you to her. I am sure she may be hurt by the dismissal. Judging by the way she acted tonight, I hope I am not present to see that scene,” he added with a chuckle, “but she would have no reason to tarnish your name over it.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps,” Grimshaw considered. 
 
      
 
    “But I guess there is something else keeping you at bay from the beautiful governess.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw looked to his brother-in-law.  
 
      
 
    “I would think it would be quite clear. Ann.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think she wouldn’t approve?” Jayden asked. “I mean of the fact that she is the governess.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Grimshaw said, considering that for the first time. “She was a kind and humble woman. I don’t think she put too much stock in classes.” 
 
      
 
    “Then what worries you, my friend? She would be a good mother to your children. I would guess that was all that Ann would wish for.” 
 
      
 
    “It is not that I think Ann wouldn’t approve, per se. It’s more that I am racked with guilt. I fear that I have fallen in love with Hannah.” 
 
      
 
    “Who wouldn’t? I might have myself just a little bit after one day,” Jayden jested. 
 
      
 
    “I mean it. I have grown to care for her, to feel for her, to want to love and protect her.” 
 
      
 
    “And you think Ann would despise you caring for your new wife?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. No. I don’t know. I just worry that somehow in doing so, I am disappointing Ann.” 
 
      
 
    “As you said, Ann was kind,” Jayden said after a few moments.  
 
      
 
    He smiled whimsically at a memory that flashed before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I remember when we were children. There was a kitchen boy who came to stay at our country house. He was a sickly-looking thing and the cook was prone to boxing his ears those first few months. It wasn’t the boy’s fault; he knew little of his duties and the cook never took time to teach him properly.” 
 
      
 
    “Annie took it upon herself to give him the kindness he deserved. She would save cakes and muffins from teas and bring them to him. She even made him a little wooden top to play with. I dare say it was his first and only toy.” 
 
      
 
    “She didn’t see the boy as below her status. She didn’t see the clumsy slow learner that the cook saw either. She saw another person. All she cared about was that he was happy in his life at our house.” 
 
      
 
    “The point is, she would want you to be happy.” 
 
      
 
    They both sat for a time lost in their own thoughts about the late Countess of Grimshaw. 
 
      
 
    “I think about her so much around this time,” Grimshaw said softly. “Perhaps it is because I have less to keep me busy when the weather is cold and I am trapped inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it is because I have so many happy memories with her that include the holiday,” Grimshaw added, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    “I miss her. I don’t think there will ever come a time that I don’t. I didn’t think that I could hold on to my love and affection for her and let another one in as well. I was sure there was only room for one.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but you have let the governess in and it doesn’t mean you love my sister any less,” Jayden said with wisdom beyond his years. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Grimshaw agreed.  
 
      
 
    “Then don’t hesitate. Ann wouldn’t want you to.” 
 
      
 
    Christmas morning saw the whole family and household dressed in their Sunday best for the service in Concordshire.  
 
      
 
    It took both of Grimshaw’s carriages to get them through the now melted snow to the chapel. Jayden rode with the governess, girls, and Grannie in one carriage while Grimshaw sat with Lady Tara and her parents in the other. 
 
      
 
    His ride was a grim one full of somber faces. He hadn’t much expected differently after the incident the night before.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t help but be a little jealous hearing the laughter and even caroling coming from the gig behind him. 
 
      
 
    The sermon by Dr. O’Driscoll was just as somber as usual. Even the day of the Lord’s birth could be turned into a dull event under his ministrations.  
 
      
 
    Though the reverend’s words were severe and chastening, the excitement of the season could still be felt throughout the congregation. 
 
      
 
    From now until Twelfth Night, there would be much gayety and merriment all throughout the county. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t escape Grimshaw’s notice either that along with the usual happy chatter of a congregation in the middle of a festive season, there was also the added whispers about Grimshaw’s party.  
 
      
 
    Certainly things had already been suggested with Lady Tara’s family’s presence. That had received its own due course of gossip. Now all eyes were turned to the fact that Grimshaw now included Mrs. Joanna McCarthy in his household seat.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw was sure that Matthew McCarthy would receive flack for not seeing to his own mother. It would not go unsaid that she had to stay at the lord’s house for her comfort when her son was unwilling to give it. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw cared little for the light it would shed on the businessman. In Sebastian’s mind, he deserved all the harsh looks and negative comments he would receive.  
 
      
 
    They returned back to Brighton Abby half a happy party and half a rather despondent one. 
 
      
 
    It was on the carriage ride home that Lady Tara gave the announcement that Grimshaw had been hoping for. 
 
      
 
    “We had planned to stay the holiday through, but my mother is eager to return to London while the roads are still traversable,” Lady Tara said coolly. 
 
      
 
    “I agree that might be a wise decision,” Grimshaw responded. 
 
      
 
    With the announcement made, the Marlow family would only stay a day or two longer, just enough time to make their preparations for departure. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw couldn’t have considered the morning trip to be more pleasant afterward. He seemed to have a weight finally lifted off his shoulders knowing that Lady Tara would be leaving and without him having to inform Lady Tara that he no longer intended to make her his bride. 
 
      
 
    He was sure a young beautiful woman such as herself would easily find another to distract her. He would have liked to think, now that he was at the end of the whole event, that it was not Lady Tara per se who had a terrible character. Perhaps it was just that she didn’t fit well with his family and in his life. Certainly there was still hope for her to find the place she would fit well. 
 
      
 
    The Christmas feast was more pleasant than Grimshaw had expected it to be that morning. With the understanding between himself and Lady Tara that there would be no union, everyone seemed to be more relaxed. 
 
      
 
    Even Lady Waldron seemed to be in higher spirits with the release of pressure to see her daughter matched in present company.  
 
      
 
    As they all sat around the fire that evening, Lord Waldron shared a tradition that he had as a boy and implemented it with the present party. 
 
      
 
    All listened with nothing but the crackling sound of the fire behind them, as his smooth voice read the story of Christ’s birth from Grimshaw’s family bible. 
 
      
 
    Though he was in mixed company, as Grimshaw looked about the room while Lord Waldron read, he couldn’t help but feel the spirit of Christmas flowing through his whole household. 
 
      
 
    He noticed that little Rebecca had dozed to sleep in Jayden’s arms. No doubt it was the third helping of Christmas pudding that had lulled her into an early sleep.  
 
      
 
    “I hoped to give them their gifts tonight, but with Lady Rebecca fast asleep it will have to wait,” Grannie said when Lord Waldron finished his reading. 
 
      
 
    “Wait? Oh, I hope not very long?” Lady Caroline said, disappointed that she was deprived of a gift through her sister’s fault. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to keep them till Twelfth Night, a nice gift of the Magi, but if you don’t think you can bear to wait, tomorrow then,” Grannie said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    With those words, Grannie walked with Lady Caroline as Jayden carried his sleeping niece off to bed.  
 
      
 
    Lady Tara and her party also bid their happy wishes and good evenings before returning to their own rooms for an early slumber. They had plans to leave early on the morrow. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Jacobson, I wonder if you might stay and talk with me a while,” Grimshaw said when they found themselves alone and Hannah made to also excuse herself. 
 
      
 
    She hesitated for a moment. It wasn’t that she feared Grimshaw. She may have feared him at first like she did the baron. Now she knew him well enough. Sebastian Blackburn was a good man and though he might have had a fierce look to his nature he was not so.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, Lord Grimshaw,” she said, coming to sit back down nearer to the fire.  
 
      
 
    It was the only light left in the room and so they sat adjacent to each other in front of it to get a better view of the other. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to thank you,” Grimshaw started. 
 
      
 
    “Thank me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, for your stubborn nature.” 
 
      
 
    ‘That seems a silly thing to thank someone for,” Hannah said, though her cheeks dimpled with a blushing smile. 
 
      
 
    “I would have agreed with you not too long ago. But now I see the worth of this rather unique quality you possess. You see, without it, Mrs. McCarthy wouldn’t have been here at Brighton Abby.” 
 
      
 
    “She is a wonder, isn’t she?” Hannah agreed. 
 
      
 
    “A treasure. I am only sorry it took me this long to see that she was not properly looked after by her own family. I never would have expected my daughters to find a lady to adopt but they seem to have done so. In the process I have adopted her too, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
    “I am most happy to hear that,” Hannah replied. 
 
      
 
    “I hope that she finds Brighton Abby a second home for her now,” Grimshaw said, leaning forward in his seat. He didn’t mean just Mrs. McCarthy with his words. 
 
      
 
    Hannah sensed the double meaning in Lord Grimshaw’s words. 
 
      
 
    “I do believe she does see it that way, sir,” Hannah said in response to both meanings of the conversation. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    The following day the whole family came out to bid Lady Tara and her party a safe and happy journey to their home. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw could not have wished for a better day on such an occasion. The sun was bright and high in the sky, warming the earth around them. He even heard the distinct sound of several winter birds singing their happy song in celebration of the departure. 
 
      
 
    Jayden would stay on through the rest of the festivities and possibly into spring. All in the household were happy to have his welcome company.  
 
      
 
    What brought Grimshaw surprising joy was how well Jayden seemed to get along with Miss Jacobson. He never realized how important it was to him that his late wife’s brother was accepting of his new choice. Now that he saw the two of them interacting so happily together, he found it a great relief of a burden he didn’t even know he was carrying. 
 
      
 
    The girls were successful in convincing Grannie to let them have their gifts the day after Christmas and so they all sat around the warm hearth while the girls opened their parcels.  
 
      
 
    For Lady Caroline, she gave a small easel fashioned from wood. It was clearly done by Grannie’s skilled hand as each leg had intricate ivy carved into it. 
 
      
 
    For Lady Rebecca, a small china tea set for her doll. It was made from clay and painted with perfect little flower designs. It was amazing to see the level of skill the aged woman had. 
 
      
 
    If that was not enough, she also insisted that Hannah open her gift. It was followed by a refusal and then much encouragement from the whole party until Hannah was completely embarrassed.  
 
      
 
    Rather reluctant to accept a gift, let alone open it in front of a whole crowd of people, Hannah did so anyway. 
 
      
 
    Instantly her eyes sprung with tears as she pulled the item out of the box. It was a small stationery lap box. It came with several fine quills, bottles of ink, and best of all delicately decorated stationery letters. 
 
      
 
    “Oh Grannie, this is too fine. It must have cost you a fortune.” 
 
      
 
    “You always spoke of writing letters back to your own mother. I thought it would be nice if you had a fine station to do it with.” 
 
      
 
    “But it is too much. How did you ever get such fine things,” Hannah said, inspecting one of the metal-tipped quills. 
 
      
 
    “You forget my Matty owns the village shop. I had him order it as a surprise for you. He knew you would love it just as I did.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah rather suspected he had done it during a time when he had hoped to win over her favor. She was sure that was no longer the case after she had given him such a cold shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “You must promise to thank him for me,” Hannah said, taking Grannie into a great big hug. “It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Matty will be happy to hear you like it, dear,” Grannie said with her own joy glistening behind her small dark eyes. 
 
      
 
    It was during this joyous occasion that they were interrupted by an announcement. Apparently, Matthew McCarthy’s ears must have been burning at their discussion because he was found outside of Brighton Abby’s door. 
 
      
 
    The gentleman entered the room with determination once permitted and strode right up to his mother as if she had caused him great offense. 
 
      
 
    “Mother, we are leaving right now. Get your things and let’s be off,” he said rather curtly without even a word to any other member in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Who is this rake?” Jayden said quite loudly. 
 
      
 
    “I am Mr. Matthew McCarthy. I am here to collect my mother and her things.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe the lady is quite happy here at Brighton Abby. We are all enjoying her company over the festive season,” Grimshaw said, coming to a stand. “There is no cause for you to come here so coarsely, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Lord Grimshaw, but there is. Word has flown all over Concordshire that I have not been a good steward of my mother and I am here to rectify that.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps that would have served its purpose when she was trapped inside a cold cottage during a blizzard but your assistance is not required at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, Matty. I am enjoying myself greatly here with his lordship. I do wish to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “And what of your animals? What of the things needing tending to at the cottage? You will just let it all go to rot whilst you sit here pretending to be a fine lady,” Matthew spat back. 
 
      
 
    “I have a man seeing to the needs of her property,” Grimshaw said with a narrowing of his eyes. “Joanna McCarthy is here as my guest and she will stay as such until she desires otherwise. Clearly, she doesn’t at this time.” 
 
      
 
    The eyes seemed to swivel in the room from one man to the other as the verbal battle continued. Matthew McCarthy would not leave until his wounded pride was rectified and Grimshaw was not about to let this woman fall into hands that would treat her any less than she deserved. 
 
      
 
    Matthew McCarthy looked down at his mother in frustration and saw Hannah at her side. His eyes fell on the stationery set on her lap and his rage turned onto her. 
 
      
 
    “This is all your doing, you know?” he said. “My mother was perfectly content until you started coming around. I went through all that trouble to get you that thing,” he motioned to the stationery box, “and to thank me you have soiled my good name.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw stepped between Matthew and the ladies, blocking their view of him. Grimshaw didn’t do it for Hannah’s benefit, but rather to protect Mr. McCarthy from Hannah’s sharp tongue.  
 
      
 
    She was already puffing her cheeks out and ready to give the wretched man a piece of her mind. She may have been a fearful flower when she first came to Brighton Abby, but she was not such now and Grimshaw knew that well. 
 
      
 
    “Let us take our conversation to my office,” Grimshaw said with a stern disposition.  
 
      
 
    Matthew considered the idea, but Grimshaw gave him no time to respond either positively or negatively to his offer. Instead, he grabbed the gent by the arm and steered him in the proper direction.  
 
      
 
    “I will not be bullied by you in my own house,” Grimshaw said in the confines of his office. “I have no care that she is your mother. I have taken her on as my own responsibility and I will see her treated right.” 
 
      
 
    “You have done a piss-poor job of it yourself. I first heard such from the mouth of Miss Jacobson and then confirmed the truth of it with my own eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “If you think for one second that I will let you remove that lady back to her solitude with no care, you have another think coming.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw bore down on him with all the fierce anger built up inside him. Rarely did he use his title to his advantage over others, but he had no problem doing so now. 
 
      
 
    “Do you dare have the impertinence to tell me that I am wrong in my assumption that Mrs. McCarthy will find far superior comfort and affection here in my own home?” 
 
      
 
    It was a question that Grimshaw knew all too well the man would have no choice but to answer in the negative. To do otherwise would be to insult the earl.  
 
      
 
    Matthew McCarthy swallowed hard. He hadn’t expected the earl to fight so boldly on behalf of his mother. 
 
      
 
    He was torn between what he knew he ought to say and the ramifications of leaving Brighton Abby without his mother in tow. 
 
      
 
    “I will be the shame of the village,” McCarthy finally said though in a very much more deferential tone. 
 
      
 
    “I care little for your reputation. You should have considered Mrs. McCarthy’s well-being. For God’s sake that is your mother, man,” Grimshaw spat. 
 
      
 
    “Your failing reputation is your own doing. I will not remove the consequence that in all honesty, I believe you truly deserve.” 
 
      
 
    McCarthy shuffled his feet in the room. He had been defeated and was sure to be leaving the estate empty-handed for it. 
 
      
 
    “Now if you will excuse me,” Grimshaw said, straightening himself to his full height with satisfaction that he had won the contest. “I have guests that I should see to. I bid you a good day, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Without so much as a look behind or pause for words from the gent, Grimshaw removed himself from the room and returned to the happy party in the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    After assuring Mrs. McCarthy that Grimshaw had shown Matthew the error of his ways and that she was more than welcome to stay but also had Mr. McCarthy’s full blessing to do so, the matter was altogether forgotten and the festive season continued on as if the ripple had never occurred. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Grannie stayed with the family until the day after New Year, at which point she assured both Hannah and the girls that she was ready to return to her own cottage. 
 
      
 
    “I must be there for the Twelfth Night. I put up a few mistletoe sprigs and ivy before you came to see me. If I don’t burn them on the Epiphany, I will have bad luck all year long, I am sure of it.” 
 
      
 
    “That is just a silly superstition. I am sure there is no truth to it. You must stay,” Hannah urged the old woman. 
 
      
 
    “Superstition or not, I couldn’t bear to not do so. I would fear any bad that might befall me for the next year would be caused by my delay.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah could see that she would not sway the widow from her determination. So, it was with a basket of pies and puddings for her own celebration on the night five days hence that Mrs. McCarthy returned home in the comfort and style of Grimshaw’s finest carriage. 
 
      
 
    Lady Caroline gave a little sniffle as she stood watching through the window as Grannie left. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be sad, Lady Caroline,” Hannah said, putting a loving arm around the girl. “We will see her again in a few days’ time. Your father has agreed to take us twice a week to spend afternoon tea with Grannie. I dare say we will see so much of her that you will wish we stop going.” 
 
      
 
    “I will never wish that,” Caroline said with the innocence of a child. 
 
      
 
    “I know, dear, I was only teasing you,” Hannah said with a smile and soft squeeze. 
 
      
 
    The next few days was a lull between the feast of New Year and celebration of the Epiphany. The girls settled back into the daily routine of their education and training as ladies.  
 
      
 
    Grimshaw got to work with great vigor as the completion of the west wing neared. He found great excitement in its eventual completion.  
 
      
 
    Somewhere in his heart, he had worked out that with the west wing done, Ann would be at peace in heaven and he would be ready to make the next move in his life. 
 
      
 
    With that notion ever-present in his mind, he found himself forgetting to not be so open about his feelings towards Miss Jacobson. 
 
      
 
    He was satisfied to see that she didn’t mind his attention as he feared she might. In fact, in many ways, she welcomed and even reciprocated his flirtation. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder, Miss Jacobson, if you might help me with something?” Grimshaw said one night as the family sat around the fire.  
 
      
 
    Both girls were quietly playing with Rebecca’s tea set. Caroline, who normally felt she was too old for pretend and dolls, had allowed herself this one night for the sake of making Rebecca happy in her play. 
 
      
 
    Jayden was deep in concentration over some news he had received that morning from his father. Hannah likewise was busy at work, writing a letter to her mother on her new stationery. 
 
      
 
    At the earl’s request, however, she set her writing aside and willingly accepted to aid Lord Grimshaw despite not knowing the request. 
 
      
 
    He asked her to follow him to the card table that was at the back of the drawing room. There afforded them more privacy though it probably wasn’t needed. 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping to do something nice for the girls. To give them as a Magi gift. Normally I would give them a new dress or some other type of frill, but I thought there might be something better. I wondered if you could help me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure I can, but I will be happy to try,” Hannah replied. 
 
      
 
    “Surely you must know as a woman what they would like. When you were a little girl what things did you like to get?” 
 
      
 
    “I am afraid my childhood would not be an accurate comparison to the young ladies’,” Hannah said in honesty. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you think they have too much then?” Grimshaw seemed to ponder, sitting back in his chair. 
 
      
 
    “No, it is not that. I just experienced a different childhood, is all.” 
 
      
 
    “But you are not averse to little notions and tokens of affection when given at appropriate times now, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I would have been then either. I was just not able to receive them. But no, to answer your question. I don’t think there is anything wrong with giving them small gifts. They both certainly deserve it.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah looked lovingly towards the girls playing quietly. Grimshaw studied her. 
 
      
 
    “Do you care for them?” he asked with a sudden turn in the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Of course I do,” Hannah retorted, surprised that he should even ask. 
 
      
 
    Of course he knew that would be her answer but still he had the desire to hear it out loud. 
 
      
 
    “Would you love them as if they were your own daughters?” 
 
      
 
    “I already do,” Hannah said, still unsure of where he was going with his talk. 
 
      
 
    A quick but fleeting smile brushed across his lips. He rubbed his chin. At this time at night, it was already beginning to darken with stubble. 
 
      
 
    “I fear that Lady Tara might have ruined them to the idea of a mother.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Hannah replied, still unsure where the conversation was leading. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t help but be relieved when she saw Lady Tara leave Brighton Abby. She would have liked to say it was solely for the children’s sake. If she was to be truly honest with herself though that wasn’t entirely accurate.  
 
      
 
    She found that she had fallen in love with the earl just as much as she had with his daughters. It was a stark contrast to the attitude she had first come to the county house with.  
 
      
 
    Of course, with such a bad experience like the one she had with Baron Edgley, it was no wonder that she was averse to liking the earl, let alone fall for him. 
 
      
 
    It was hard for her to do otherwise, however. What she had first seen as a gruff exterior, she learned was nothing more than a father who loved his daughters deeply.  
 
      
 
    He was a good man who worked hard with his own hands. He was willing to admit his own faults, but also wouldn’t back down when Hannah was in the wrong. She found that trait surprisingly admirable.  
 
      
 
    She couldn’t help but let her heart sink a little at the earl’s question. Was he already on the hunt for a new wife? Hannah had hoped that with the disaster with Lady Tara he would take time before going about his search again. 
 
      
 
    She of course never expected him to set his eyes on her. Instead, she rather hoped that she would be able to simply enjoy the time she had now and worry about what the future held when it came. 
 
      
 
    It seemed that the future was now becoming the present by his muddled conversation. Perhaps he was looking to her for advice again.  
 
      
 
    Hannah wasn’t altogether sure she could give such words of comfort to him. Before she had been only half aware of her feelings. Now she was sure her heart had been wholly given over to the earl. 
 
      
 
    “Have you another lady in mind already?” Hannah asked, swallowing hard. “I mean to take as a wife and mother to the girls.” 
 
      
 
    Hannah did her best to hide her fears in her question. She needed to know the answer and wished to never hear it all at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Grimshaw said simply. “She has been a choice of mine for some time, but I hesitated.” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” Hannah asked, sure her heart was beating loud enough for even the earl to hear. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” he said with a sigh. “I worried that Ann would hate me for it. I know,” he said stopping her before she spoke, “I have come to see you are right on that matter. It is wrong of me to feel guilty. But I did all the same. I don’t know that I can explain why.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose I thought if I let myself love another it would remove Ann from my heart. I’ve learned now that there is room enough. My greatest fear is that the lady in question might not take kindly to such a situation.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I would ask her to love me and my children as her own, and I think she does on both accounts. At least, she has confirmed so for my children’s sake,” Grimshaw said with a twinkle to his dark eyes 
 
      
 
    Hannah’s heart raced at his words. She wasn’t sure but thought he might actually be talking about her. She couldn’t find it possible for Grimshaw to have fallen for her as she had for him. 
 
      
 
    She had vexed him at every turn it had seemed. Not to mention the fact that she had also attempted to physically assault him twice. What man would want a woman like her even without considering the fact that she came from less than ideal breeding. 
 
      
 
    “But I would wonder if she would be happy knowing that I still held my late wife dear. I wonder if she would come to resent that over time?” 
 
      
 
    “Resent that you love your first wife? How could you not though? She gave you the gift of two beautiful girls. I myself never met the woman, and only heard stories of her, but I have come to have great admiration for the lady.” 
 
      
 
    “You have?” Grimshaw said, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Any woman who would find a place in her heart for you, Lord Grimshaw,” Hannah said, her cheeks blushing with the frank conversation, “would have no choice but to have affection for Lady Grimshaw as well. She has influences in every corner of Brighton Abby. Even just the simple act of finishing the west wing in her name shows how she has influenced this place for the good.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw looked at the woman before him with awe. She was certainly wise beyond her years when she had the hankering to be.  
 
      
 
    “And she wouldn’t resent that presence, you don’t think?” Grimshaw asked as he reached a hand forward and took Hannah’s. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes drifted down to where they touched across the table. She could feel his warmth flowing through her veins.  
 
      
 
    “I know I never would,” Hannah answered barely above a whisper. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw rewarded her response with a wide joyous smile. Pulling her hand to his lips, he kissed it ever so gently. 
 
      
 
    It was just the first step, but it was a definite step in Grimshaw’s mind to courting Miss Hannah Jacobson.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    It was fortuitous that on the day of the coming of the Magi Grimshaw put the final touches to the west wing. It was a great weight of relief off his shoulders to see all the rooms properly put together, including the great hall that occupied most of the first floor of the wing. 
 
      
 
    He imagined great balls that could be held in the newly remolded walls of the house. It gave him that connection to his past as well as the renewed hope for a bright new future. 
 
      
 
    The festivities for the night and subsequent feast outshone any they had enjoyed thus far. The cook even created molded cakes covered in colorful icing and pastille figures.  
 
      
 
    In the spirit of Grannie, all festive decorations were removed from their places of honor and set before the drawing room hearth to be burned by midnight.  
 
      
 
    Hannah was happy to watch the girls open their gifts she had made them of decorated masks and party hats to wear all night long.  
 
      
 
    For the earl’s part, he had a very special gift planned for his darling daughters. That would have to come later in the night. Instead of their gift, to stave off their excitement, he waited till after the feasting to unveil the west wing and its beautiful large dance hall. 
 
      
 
    The girls danced and twirled in pure unadulterated excitement around the room that had once held sapling trees and decaying leaves. 
 
      
 
    In turn, the two ladies both gifted their father the paintings that they had worked so hard on with Mrs. McCarthy’s aid. He helped them walk the halls and rooms now furnished in the new wing until each child picked the best place to hang their painting. 
 
      
 
    “I have a gift for you also,” Hannah said after the paintings were hung and the girls were running up and down, in and out, of all the new rooms. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you will like it,” she added, handing over her own paper-wrapped painting. 
 
      
 
    “I am nowhere near the artist that Mrs. McCarthy is. Plus, I only had the portrait that Mrs. Brennon showed me and the girls’ descriptions to go off of,” Hannah continued by way of explanation nervously.  
 
      
 
    “It’s Ann,” Grimshaw said with the breath catching in his throat. 
 
      
 
    In his hand, he held a wonderful likeness of his late wife mirrored from her portrait in her bedroom. Of course, Hannah had taken some liberties with it. He noticed right off the bat that instead of the dark gown of the painting in the room, she wore a light lavender. He remembered it well as Ann wore it often. He guessed it was the one that Caroline would remember best and describe to Hannah. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Caroline said it was a fairly good likeness,” Hannah said hesitantly when he said no more. “I thought it would be nice to put in the front entrance to the wing. After all, she was the inspiration to finish it, was she not?”  
 
      
 
    “It is perfect,” Grimshaw said with some husk to his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m so happy you like it,” Hannah said with a huff of breath. 
 
      
 
    “You are a remarkable woman, Hannah Jacobson,” Grimshaw replied, taking his eyes from the painting and studying the lady who stood before him. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I don’t think it is quite that good,” Hannah said feeling shy. “I’m glad you like it nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw wanted to tell her she was remarkable for far more than just her exceptional artistic skills. He wanted to tell her she was an exceptional creature for finding a way to love his children despite their jaded beginnings. She was even more so for accepting him despite his hardened exterior. 
 
      
 
    He was sure that any other woman put in her situation would have left the moment he laid down his demands. How ridiculous he saw they were now. He had tried to control her for the sake of protecting his girls. 
 
      
 
    If Grimshaw had only known then that it was Hannah Jacobson who would help his girls to heal from their wounds. They needed no protection from the love of their dear governess.  
 
      
 
    “I have a gift for you as well. Well, a gift of sorts. I mean to say I believe it is a gift in a way,” Grimshaw said nervously. 
 
      
 
    Hannah couldn’t help but laugh at his awkward speech. It was a side of Grimshaw that was rarely seen by any. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway,” he said giving a chuckle at his own ridiculousness, “I want to give it to you later tonight if that is alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Hannah said, her curiosity piqued but always loving a good surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Come, girls,” Grimshaw called after hanging his last picture in its proper place. “I believe it is time for bed.” 
 
      
 
    “Bed? But Father, I want to stay and burn the holly with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I am afraid not tonight, my dear,” Grimshaw said to the pleadings of Lady Caroline. 
 
      
 
    “We are much too excited to sleep,” Lady Rebecca added, bounding up to her father. 
 
      
 
    “I expect all that cake has something to do with that,” Hannah said with a giggle. 
 
      
 
    “At least let us stay up until Uncle Jayden comes back home.” 
 
      
 
    Jayden Marsh had opted out of the somewhat subdued frivolities of Brighton Abby for a masquerade ball in Concordshire.  
 
      
 
    “I expect Uncle Jayden will not return home until much later than when we set the decorations ablaze. You will have to wait till morning to hear all his tales of the ball.” 
 
      
 
    Both girls groaned but reluctantly did as their father instructed. They had had more excitement in that one night than they could remember. Even though it seemed impossible for them at that moment to rest their heads on their soft down pillows, Hannah was sure that when the time came, they would quickly fall asleep. 
 
      
 
    “But then you will be left to burn the decorations all by yourself, Father,” Rebecca said as the four of them made their way through the house and to the nursery. “What if you forget a piece and a goblin springs to life?” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be all alone. I will have Miss Jacobson to help me. I am told she has a very keen eye for mistakes. I doubt she will let even a leaf escape the flames.” 
 
      
 
    “She does have a very keen eye,” Caroline agreed. “Even when I think she can’t tell I missed a stitch on my sampler, she always spots it.” 
 
      
 
    “And your sampler is looking a masterpiece now, isn’t it, my dear?” Hannah said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Caroline had to agree. Though she detested the work, it was satisfying to see it all done without her eye automatically traveling to the spots she knew she messed up on. 
 
      
 
    “You will stay up with me, won’t you?” Grimshaw asked after both girls were properly tucked into bed. 
 
      
 
    “If that is what you wish, I would be happy to,” Hannah replied. 
 
      
 
    “It would give me the chance to give you the gift I spoke of.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw held out his arm for Hannah to take. Together they walked to the drawing room. They would sit together by the fire and wait for the stroke of midnight. 
 
      
 
    “I have never done this before,” Hannah exclaimed as the hour drew near. 
 
      
 
    “Truly?” Grimshaw asked in surprise.  
 
      
 
    They had spent the better part of the remainder of the evening in happy conversation alone in the drawing room. Grimshaw asked one question after another about her family, siblings, and holiday traditions. In return, he also told some of his own from his childhood that he had most enjoyed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, perhaps I did when I lived with my mother and father. I don’t remember doing so. I don’t even really recall us having any sort of decorations in our house.” 
 
      
 
    “What about at your girls’ school? Surely they would have the decorations all around for the holidays?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not Hendrick’s,” Hannah said with finality.  
 
      
 
    “They believed that to be an idle waste of time. Not to mention I am sure it would be considered pagan superstition to burn the trimmings on Twelfth Night.” 
 
      
 
    “Well I hope you have no aversions to doing it tonight,” Grimshaw said, not wanting to dwell on a past he couldn’t change no matter how much he wished to. 
 
      
 
    “I’m actually looking forward to it, for Grannie’s sake of course. Well and for the girls. Rebecca was very concerned about goblins appearing.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw smiled at the thought of his little girl’s worries.  
 
      
 
    “Best we start now. It’s getting close to time. It all has to be done before midnight or the goblins start to sprout.” 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw rose from his seat and helped Hannah to do the same. They started out slowly throwing in one bunch of branches at a time and watching them burn. 
 
      
 
    Soon the whole room filled with the fragrant scent of the outdoors mixed with dried citrus and pungent spices.  
 
      
 
    “It makes it all seem so fresh and new,” Grimshaw said after a particularly large bunch went into the fire. “It reminds me of a new beginning,” he tried again to explain. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Hanna agreed, watching the flames. 
 
      
 
    “It’s something I never thought I could have in my own life,” Grimshaw ventured, hoping he had finally picked the right time. 
 
      
 
    Hannah turned and looked up at the dark brooding man before her. 
 
      
 
    “Even when I had settled to…for the girls…that is…I still never saw a future for me. At least not a happy one,” he desperately attempted to stammer out. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not explaining this as I hoped,” he said with a huff of frustration. 
 
      
 
    “Explaining what, sir?” Hannah asked. 
 
      
 
    He took a step forward and took her hands in his. She didn’t shy away and that gave him the courage to continue. 
 
      
 
    “Hannah, you are my hope for a future,” he said softly. “The gift I hoped to give you, if you will accept it, that is…” 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “It’s me. All of me. I wish to give you every part of me, even the broken pieces. You have opened your heart to my children. I hope that you could find a small part to allow me as well. In return, I give you all I have and all I am to be yours.” 
 
      
 
    He had closed his eyes during his little speech, just desperate to get it all out. Now he opened them and looked down on the glowing face of the woman he had poured out his soul to. 
 
      
 
    Tears were pooling against the refection of her blue eyes. He let one hand go so that he could caress her cheek. He let his fingers trail along her jaw. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to upset you. You don’t have to say anything if you don’t wish to.” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Hannah whispered, “but I fear I cannot produce the words.” 
 
      
 
    A single tear slipped down her cheek and he brushed it away with his thumb. 
 
      
 
    “Is it because you cannot bear the thought?” Grimshaw asked, still unsure of her tears. 
 
      
 
    Hannah held his hand tight against her cheek as she shook her head in the negative. How she burned to tell him all that she too felt for him. How she had wished such a night like tonight would come to pass. 
 
      
 
    She laughed a little to herself. Perhaps Grannie was right in this silly tradition bringing good in the year to come. 
 
      
 
    Unable to say the words, she saw Grimshaw’s dark brow furrow in confusion at her actions. She must have seemed quite the silly miss at that moment. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t have the words to express her feelings but she had long since developed the courage to act on her desires. 
 
      
 
    She took a step forward to him instead and reaching up on her tiptoes to meet his height, Hannah kissed him softly on the lips. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw took a step back in surprise. Hannah guessed it was probably the first time that a woman had ever been brazen enough to kiss him. It only took him half a second to regain his senses.  
 
      
 
    Closing the gap between them again Grimshaw wrapped Hannah securely in his arms till she was as close to him as possible.  
 
      
 
    He lowered his head to her and properly kissed her good and hard as he had dreamed of doing for so long now. 
 
      
 
    Grimshaw reluctantly released his lips from hers, though he kept his hold tight to steady her. She looked up at him with a wistful smile playing on her lips. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose this means we will need to renegotiate the rules.” 
 
      
 
    “You think so?” Grimshaw countered with a gleam to his dark eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I definitely remember one in particular that stated I was not allowed to consort with any members of the opposite sex.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah,” he said with his own wicked smile now matching hers. “I believe that was unless you obtained my prior approval.” 
 
      
 
    He bowed his head low again so that his lips brushed against hers. 
 
      
 
    “I am happy to say,” he continued against her lips in a deep whisper, “that I heartily approve of this particular fraternization.” 
 
      
 
    “I am happy to hear it,” Hannah giggled against his lips. 
 
      
 
    She scarcely had time to do so, however, before his mouth came down on hers again. Grimshaw was sure that by the coming of the sun Hannah Jacobson would have no doubt in her mind that he belonged wholly to her. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    It was a far grander occasion than Hannah had ever imagined for her wedding day. In all honesty, she had never really anticipated this day at all. Even when she held her affection for Lord Grimshaw close to her heart, she never would have believed that she would be preparing to exchange nuptials with the man. 
 
      
 
    “You look perfect,” Mary said from behind her as she placed the last white rose into Hannah’s perfectly arranged hair. 
 
      
 
    “You make the prettiest bride I have ever seen,” she added with a glistening tear.  
 
      
 
    “I hope Lord Grimshaw will agree,” Hannah said nervously.  
 
      
 
    She came to stand and took a few steps back to see as much of herself as she could in the round mirror. 
 
      
 
    She was wearing a fine cream-colored dress that Grimshaw had insisted be made for her. Around her collar and pinned in her hair were the most delicate dried white and pink roses Hannah had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    They gave off the most wonderful perfume as well. She took a steadying breath and took comfort from the scent.  
 
      
 
    Hannah couldn’t believe how nervous she was. She rather thought she was being silly. There was no reason to be nervous. Grimshaw would be happy to see her walk down the chapel aisle even if she was wearing her demure muslin gown and the oversized cap and spectacles.  
 
      
 
    A knock came at her door, and Hannah could tell from the giggling behind it that it was her future step-daughters before she even opened it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you both look so beautiful,” Hannah said with admiration and praise. 
 
      
 
    Each girl had also been outfitted with a new gown for the occasion. Both were of fine pink silk though Rebecca’s was trimmed in fine cream lace and Caroline had a darker pink ribbon to embellish her own. 
 
      
 
    Both girls had their dark brown locks curled and decorated with their own sets of dried pink roses.  
 
      
 
    “Abigail said we should come get you. The carriage is ready, Mother,” Rebecca said with an innocent tone and an outstretched hand. 
 
      
 
    Hannah took her hand but instead leaned down so that she was eye to eye with the girls. With tears glistening against her lashes she looked into the faces of her children. 
 
      
 
    “I want you both to know I love you very much,” Hannah said softly against the emotion rising in her. 
 
      
 
    “We know,” Caroline said with a smile. “We must hurry though; Father wouldn’t want us to be late.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I dare say he wouldn’t like that,” Hannah said, remembering his demanding nature when they first met. 
 
      
 
    She took one girl in each hand and together they made their way to the waiting carriage. The three of them rode together into Concordshire where Grimshaw was already waiting at the church. 
 
      
 
    Hannah was taken aback by the townsfolk all dressed in their Sunday best waving flowers as they entered the town square. 
 
      
 
    The carriage pulled up to the front of the chapel and the three girls exited. Together they entered the sanctuary to find the inside just as filled as the crowds without.  
 
      
 
    Seated in places of honor on one side of the chapel were Hannah’s mother and father with all her siblings. 
 
      
 
    At first, Hannah had been a little hesitant when Lord Grimshaw had suggested he invite them all to Brighton Abby for the ceremony. She wasn’t sure he wouldn’t change his mind once he truly saw her humble beginnings. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian Blackburn was not the sort of man to look down his nose at a person merely because of their lot in life. Instead, he looked to the character inside. In the case of Hannah’s family, he saw nothing wanting and welcomed them into his family with open arms. 
 
      
 
    Across from Hannah’s family also seated at the front of the chapel was Jayden Marsh, returned momentarily to Concordshire for the nuptials before returning back to his London home and the start of the Season. 
 
      
 
    Next to him in a seat of honor was Grannie. She dabbed at her eyes as the girls walked forward with Hannah just behind them.  
 
      
 
    The girls made their way up the pews of distinguished guests. Some Hannah recognized and some she didn’t, but all were happy to share in their moment. As they reached the end, both girls hugged their father before taking their place by Grannie. 
 
      
 
    For all the world turning around them, Sebastian Blackburn had eyes for only one. He watched with silent awe as the vivacious Hannah Jacobson walked down the stone walkway dressed in her beautiful cream gown.  
 
      
 
    He saw in her the light of a new beginning, the hope of a future full of happiness. Most importantly he saw a love that he could hold on to till they were parted from this earth. 
 
      
 
    Though the service was a proper one administered by Dr. O’Driscoll, Grimshaw paid little attention to it. He had only one moment focused in the back of his mind with great anticipation.  
 
      
 
    It was with the final words of man and wife and permission to kiss his bride that Grimshaw broke out in a smile of unquenchable joy.  
 
      
 
    Hannah tilted her head up, sharing the same happiness that her new husband had. Raising her slippered feet onto her tiptoes, she felt the warmth of Sebastian’s hands encircle her waist. 
 
      
 
    He hesitated for just a moment while their noses gently grazed one another’s. Softly against her lips, he whispered, “I love you,” before he took her mouth with his. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps for propriety’s sake, or at the least in respect to the huff from Dr. O’Driscoll, Sebastian should have given his wife a chaste and quick kiss.  
 
      
 
    He had no such intentions. He had waited far too long to make Hannah all his. He was going to savor every moment of their first kiss as man and wife. 
 
      
 
    Hannah, for her part, was more than happy to obediently follow this particular request.  
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    Loving a Lady 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “May I borrow your gown?” Catherine asked Noelle, already standing in front of Noelle’s wardrobe, holding a lilac dress in front of herself. Being the eldest, Noelle had the largest bedchamber of the five Fletcher sisters. Also, being the eldest, Noelle had the most pressure thrust upon her.  
 
      
 
    She was the daughter for whom her parents worked the hardest. She was the daughter whose task it was to find a husband worthy of being the son-in-law to the Duke of Salisbury. 
 
      
 
    Her sister borrowing her dress was the least of her worries. Noelle nodded her head at Catherine. “See that you don’t ruin it,” she said with a playful, dimpled smile.  
 
      
 
    She envied Catherine – also known to her as Kitty – who was still young enough to be able to go off to balls just for fun. Ever since Noelle had reached her twenty-first birthday, her parents had been giving her looks that they never used to give her. 
 
      
 
    The Duke and Duchess of Salisbury were loving, caring parents who wanted their daughters to all marry well. Noelle knew that, and she knew who they had their eyes on, too. 
 
      
 
     Practically everyone in their social circle knew that her mother, in particular, admired a handsome and dashing young gentleman named Lord Alphonse Drake, the Marquess of Fairfax, for her daughter. Lord Drake was the son of the Duke of Cumberland, and as such, it was believed that he and Noelle would make a perfect match.  
 
      
 
    Her sisters, of course, all thought that it was terribly exciting. She, on the other hand, greatly disliked the idea of marrying some rich Lord So-And-So just for the sake of status and appearances. What Noelle truly wanted in her heart of hearts was to meet a gentleman in a proper way and fall in love. 
 
      
 
    Like Catherine very well might do. She had the freedom to do so.  
 
      
 
    Edith suddenly appeared in the doorway, looking quite shocked to find Kitty in the room, rummaging through Noelle’s wardrobe. The lady’s maid rushed right over and closed things back up.  
 
      
 
    “Milady,” she said to Noelle rather breathlessly, noticing that her lady was still lounging on her dais rather than getting ready for the ball. “The guests will be arriving in only a few hours. We can’t have you still sitting about and not in your gown.” 
 
      
 
    The maid was a short, slightly plump young woman with hair the color of wet straw worn up in a tight bun on her head. She wore a bourbon-colored frock with a white apron and matching white cap.  
 
      
 
    She’d been Noelle’s maid ever since the lady had come of age, so the two of them had been through many a London Season. “Really, Edith, I find the whole thing quite dull,” Noelle opined. 
 
      
 
    Edith gently shooed Catherine out of Noelle’s room, closing the door behind her. Kitty was so gleeful at securing her favorite gown that she didn’t mind being removed from the bedchamber. She got what she’d been after.  
 
      
 
    Noelle did her best not to smirk too noticeably as Edith rounded on her with another frazzled expression.  
 
      
 
    “Your mother is quite vexed,” she said, going back to the wardrobe and opening it up again, searching through the dresses for a suitable one. “The Viscount of Kent will be here any moment with your father. They’ve been out riding all morning.” 
 
      
 
    Pulling out a mint green gown with white lace on the sleeves and collar, she held it up for Noelle’s approval. The lady rolled her eyes and stood up from her dais. It didn’t matter which dress she wore; it wasn’t going to change the ball for her.  
 
      
 
    The men she met were all the same. Oh, how charming is Lady Noelle! How witty, gay, and amiable! A lot of good it ever did her. The sorts of men she met at these fetes were always pompous, arrogant, and older than her.  
 
      
 
    She stood still and let Edith undress her and put on the clean, fresh gown. This involved much loosening and then tightening of corsets. Noelle gazed at her reflection in the looking glass inside the tall, mahogany wardrobe.  
 
      
 
    Her thick, cinnamon hair was pinned up on her head in a high, curly presentation. It wouldn’t be coming down until the evening was at an end. She always felt that she was an artwork in a museum when she had her hair all done up like that.  
 
      
 
    Her blue eyes looked back at her, sad and a trifle nervous. It amazes me that I still get nervous about these situations, she thought. I could practically be the hostess at one of these balls myself. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied with her dress, Noelle gave a little nod to Edith and then the maid carefully applied some rouge and lip salve to her lady’s face, finishing it off with a few puffs of powder. “You’re a vision, milady,” she said with a smile. “The marquess won’t be able to keep his eyes off you.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle blushed a little, hoping that the rouge hid it somewhat. But Edith was her closest confidante. Surely the maid knew her feelings on the matter.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve never met the man before,” she said. “I don’t know what he likes or what he’s like. So, I shan’t be getting my hopes up for this evening. Even if Mother does insist upon it.” 
 
      
 
    The Marquess of Fairfax knew Lady Noelle’s father. Everyone knew her father, it seemed. It was a wonder he hadn’t been placed in Parliament by virtue of his being everyone’s friend.  
 
      
 
    ‘It’s not about who I know,’ he oft said. ‘It’s who knows who I know.’ 
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t know if it was going to matter that he knew the marquess. Lord Drake was known to many ladies and went to many balls each Season. How could she possibly be worth his attention when he already clearly had so many lady admirers? 
 
      
 
    “Don’t put yourself down, milady,” Edith said to her supportively. “I know that I’m biased, but you’re sure to be the loveliest lady there. I fully anticipate his enthusiasm for your meeting.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle smiled another dimpled smile at her. Edith carefully placed a cameo necklace around her slender neck, fastening the chain in place. This small gesture gave her a bit more confidence.  
 
      
 
    One thing that aided the situation for her was that the ball was to take place at her own house. The Fletchers were staying at their London townhouse for the Season, as they always did now that the elder daughters were of age.  
 
      
 
    As soon as Noelle and Edith left the room, they found Kitty twirling around in the lilac gown, practically buzzing. It was as if this was her first ball.  
 
      
 
    “What are you so excited about?” Noelle asked her sister. “Can’t wait to see the old viscount again?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh no, no,” Kitty said with a giggle. “Haven’t you heard? Mr. Charles Ingram is going to be here tonight!” 
 
      
 
    Noelle blinked at her. “Ah… Mr. Charles Ingram.” She gave Edith a look and the maid surreptitiously shook her head. 
 
      
 
    It was impossible to keep up with Kitty’s ever-expanding list of gentlemen admirers – quite often she was the one who was really doing the admiring. Just the other day, she’d been fixated on a gentleman by the name of Mr. Edgar Chase. Noelle wished that she’d make up her mind, because it wouldn’t do for her to have too many suitors. 
 
      
 
    “You look lovely,” Anna, their sixteen-year-old sister complimented Noelle. She smiled at her with a look of respect and admiration. “I’m sure all the gentlemen will want to dance with you tonight.”  
 
      
 
    Anna was wearing a sweet pink gown with little fuchsia flowers all over it. She looked as sweet as a just-bloomed flower herself. 
 
      
 
    Noelle smiled back at her. It was amazing to her how much her little sister had grown. Anna and Beth – who was fifteen years old – were still so sweet and innocent, not at all like their overly-flirtatious elder sister Catherine.  
 
      
 
    The Duchess of Salisbury took great pride in her daughters’ beauty and decorum, though Noelle knew that whenever they were going to attend a ball, she became rather nervous. “Where are Beth and Emily?” Noelle asked her sisters. 
 
      
 
    “Beth is finishing up getting ready and Emily is reading in the library,” Anna replied as if she knew this question would be asked. 
 
      
 
    It was no surprise at all that Emily was off reading. She cared far more about the characters in books than she ever did about things that were happening in real life.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, their mother came huffing up the steps, fanning herself with a large, white feather fan. She was wearing a beautiful honey-colored gown with a shimmering gold ornament carefully placed in her deep-brown curls. Though a woman of forty-one, the Duchess of Salisbury was every bit as beautiful as her daughters still.  
 
      
 
    Though perhaps less so when she is out of breath, Noelle thought to herself as she smiled at her mother. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good, you’re all ready,” the duchess said to them, looking Noelle, Catherine, and Anna over each briefly in turn. “Your father and the viscount are here. They’re drinking port in the sitting room. Where’s Beth?” 
 
      
 
    As if on cue, Beth hobbled out of the bedchamber that she shared with Anna, stepping into her left slipper. She wore a modest blue gown with a little bonnet on her head. Whenever Noelle looked at her, she could still imagine the little baby that Beth used to be.  
 
      
 
    It gave her a queer feeling. She could only imagine how their mother must feel. 
 
      
 
    The duchess smiled at Beth approvingly. “Splendid,” she said to the young ladies who now stood in a row before her. Then, noticing Edith there, she frowned a little. “Edith, be a dear and see if Collette needs any help in the drawing room.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, my lady,” Edith said with a quick, awkward curtsy. She gave Noelle one last smile of encouragement before going down the staircase as she was ordered. 
 
      
 
    Now that the ladies of the house were all dressed and ready, it was time for them to go downstairs and wait for the arrivals of the guests.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Mr. Rodrick Edwards threw a forest green, velour jacket onto his shoulders and examined his expression in the looking glass. The jacket did well to highlight the olive green in his eyes, and his gold-brown waistcoat did the same to the thin ring of gold around his pupils. He didn’t notice this as much as he noticed the intensity and the determination that his eyes also conveyed. 
 
      
 
    He knew that his cousin, James Edwards, the Viscount of Easton, was due to arrive any moment. They were to be guests at the Duke of Salisbury’s ball that evening and as such he wanted to look his best.  
 
      
 
    He ran his hands through his short black curls, mussing them up a bit in a way that managed somehow to look even more pleasing than they had a moment before. He smirked. “That will certainly do,” he said to himself. 
 
      
 
    If the duke’s ball was to be like the usual parties in the London ton, then it was hoped – at least by Rodrick’s mother – that it would be a veritable marriage mart. Such events were usually teeming with fine young ladies … the trouble for Rodrick was always that none of them seemed to be the right lady for him, or he the right man for them. 
 
      
 
    James was always held in much higher regard, both because he was titled and destined to be an earl someday and also because he was a great deal more amiable than Rodrick, who was brasher and had a bit of a sharp tongue. If he was ever to find a bride at one of these balls, he hoped that he’d find someone who was genuine and not in it for the glitz and glamour of a title that he couldn’t bestow.  
 
      
 
    The nephew of an earl was not destined for much, but Rodrick was guaranteed a comfortable and wealthy life for the rest of his days. In his heart of hearts, he longed to share that life with a loving wife. But he would not voice this desire, because his mother would never let him hear the end of it. She hardly did as it was. 
 
      
 
    Smyth, their butler, knocked lightly upon the open door before coming into the room. He bowed low. “Sir, you have a guest downstairs in the lounge.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick turned from the mirror, a surprised smile on his face. “Lord Edwards?” 
 
      
 
    The butler shook his head. “No, sir. It is Lord Drake. I have already requested some tea for the man. Though I daresay he doesn’t intend to stay long …” 
 
      
 
    Right, Rodrick thought. He intends to go to the ball as well, surely. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, thank you, Smyth,” he said. “Please do inform him that I shall be right down. And let me know when James arrives.” 
 
      
 
    Bowing again, Smyth then left the room. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick hoped that he might greet the Marquess of Fairfax downstairs before his mother got to him. Alphonse Drake was a good-natured fellow who wouldn’t mind chatting up Mrs. Edwards if given the opportunity.  
 
      
 
    The trouble was that he didn’t wish his mother to become too chatty with him. Giving his reflection one final look of appraisal, he left his bedchamber and walked down the staircase at great speed. 
 
      
 
    He could hear his mother’s giggle before he could see her. “Oh, Lord Drake, you are too kind. And too silly.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick rolled his eyes a bit before straightening his posture and entering the lounge. His mother caught his eye and beamed back at him. She was wearing an elegant, gold-colored dress with little dark green ribbons tied about her waist and the bottoms of her short sleeves.  
 
      
 
    She also wore long, shimmering gold gloves. She was dressed as if she was going to be on the marriage mart herself, though she was a woman of sixty years, and a widow to boot. Mrs. Eleanor Edwards was a lady who loved a good ball, even if she was past the prime of life when men might ask to dance with her.  
 
      
 
    She never seemed the least bit discomfited by this, however, choosing to enjoy herself rather than worrying about her age. Normally, Rodrick was happy that his mother got on well at parties, though there was also often a lingering fear that she was setting out to embarrass him. She was fond of boasting about him to anyone who would listen. 
 
      
 
    “Rodrick!” she exalted as if she was surprised to see him in his own house. “You look well, my darling son. Very well indeed. I was just telling Fairfax here that we couldn’t wait to attend the Duke of Salisbury’s ball.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Drake turned at once the moment that Mrs. Edwards announced that her son was in the room. He grinned a perfect, white smile at his friend.  
 
      
 
    The Marquess of Fairfax was a tall and debonair gentleman. He was dressed in a fine, black jacket with long tails, white breeches, and a crimson waistcoat. His hair was the color of straw and he wore closely-cropped sideburns of the same color down the side of his face and resting upon his cheeks, framing his grin quite neatly.  
 
      
 
    His icy blue eyes danced a bit as he regarded his friend and could seem to find only mirth. “Upon my word, Rodrick. You look a rather dashing scoundrel today. Planning to break a few hearts tonight, eh?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smiled at his friend, a deep dimple appearing in his left cheek. It wasn’t uncommon for Alphonse to tease him and butter him up at the same time. The two of them had been friends since they attended boarding school at Harrow.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick liked Alphonse a lot, though he wasn’t blind to the other man’s follies. Lord Drake had made a rather poor impression in society of late, and rumors flew about his rakish escapades. Indeed, if he was attending the evening’s festivities, then he must have somehow made one of few good impressions that he’d made in the past few Seasons.  
 
      
 
    “You do me credit, Fairfax,” he said in a friendly manner, stepping forward and shaking the man’s hand. “And you look well. You’ve been taking care of yourself, I trust?” 
 
      
 
    “About as well as the old man will let me,” Alphonse replied with a laugh and a wink.  
 
      
 
    It was well known that he and his father lived alone in Stone Hill Manor ever since his mother had died and his little sister had been sent off to boarding school. The Duke of Cumberland didn’t make many appearances since his wife’s death and it was rumored that he was in ill health now as well, though Alphonse continued to perpetuate stories of his father’s adventures and misdeeds in order to keep the healthy memories of him alive.  
 
      
 
    “Do you know what he said to me before he sent me on my way this morning? He told me to not come back unless I have a wife.” Alphonse sniffed, still grinning away as if this news wasn’t scandalous and rather harsh.  
 
      
 
    “Goodness!” Mrs. Edwards said. She was now sitting on the sofa and helping herself to some of the tea that one of the maids had set out for them. “But do you suppose he was serious?” 
 
      
 
    Lord Drake shrugged. “Who knows? But I don’t want to take my chances. I plan to stay at my London apartment until he’s had a chance to forget about it.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick’s mother gasped and then shook her head, taking a sip of her tea and looking over at them as if she was waiting for them to go on. Gently, Rodrick took hold of his friend’s shoulder and led him out of the room and into the hall so they could have a bit more privacy. 
 
      
 
    “Surely it’s not as bad as all that,” he said sympathetically, hoping to think up a solution for his friend’s predicament at once. “You are coming to the Salisbury ball, are you not?” 
 
      
 
    Alphonse looked Rodrick in the eyes and shook his head. “In truth, I wasn’t planning on it.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick made to gasp a bit, but Alphonse cut him off.  
 
      
 
    “You know how it is at those balls,” he said. “And you know how it is that I am treated. No. If I am to find a wife, I’m not to find one there where the entire ton is watching and waiting for me to make some blunder or faux pas.”  
 
      
 
    He sighed softly. “And besides, I find those balls rather boring. Once you’ve attended one in this town, you’ve attended them all. The same useless banter, the same droll women…” 
 
      
 
    Now Rodrick had his chance to gasp softly. “But Alfie, if not this ball then where? If your father wishes for you to marry…” 
 
      
 
    “Then he is going to have a very long time to wait.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    It was true that a great deal of cleaning must go into preparing for the ball that was to be held in the family’s townhouse, but Noelle hadn’t anticipated the loss of her maid so early on in the evening. Fortunately, her dear friend Miss Lydia Quinn would be in attendance so Noelle would be able to spend the evening at her side.  
 
      
 
    Lydia was actually the perfect person for her to confide in with regards to her predicament with the marquess. She was a girl who enjoyed balls and the ton the way that young ladies were supposed to. She was from a wealthy family, but she wasn’t of noble birth like Noelle.  
 
      
 
    That was also in the other girl’s favor. As long as she marries a man of good character, she shall have the best life. Aside from this, Noelle deeply loved her friend.  
 
      
 
    She’d known Lydia ever since they were girls much younger than Beth. Mrs. Quinn, Lydia’s mother, had worked as a governess before meeting her husband, and so had taught Noelle basic reading and writing. The Quinns, therefore, became dear friends of the family and Miss Lydia was included in that. 
 
      
 
    Growing more excited now, Noelle carefully descended the stairs alongside Kitty, with Anna and Beth following. Noelle led the way into the library where they all found Emily, sitting on a sofa with her slender nose in a leather-bound novel of some sort. Their father had a large assortment of books of this kind which he kept in this library, though the only one in the family who ever seemed to read them was Emily.  
 
      
 
    “I should put that away for now, if I were you,” Noelle advised her younger sister. “The viscount is in the next room and you know how Mother dislikes it when you’re seen reading.” 
 
      
 
    Emily languidly lowered her book and set it aside on the sofa. Then Anna hurriedly came and removed it, placing it in a random spot on the nearest bookcase.  
 
      
 
    “Really, Emily,” she admonished. “You must try harder to be agreeable.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know whatever for,” Emily replied. “No one comes to these balls to see me.” 
 
      
 
    “You never know,” Kitty said to her with a smile. “That’s the best thing about going to balls – meeting new people. You can’t meet new people in books.” 
 
      
 
    Emily sighed and shrank down a bit in her seat on the sofa. “I feel like I do.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, their mother came down the staircase. Emily quickly rose out of her chair and moved to stand beside Anna, pretending that they had been standing around in conversation. The duchess looked her up and down with a perturbed expression.  
 
      
 
    “You’ve wrinkled your dress,” she commented before turning her attention to Noelle and visibly lighting up when she gazed upon her favored daughter once more. “The viscount will be delighted to see you,” she proclaimed, touching her on the upper arm. “I daresay he resents having to return home to this drab country after touring around Europe this past year.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle was surprised to hear her mother discussing the viscount with her. She knew that the party was being held in his honor, but the gentleman that her mother had seemed adamant about for weeks now was the Marquess of Fairfax.  
 
      
 
    She supposed that the viscount being friends with her father made him a prime candidate for marriage as well, but the duchess was normally so strict about ranks and titles. A viscount was better than no title, but the Marquess was to be a duke someday… 
 
      
 
    “Then we shall make him remember why this country is so wonderful,” Noelle said to her mother. “Ah, there he is now.” 
 
      
 
    Her father, the Duke of Salisbury, entered the room with his friend Lord Andrews, the Viscount of Kent. The duke was a short and rather tubby fellow with thinning gray hair and twinkling gray eyes to match. Noelle knew that her father had helped himself to more than his fair share of the port already.  
 
      
 
    His friend Lord Andrews was a tall man with light brown hair that was going a bit thin as well. She didn’t know much about the man, apart from the fact that he was in his early forties, and he loved drinking and riding as much as her father, which was enough for the duke to want him as a permanent part of the family. 
 
      
 
    I suppose there are worse matches that could be made, she thought, giving the gentleman a bright smile. “Lord Andrews,” she said to him. “It is so nice to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled as he came over to where she stood near the bookcases and chair. “My, Lady Noelle, you look ever so lovely. I can see that the spring in London treats you exceedingly well.” He offered her his hand and she took it. He bowed his head to her and she nodded politely back at him. 
 
      
 
    “Europe has treated you the same, I trust?” she asked him, batting her long lashes at him. “You appear like a man who is fond of adventures.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Andrews laughed softly, nodding his head. “Indeed, I am,” he replied. “And Europe was exquisite. I had half a mind to stay, except your father begged for me to come back. I suppose there’s no one else in town who can keep him entertained quite like me.”  
 
      
 
    He grinned at Noelle and she thought that he seemed a good deal less tipsy than her father. She wasn’t very surprised. What she was surprised by was how conceited he sounded. Lord Andrews was a dear friend of her father’s but that didn’t mean that he didn’t have others to keep him company. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to regale me with tales from your travels sometime, Lord Andrews,” she said to him. It wouldn’t do for her to show him how she really felt about his travels now.  
 
      
 
    Fortunately, the servants announced the arrival of some more of their party’s guests. Noelle caught sight of Miss Lydia Quinn and excused herself from the viscount so she could go greet her best friend. 
 
      
 
    The two young ladies gave each other a quick kiss on their cheeks, beaming at each other with great affection. “Thank heavens you’re here,” Noelle said to Lydia, taking her lightly by the arm and making sure to guide her away from the viscount. “My mother is apparently attempting to match me with every lord in London who’s still standing.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia smiled at Noelle, crinkling the bridge of her nose a bit as she did so. Lydia Quinn was a sweet girl, with strawberry hair and pleasant hazel eyes. She wasn’t eye-catching like Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine, but she was lovely in her own way.  
 
      
 
    “I understand her being eager for you to marry well,” she said. “But I thought she wanted you to marry Lord Drake?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle shook her head a little, sighing softly. “I think she would be happy if I married anyone so long as he has a title and his own land and property.” She looked at Lydia. “Oh, but enough about me! How have you been? You look quite well.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia blushed to have attention brought to her, even if it was only her best friend. She nodded.  
 
      
 
    “I have been spending a terrific time in London this Season. I was with Louisa Prescott just the other day. Her brother Lord Eric has grown rather handsome.” 
 
      
 
    This was no great shock to Noelle. But then she scolded herself.  
 
      
 
    Why should it be assumed that a gentleman is handsome simply because he is a lord? It matters far more what is in his heart and mind.  
 
      
 
    She wished to be a woman who practiced what she preached, and so she knew she must respond to this news accordingly. “Oh, has he?” she asked curiously. “He was a gangly young boy.” She made a face and then laughed. “Come, let us help ourselves to some cider.” 
 
      
 
    She took Lydia by the arm once more and they strolled out of the foyer and onward to the refreshments table that was on one edge of the ballroom. As this was the Fletchers’ city home, it was smaller than their summer estate, but Noelle much preferred its size. A cozier dwelling lent itself well to smaller, more intimate parties amongst friends.  
 
      
 
    The ballroom was filling up with guests, most of whom stood around chatting together. Her eyes scanned the room as she put her small glass of apple cider to her lips. Sure enough, she spied Emily sitting in a chair in the corner diagonal to her, legs crossed at her ankles, reading a different book. 
 
      
 
    Such a sight didn’t irk her as it may her mother or Catherine – for reading was unladylike according to their sensibilities – but she did worry about Emily being spotted by someone and thus getting herself into trouble. Right as she was about to go over and tell her sister to put the book out of sight, Lord Andrews reappeared.  
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t know where her parents had got to, but the fact that the special guest for the evening was left to wander wasn’t a good sign… 
 
      
 
    “Hello again, my lady,” he said to her, bowing low to her and giving her a friendly smile. “Might you do me the honor of giving me the first dance with you this evening?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle felt her cheeks go warm, but why she knew not. It was true that the viscount was attractive and charming, but she felt that she owed it to Lord Drake to stay true to him. They were by no means betrothed, but there had been enough whispering about their getting married that she didn’t wish to slight him now.  
 
      
 
    Especially seeing as her mother wasn’t around to egg her on or somehow prevent this pairing. At first, she considered making up some excuse about her dance card, but then she remembered who was standing next to her.  
 
      
 
    “You do me a great honor, Lord Andrews,” she said demurely. Noelle really didn’t think it was wise to dance with Lord Andrews when she was supposed to be waiting for Lord Drake. She glanced around the room for any excuse she could give. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, her eyes fell upon her dear friend Lydia who was standing there in hopes of someone coming and asking to dance with her. “I don’t believe that you’ve met my friend Miss Quinn yet?” Noelle said to Lord Andrews. 
 
      
 
    Lydia looked up at the sound of her name and locked eyes with the viscount. Lord Andrews looked from Noelle to Lydia, and then to Noelle’s great relief he smiled.  
 
      
 
    “My dear Miss Quinn,” he said to her, offering his hand. “It is a delight to make your acquaintance.” 
 
      
 
    Now that the two of them were paired up, Noelle was free to sit in one of the chairs at the far end of the room, near Emily. She bent down and tapped her on the knee when she approached.  
 
      
 
    “You’d best get rid of that,” she suggested. “Do you know where Mother and Father are?” 
 
      
 
    Emily closed her book as if this was the worst imposition. “No. Aren’t they in here somewhere?” She looked around.  
 
      
 
    Noelle noticed that, rather than actually closing the book, she’d only placed a finger into it so she might resume reading as soon as her offending family member was gone. Noelle casually reached down and took the book from Emily’s grasp. 
 
      
 
    “I’m serious, Em,” she said, trying not to sound too exasperated about it. She knew that there was no stopping Emily from enjoying her amusements. But the girl could at least act happy to see everyone there instead of doing her best to ignore them entirely.  
 
      
 
    “If either of them saw you sitting like you were, they would burn all of the books in the library. Don’t think they wouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Folding her arms in front of herself, Emily groaned. “Fine.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle sat in the chair beside her, atop the book so that it was out of sight in case their mother turned up. It wasn’t like Noelle to be reading at a party, so surely Emily would still get into trouble. As she looked out at the dance floor, she saw Lydia dancing with Lord Andrews and gave her friend a smile.  
 
      
 
    The pair of them looked nice together. She didn’t know where Lydia’s heart lay at present, but at least the lady was able to enjoy the attentions of a dashing gentleman. Worrying about prospects didn’t seem like something that Lydia did. She was much more carefree in that regard, which meant that any attention that she got at this party was good attention.  
 
      
 
    Noelle wished that she could really say the same for herself.  
 
      
 
    Biting her lip a little, she gazed around the dance floor some more in search of the notorious Marquess of Fairfax.  
 
      
 
    What could be keeping him? she wondered. It was getting late into the evening now and the majority of their guests had already arrived. Perhaps Mother forgot to send an invitation to him.  
 
      
 
    But she knew that couldn’t be right. Her mother never forgot anything of the sort, especially not where Lord Fairfax was concerned. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, her blue eyes fell upon her sister Kitty. She was dancing with a tall man she’d never seen before. Her first thought was that he must be the Mr. Ingram that she’d been going on about all morning.  
 
      
 
    She was glad that at least Catherine had found the beau that she was meant to spend time with. Noelle didn’t mind not having to dance. She didn’t believe that she’d ever been very good at it.  
 
      
 
    But still, she knew that it might reflect badly that the duke’s eldest daughter wasn’t on the dance floor. Especially if her mother was there to see her. 
 
      
 
    Where is Mother? she thought. It wasn’t like the duchess to avoid the dance floor at a party, especially one at her own house. Noelle supposed that she and her father must’ve gotten up to something somewhere near the front of the house, perhaps in the foyer as people entered.  
 
      
 
    She remembered back when she’d thought about throwing a ball herself. It was starting to feel as if her daydream was coming true. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was surprised at his friend’s sudden change of heart in regard to the night’s festivities. He realized then that it was the reason for his visit to Wildhill: Alphonse had wanted to let him know that he wouldn’t be coming tonight after all.  
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment, wishing that he’d reached his friend before his mother had noticed him there. Now, what was he to say to her about it? 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud rap upon the front door. Smyth appeared as if from nowhere and answered it. There stood Lord James Edwards, the Viscount of Easton and heir to the Earl of Montgomery.  
 
      
 
    The Edwards family’s genes showed through in his appearance. He had the same black curls, though his were shorter and a bit tidier than Rodrick’s. His eyes were also a light brown color, unlike his cousin’s glowing green ones.  
 
      
 
    He wore a smart, robin’s egg blue jacket, white waistcoat and white trousers. He also had with him a dark blue top hat and a gold cane with the head of a lion on its handle. James had a particular flair for the dandy and the flamboyant.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick greatly admired his cousin.  
 
      
 
    Before Smyth could even invite him in or announce his presence, Rodrick broke away from his friend and came at once to not only invite James in but to hug him. “Jamie! You look splendid!” He pulled back to regard him again. “Tell me you didn’t get all dressed up in this way for me.” 
 
      
 
    James chuckled and shook his head. “I’m so sorry to disappoint you, cousin, but I am indeed eager to attend the ball at Salisbury’s tonight.” He smiled a bit shyly.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick knew exactly why he was so eager. The Duke of Salisbury’s daughters were known to be quite pretty and in fact, it wasn’t the first time that they had seen them at balls in London.  
 
      
 
    Due to his retiring nature, however, James had yet to actually converse with one of those young ladies. Rodrick had a feeling that he aimed to change that this evening. 
 
      
 
    “And you shall both have a grand time,” Alphonse cut in, grinning at both of them and lying his arms on their shoulders on either side of him.  
 
      
 
    “Have a merry time. A fortuitous time! And then please do report back to me about how it went. My father will be so excited to hear of it. Be sure to send Lady Noelle Fletcher my regards. I’m certain she is a charming young chit.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick’s cheeks pinkened ever so slightly. He couldn’t believe that Alphonse was neglecting to attend the ball with them, but he supposed there were worse things than introducing himself to ladies in his stead. Apart from being there as James’s right-hand man, of course.  
 
      
 
    He supported his cousin’s search for a lovely young wife above just about anything else. 
 
      
 
    “Mother, we are off!” he called into the house, hoping that his mother was within and ready to go. James had his carriage parked at the curb out front, ready and waiting for them. Rodrick would have just as soon ridden a horse to town, though a carriage would do better by them. 
 
      
 
    It was then that he realized that there was no carriage waiting there for the marquess. I assume he rode here and told his driver to leave him so that he could ride into town with us, Rodrick thought. Lest his driver informs the duke of his son’s true location this evening.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick did wish that his friend would be honest and straightforward with his father about his desires and wishes. Had he himself had a father still, he knew that he would’ve confided his full heart to him, always. 
 
      
 
    He bit his bottom lip a bit as he got onto the covered bench seat of the carriage alongside James and his mother. Alphonse sat on the bench across from them, riding backward and not seeming to mind it at all. “I do anticipate that you’ll both have a splendid time,” he said again, almost as if he was trying to relieve himself of some of the guilt that he had in leaving them to it.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick knew that their hosts were likely to be put off by the marquess’s absence, but fortunately, he was traveling with the intention of being James’s companion and not Lord Drake’s. As dear a friend as he was, Rodrick wouldn’t have liked to have to rely on him. 
 
      
 
    The ride to Grosvenor Square from Hatfield took a little over two hours. His mother dozed off with her head against his shoulder as he gazed out of the small glass window, admiring the way the trees and fields gave way to the stone and brick structures of the city.  
 
      
 
    As much as Rodrick enjoyed the balls and people of London, the countryside struck him as having a better, more amiable quality to it. Life was simply better when one could breathe the fresh air and not worry so much about what society and Seasons dictated that a man does with his leisure time. 
 
      
 
    Before they could stop off in front of the Duke of Salisbury’s London house, Alphonse alerted the driver via the front window of their covered bench.  
 
      
 
    “Drive on a little further, please. To Covent Garden.” He turned and looked back at Rodrick and James, who raised their eyebrows at him in almost perfect unison, causing him to guffaw. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Edwards snapped awake, startled by the sound. “Hm? Are we there? Are we in London?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Rodrick said, giving her hand a gentle pat. “But we’re not quite to our destination. We simply hit a bump in the road.” He eyed Alphonse. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” she said sleepily, letting her head fall back onto his shoulder once more. 
 
      
 
    As excited as she was for the party, she also thoroughly enjoyed her naps.  
 
      
 
    “How long shall we find you in Covent Garden?” James asked Alphonse, speaking in a whisper so as not to disturb his aunt further. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rodrick whispered. “I should like to know where to send my complaints and reports about the not-so-bon ton.” 
 
      
 
    Alphonse smiled wryly, nodding approvingly at Rodrick. “Oh yes, please do send such reports to me as soon as you possibly can. I shall be here for a week. Possibly more, depending on how well the Season treats me.” 
 
      
 
    With that, the carriage stopped outside of a small flat with stairs up from the street. Rodrick had an idea that part of the home’s attraction for Alphonse was the fact that it was too small to entertain many visitors. He couldn’t be expected to host a ball there, for example.  
 
      
 
    The marquess wasn’t one to shirk a ball during the London Season, but he had yet to host one of his own. Now Rodrick could see why not. 
 
      
 
    Climbing out of the carriage, Alphonse took Rodrick’s hand again and gave it a friendly shake. “Until next time, my friend.” 
 
      
 
    “Be well, Alfie. Write to me if any of your plans should change.” 
 
      
 
    Alphonse nodded once and then stepped completely down from the carriage, closing the door behind him with a soft click. Mrs. Edwards startled awake again and peered out the small window with some confusion.  
 
      
 
    “Where are we now?” she asked. “Oh! And where’s Lord Drake?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick and James shared a smile. “I’m afraid he had other plans for the evening, Auntie,” James informed her. He moved to the bench across now so that he could look at Rodrick and share in some amused expressions as the carriage resumed its ride to the Duke of Salisbury’s house.  
 
      
 
    The carriage rolled past a wrought-iron gated fence and up a slightly bumpy gravel path towards a crescent of houses. Before long, they arrived out front and the two gentlemen alit first, both reaching up with one hand each to help Mrs. Edwards out and safely onto the ground. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Edwards stared appraisingly up at the house, smiling a bit and unable to mask the fact that she was deeply satisfied. The terraced house was tall and made of finely-chiseled brick and white stucco. The home wasn’t anywhere as grand as the Earl of Montgomery’s Hatfield manor, Westwood, but for a London dwelling, it was more than exceptional.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick noted the look on his mother’s face as she lightly held his arm and he guided her up onto the marble front porch. “These look like the finest houses in London,” she whispered directly into his ear. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled softly and nodded his head. “I know, Mother,” he said quietly back. “I didn’t think that the duke was living in an alleyway.” 
 
      
 
    James knocked upon the door and they waited, him with an eager, expectant look on his face and Rodrick with no small amount of trepidation. It had been amusing to discuss what might happen that evening, but now they were about to experience it for real and first-hand.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick hoped that they would have good tidings to bring back along with them for Alphonse, and he prayed that James would have a wonderful time, too. If ever there was someone deserving of every happiness, it was his cousin whom he loved as a brother. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, the black wooden door was opened and they were greeted by an unsmiling butler. “Good evening,” he said, standing aside so they could all enter the charming townhouse. James, Rodrick, and Eleanor looked around at the elegant white walls and floors of the foyer.  
 
      
 
    There was a mirror above a mantle along the wall as they went, framed on either side by white candelabras. Rodrick had, of course, made the acquaintance of the Duke and Duchess of Salisbury before, along with at least the two eldest daughters, but they really only crossed paths about once a Season and this was the first year that they’d elected to throw a ball in their own house. He wondered at that a little.  
 
      
 
    I suppose that Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine, being thus far unmarried, means that they’ve had precious little reason to host one such occasion.  
 
      
 
    He knew of the Viscount of Kent being newly arrived back in England from a lengthy holiday abroad, but he didn’t know the man himself. He didn’t know anyone who was unknown to either James or the Earl of Montgomery. He relied on them almost entirely for social engagements and the like. 
 
      
 
    The butler closed the heavy front door and walked along the hall behind them, eventually making his way to the front of their small group so that he could precede them and make their introduction to the family of the house. He cleared his throat. Rodrick looked over his shoulders and saw the duke and duchess standing together in a parlor, clearly interrupted from some not entirely pleasant conversation.  
 
      
 
    They both held glasses of a rose-colored liquid that Rodrick recognized instantly as port wine. “Your Grace,” the butler said with a low bow. “The Viscount of Easton and his cousin Mr. Edwards.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Salisbury stepped forward to shake hands with James; meanwhile, Eleanor and the duchess shared a smile.  
 
      
 
    “How good of you to join us,” the Duchess of Salisbury said to Rodrick’s mother, offering her a hand which his mother readily took. Rodrick noted right away that she had a kind smile that was in her blue-green eyes as well. She looked to be much younger than her years would let on.  
 
      
 
    I wonder if her daughters are still as pretty as she is, he thought curiously, wondering when he might be free to take his leave and go attempt to find out for himself. 
 
      
 
    “This is my cousin, Mr. Rodrick Edwards,” he suddenly heard James introducing him to the duke, gesturing an arm in his direction. “Son of the late Mr. Alexander Edwards, my uncle.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” the duke said, eyeing Rodrick not unkindly from where he stood. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick, for his part, dutifully stepped forward a little towards him and bowed. “It is an honor to see you again, your grace.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” the old man said, bowing slightly back to him, looking into his eyes and trying to recall when last he’d met him.  
 
      
 
    “I must confess that I don’t remember. But I shall be the first to admit that my memory is not what it used to be… Especially…” He gestured to his nearly-empty glass of port and then gave a laugh.  
 
      
 
    James and Rodrick laughed along with him. The old man was pleasant enough. Rodrick had been a bit concerned that the Duke of Salisbury would be pompous and stern, but fortunately, he seemed to be far from it.  
 
      
 
    “He’s not like I expected,” he said quietly to James when they’d finally taken their leave of them, walking further into the recesses of the tall, ornately decorated house. He told his cousin what he’d been imagining and James let out a laugh, trying his best to keep it quiet so as not to arouse curiosity. Still, Mrs. Edwards watched them whispering to each other with one arched brow as they led her along.  
 
      
 
    “You clearly need to go to more parties,” James said to him with a smile. Though James was shy and of a modest demeanor, he still turned out at balls whenever the opportunity arose. He didn’t always bring Rodrick along with him, mainly because he knew that the experience could prove rather taxing for his cousin, but he did his best to be a good sport and include him in his every escapade.  
 
      
 
    “Starting now, I’m going to bring you along every time I come to one of these events. No matter the reason, no matter the Season.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick laughed, smiling appreciatively at him. “Fine by me,” he replied. “I think my mother would like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Eh?” she asked him. “I would like what?” 
 
      
 
    He turned his smile to her now. “A glass of cider,” he said, noticing the table in the corner when they’d reached the ballroom.  
 
      
 
    His mother blinked at him, her mind still a whirl from meeting the duke and duchess.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said, smiling back at him. “Yes, please. Thank you.” She reached up and patted his cherubic cheek. 
 
      
 
    Eleanor removed her arm from his then and took James’s arm instead. He smiled down at her and Rodrick watched as he safely led her over to a chair at the far end of the room. Taking a deep breath, Rodrick strolled over to the refreshments table and poured his mother a glass of cider with a ladle from a wide, lipped bowl.  
 
      
 
    The aroma of apple hit his nostrils and was so pleasing to him that he already had it in his mind to come back for a glass of his own. 
 
      
 
    As he made his way back to his mother, he found her there seated in a row of white chairs with plush, green cushions. He carefully handed the glass to her and then looked around the ballroom in search of James. Did that rascal wander off without me? he wondered. 
 
      
 
    Then, his eyes locked with the bright blue ones belonging to a chestnut-brown-haired beauty sitting three chairs away from where he now stood. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Noelle was transfixed but she tried not to stare at the gentleman who had caught her eye. He’d come from the cider bowl, carrying a glass and handing it off to an older woman who was dressed in gold silk finery. He was a man of average height and build, nothing that striking about his appearance, but his eyes had this green, glowing intensity about them that left her wanting for more information about him.  
 
      
 
    As soon as he noticed that he had her attention, he smiled and a dimple appeared in one of his cheeks, and then she was done for. Batting her long, dark lashes, Noelle cast her gaze downward now to focus on her folded hands in her lap. A smile crept onto her lips as she felt him continuing to look at her. 
 
      
 
    “—and I really do think that the only one who ever seems to benefit from these balls is Catherine, who never hurts for a partner anyway,” Emily prattled on. Noelle had practically forgotten about the girl sitting beside her. She almost wished that Emily would go back to reading her book so as not to scare away the gentleman. 
 
      
 
    “I think that Mother would miss them,” she said to Emily, doing her best now to keep her eyes on her younger sister. “You know how much Mother loves society and appearances. Do you think we’d live the way we do – with all of these comforts – if she didn’t?” 
 
      
 
    Emily gave her a queer sort of look. “Why are you staring at me?” she asked. “Have I got something on my face?” She reached up and gingerly touched the corners of her mouth as if instinct told her that there might be some crumbs there. 
 
      
 
    Noelle’s cheeks went pink. She did wish that Emily would keep her voice down.  
 
      
 
    The crowd in the room ensured that things weren’t otherwise silent, but the man was so close – a few chairs away – and she didn’t wish for him to hear their banal chatter. She rather hoped that he would find her interesting and perhaps mysterious… 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing on your face, sprat,” she said to Emily, smiling at her. “I’ve just been noticing how pretty you’ve grown.”  
 
      
 
    It was so; though Emily was plainer than her elder sisters, and Anna and Beth were gaining on her in their blossoming age, she had fair skin, bluey-brown eyes, and the sweetest dimples in both of her cheeks.  
 
      
 
    They shared the same light brown hue of hair, and Noelle did have every reason to believe that Emily someday might just be a pretty little thing. Won’t that make Mother proud? 
 
      
 
    This praise did little for Emily, however. She glowered back at Noelle, sinking in her chair a bit. “Don’t tease me or I shall leave,” she threatened. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not teasing!” Noelle said to her earnestly. 
 
      
 
    It was in that moment that she found that the gentleman who’d caught her eye was now standing directly in front of her chair. Her blushing intensified by degrees. Knowing that she could ignore him no longer, she instead turned to look up at him as he stood before her. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, my lady. I am Mr. Edwards, Lord Edwards’s cousin. We’ve met before, but it has indeed been a long time since then,” the gentleman said to her, bowing.  
 
      
 
    “Then it’s a pleasure to reacquaint with you, sir,” she said to him with a dimpled smile. “It is fortuitous that you’re here right now; you can help me with something.”  
 
      
 
    She looked from him to Emily and back again. “Would you not say that my little sister is pretty?” she asked him, gesturing over to her sister so he understood to whom she was referring. 
 
      
 
    Emily’s posture went rigid as her face went white.  
 
      
 
    The gentleman chuckled and gave a nod of his head. “Why, certainly,” he said in a voice that was even-toned and warm as a summer’s day. Noelle hazarded to look at him again and saw that indeed his eyes were on her and not on her sister at all.  
 
      
 
    “I just so happen to have come over here to tell you that beauty must run in your family. For both your sister and you are quite striking.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle smiled at him, her cheeks and now bosom quite hot with a blush she didn’t think she’d be rid of anytime soon. He’d made the added effort to include Emily in his praise, and that endeared him to her further. She knew, however, that she must soon vacate her chair before her sister went completely catatonic with shock and self-consciousness.  
 
      
 
    “You are indeed too kind, sir,” she said to him. “And what is your name? I don’t believe that I’ve seen you in London before.” 
 
      
 
    He offered her his hand, which she gratefully accepted, allowing him to helpfully lift her from her chair at the same time.  
 
      
 
    “I’m Rodrick Edwards,” he said, introducing himself.  
 
      
 
    She noticed that his hand was soft and warm, and then she realized that she should probably let go of it now that she was standing on her own two feet. She did so, hoping to not have made too big of a show of it. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not related to Lord James Edwards, the Viscount of Easton, are you?” she asked him. Noelle had to listen to her mother prattle on about every lord, earl and marquess in the London region, and as such she had committed a great many names to memory. She knew of the viscount but she could not recall if she’d ever laid eyes on the man before. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards stood a bit taller now. “Indeed, I am,” he replied with some pride now added to his voice and his demeanor. “I am his cousin on his father’s side. The Earl of Montgomery is my uncle.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle blinked a little, a large tree of succession coming into her mind. “Ah, yes, of course,” she said then. “I am Lady Noelle Fletcher.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Noelle,” he said to her so politely, looking into her eyes in a way that told her that he respected her and saw her as an equal – something that might’ve incensed her mother but something that made Noelle feel complimented. It wasn’t often that she felt respected by the gentlemen who came to these events.  
 
      
 
    To be sure, she never felt violated or anything like that, but she never felt equal in the eyes of the men who came to the party with her father and her mother. To all of them, she was simply The Duke of Salisbury’s daughter. What a gift it was to see and be seen by someone who didn’t let class or status fog his sensibilities. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too, Mr. Edwards,” she said back, smiling up at him. She’d thought that he was only of average height, but he was clearly still several inches taller than her. She wondered why she had initially been so dismissive of the way he looked upon first seeing him.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps I only wanted to think that he was somehow inferior to the other men that I’ve seen at this ball, she thought. She knew that it had been foolish now. Up close to her now, she saw that he really was quite handsome.  
 
      
 
    “Are you from Hatfield as well?” she asked him, wishing to continue getting to know him better and also trying to maintain a polite conversation.  
 
      
 
    There was as yet still no sign of the elusive Lord Drake. Noelle knew that her mother hoped for the two of them to become acquainted this evening, and she had endeavored to dance with him first, but as time passed, she wondered if this was a wise decision. After all, there were quite a few eligible bachelors at this ball and she knew that she could have her choice of them, really.  
 
      
 
    Noelle was not immodest, but she also knew that gentlemen adored nothing as much as a lovely young lady who wished to dance with them and engage them in lively conversation. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick continued to smile and he nodded his head. “Yes, I am,” he replied. “I don’t live with my cousin and the Earl of Montgomery. I live in a manor house on their land, called Wildhill.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded politely in response to this, not wanting to be rude as the wheels turned in her mind. He wasn’t a landowner, but he lived on an earl’s land. He was an earl’s relative.  
 
      
 
    She knew that her mother would be glad indeed to know that this Mr. Edwards was not a laborer or a commoner at all but rather a relative of a titled member of the aristocracy. Things such as this mattered a great deal to the duchess. Not so to Noelle, but she knew that if it mattered to her parents than it certainly would matter in her future correspondence with him.  
 
      
 
    “It sounds rather nice,” she said to him then, still trying to make conversation. She quickly glanced around the room for any sign of the Marquess of Fairfax, but the only familiar face that she found was that of her sister, Kitty, dancing with another gentleman.  
 
      
 
    He was a dark-haired man who was dressed very well in shades of blue. Noelle could sense at once that this man put a lot of thought into how he dressed, at least as far as this party was concerned. She wondered briefly who this man was and how it was that Kitty was now his dance partner.  
 
      
 
    Where has the viscount gone? she wondered suddenly, vexed to think that he and Lydia had been completely lost to the crowd. She scanned the room again quickly before finally looking at Mr. Edwards once again. 
 
      
 
    The smile had gone from his eyes as he gazed upon her now, though it was still there to some degree on his face. “Is something the matter?” he asked her, concern in his voice. “Am I keeping you from something?” 
 
      
 
    Gazing back at him, Noelle worried her lower lip with one of her upper front teeth; a nervous habit of hers that she’d had as long as she could remember. Kitty bit her nails, she nibbled at her lips.  
 
      
 
    “No,” she told Mr. Edwards. “Nothing is the matter. I was expecting someone to arrive here tonight, but it looks as though he might not be coming after all.” 
 
      
 
    She’d tried her best not to, but her voice betrayed her disappointment. It didn’t matter to her if the Marquess of Fairfax arrived or not. As far as she was concerned, the man was a stranger – and more than likely a bore at that.  
 
      
 
    But her mother had spent so long impressing upon Noelle how important it was for her to meet him and show interest in him. She felt as if she had trained and prepared herself for this big moment, and now the moment had been snatched from her. She wanted to know why.  
 
      
 
    But of course, no one there could tell her. 
 
      
 
    Noelle realized that she’d lowered her gaze to the floor, to her slippers, so she raised her eyes back up again and met Mr. Edwards’s bright green ones. She felt her cheeks get warm again. The smile was back in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    His eyes weren’t bright, actually, she thought. They were dark but somehow light at the same time, like a glowing ember. They were the most breathtaking eyes she had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    He was clearly happy to have caught her eye again, and happy too to know that nothing was amiss. “Will you do me the honor of a dance, my lady?” he asked her. She knew that she really shouldn’t say yes to him. She knew that her mother would be cross with her for not waiting for the marquess to arrive.  
 
      
 
    But also, it was such an agony to wait, particularly when she knew that there was someone who was waiting for her. Someone who wasn’t making her wait and feel somehow neglected. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    For several moments, Lady Noelle just stood there, idly looking around the room as if she was waiting for someone to appear to her. Rodrick couldn’t help but wonder if she was offended by his invitation to join him in the dance.  
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, my lady, for my inference,” he said to her, giving a bow. “I’ve clearly overstepped—” 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense,” Lady Noelle replied with another pretty smile. “Forgive me for my trepidation. I was told that someone was coming tonight and that I should save my first dance for him, but as he is not here, I think I can be forgiven for choosing to dance with another.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smiled at her with no small amount of delight. He bowed again out of propriety and then offered her his hand once more. 
 
      
 
    Upon her graciously accepting it, he led her out to the dance floor to join the others there. They were engaged in a country dance now, which he thought would make things simpler for the pair of them. Particularly if she wishes to save her waltzing for another. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick found the sight of her across the floor from him to be quite entrancing. She was the prettiest girl at the ball, which he thought was only fitting given that it was a ball thrown by her parents. Nearby, his cousin danced with another lovely young lady – perhaps Lady Noelle’s sister. 
 
      
 
    “You certainly don’t dance as though you wish you were with another,” he said teasingly to Noelle when they were close, before changing sides.  
 
      
 
    “When I am at a ball, I never wish to not be dancing,” the lady replied with another of her infectious smiles.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick wished that he didn’t have news for her which might cause her smile to diminish. He wasn’t sure who she was waiting to find, but he knew of someone who was not coming tonight, and he’d been tasked with letting her know. Perhaps it won’t come up, he thought. 
 
      
 
    But he knew that it wouldn’t be prudent to leave his friend entirely out of things. Fairfax may have been negligent for avoiding the party, but he deserved to at least be mentioned. He was a marquess, after all. 
 
      
 
    And he’d asked Rodrick to send his good wishes, which showed that he wasn’t completely ambivalent. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the dance was over and there was some brief, polite applause for the trio of instrumentalists who’d been hired, he moved closer to Lady Noelle again so he could speak to her in confidence.  
 
      
 
    “My friend the Marquess of Fairfax sends his regards,” Rodrick told her. “He was unfortunately called to some business, otherwise he would be here.” 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, Lady Noelle’s smile faded from her visage. “Oh,” she said remorsefully. “He’s not coming at all?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick felt guilty for relaying this news. The look of disappointment on her face was palpable. He wished that he could’ve held off on telling her, but what difference would it have made? 
 
      
 
    Then he realized something. “He was not the gentleman you were hoping to meet this eve?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded her head. “Yes,” she replied. “I was told that he was coming and that I must dance with him right off.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick frowned a bit, but not wishing to sour the mood – especially because he couldn’t make his friend appear – he thought it best to change the subject. “I hope that I make an amiable replacement.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle quickly smiled at him. “Oh, you do, to be sure,” she said readily. “Forgive me; I’m not normally in the habit of worrying about dance orders.” 
 
      
 
    He noticed out of the corner of his eye that James and the attractive young woman were still standing together nearby, deep in conversation as well. “While we’re here, perhaps I might introduce you to my cousin. Easton?” 
 
      
 
    James looked over at the sound of his proper name, raising his eyebrows. As soon as he realized that Rodrick was calling to him, with a lovely lady at his side, he smiled and moved closer to them, bidding the other young lady join him. 
 
      
 
    “Well met, cousin,” he said. “Lady Catherine and I were only just speaking of you.” 
 
      
 
    “James, may I introduce Lady Noelle Fletcher, daughter of the Duke of Salisbury,” Rodrick said. “My lady, this is my cousin, the Viscount of Easton.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle gave a curtsy to James, smiling a charming and dimpled smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lord Edwards,” she said to him graciously. “And it pleases me to see that you have met my sister Lady Catherine.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty beamed at her sister with an air of mischievousness that Rodrick didn’t quite like or know how to interpret. “It would seem,” she said, “that we have both stumbled onto fine partners in the dance, eh, sister?” 
 
      
 
    He noticed right away the way that Lady Noelle was blushing. She seemed to be in agreement with his own thoughts, for the look on her face wasn’t entirely merry now. In truth, she seemed rather embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Noelle said to Catherine. “Tell me, pray, do you know where our mother has gone to?” 
 
      
 
    Catherine gave a slight shrug. “I believe she is still in the foyer,” she said indifferently.  
 
      
 
    Noelle turned from her and looked at Rodrick again. “Won’t you please excuse me, sir?” she asked him. “I’ll be but a moment.”  
 
      
 
    She curtsied at him this time and then left his side in search of her parents. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick looked at James questioningly. “Might I have a word with you for a moment?” he asked him. 
 
      
 
    James raised his eyebrows again and nodded his head. “Certainly.”  
 
      
 
    He excused himself from his pretty partner and sidled next to his cousin and comrade. Rodrick led him a few paces away so that they might have a bit of privacy from the others in the room.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Noelle was less than pleased to find out that Lord Drake wasn’t going to be in attendance.” 
 
      
 
    James frowned. “You informed her of it?” 
 
      
 
    “She was alas instructed to procure a dance with him right away,” Rodrick explained. “I happened to let her know that he was unfortunately detained and it turned out she was expecting him…” 
 
      
 
    His cousin looked thoughtful. “I suppose that she wasn’t so very upset, however? After all, I noticed that she was dancing with you quite happily.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded his head. “Yes indeed,” he agreed. “In fact, I tried to rescind my invitation but she assured me that she preferred dancing with me over standing in wait. She couldn’t refuse me, after all, but I do hope I didn’t spoil her plans for the evening.” 
 
      
 
    “See? Then you mustn’t worry about it.” James gave him a reassuring smile and a pat on the upper arm. 
 
      
 
    “She must not have been too keen to dance with him, or else she would’ve denied you. It’s possible it’s what her mother wanted… But I don’t think any harm is done.” 
 
      
 
    It was good of James to care about the woes of Rodrick. He knew that his cousin was often nervous at these events because he felt like such a subservient person there. He hoped for the best for him and maintained an optimistic attitude in an effort to bolster Rodrick’s spirits. 
 
      
 
    For Rodrick’s part, he didn’t wish to dwell on it. He smiled at his cousin. “And how have you been getting on with Lady Catherine?” 
 
      
 
    He realized that this question came across a bit more scandalous than he intended and immediately blushed. “I mean—Have you two been getting along? She seems a rather charming girl as well.” 
 
      
 
    “She is,” James agreed with a nod. “Most charming.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, he stood there looking longingly back across the room at the young lady. “For heaven’s sake, Jamie, go back to her,” Rodrick laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Can you manage without me?” he asked him, but the look on his face betrayed his relief. Rodrick gave a nod and he was off back across the room to his dance partner. 
 
      
 
    He had better be careful that he doesn’t dance with her all night, Rodrick thought with another laugh. Or their mother will be calling for the banns of marriage. 
 
      
 
    The Duchess of Salisbury seemed like a kind woman, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t as insensible as all ladies were when it came to the standards of the ton. She had five daughters and Rodrick didn’t think there was any chance that any of them would be married off to less than a baron. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was glad that it didn’t take too long before Lady Noelle appeared at his side again. “They’d much rather sit in there with their wine and their friends than join us out here,” she said with a shake of her head. He was reassured to see that she was smiling again. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s all right to let our elders have their fun in their own way,” he said, returning her smile. “Particularly if it keeps them from worrying themselves about our activities here.” 
 
      
 
    “I was worried that I’d have to spend half of the night keeping my sister from her books,” Noelle said. 
 
      
 
    “Your sister seems busy enough,” he replied, looking over at Catherine with curiosity. 
 
      
 
    Noelle shook her head. “I mean my younger sister, Emily.” She nodded her head in the direction of the sister in question. 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, Emily had her face back in her book. She had no shame about reading at a ball. “Oh, I am sure that everyone else has written her off as a bore and unfit for marriage,” Lady Noelle sighed. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick laughed softly and then tutted a bit. “Oh, come now, Lady Noelle. I’m sure there are those who would love to have a well-read wife.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle arched a perfectly-shaped eyebrow at him and then they both laughed. 
 
      
 
    Oh, what ease it is to speak with her, he thought. It’s a shame that she is to be coupled with the likes of Alphonse. Society dictated such things and there was no denying what society said was so. 
 
      
 
    As he thought this, she looked upon his face and lightly nibbled at her bottom lip in thought. He wondered what on earth she could be thinking about as she looked at him so intently. “Do you suppose that it would be terribly improper to dance with you again?” she asked him timidly. 
 
      
 
    He looked into her lovely blue eyes and laughed, holding a hand to his stomach in an effort to keep his chuckle from being too loud and arousing too much attention. Thankfully, the musicians played on and drowned them out somewhat. “It would be most improper,” Rodrick told her with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “That is why I think we mustn’t do it. We can go for a walk around the room instead.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle giggled, seemingly pleased that he wished to spend more time with her. “Really, Mr. Edwards. You are incorrigible.” 
 
      
 
    The truth was that he actually wasn’t. Normally, he would have shied away from the ball entirely, were it not for his dear cousin wishing him to join him. But now that he was there in the midst of it all with an enchanting lady on his arm, he didn’t believe there was any harm in having a bit of fun. 
 
      
 
    After all, was it not the point of a ball? To have fun and be merry with good friends in town? 
 
      
 
    I needn’t worry too much about dancing with this fine lady tonight, he told himself. Why, it’s not likely that we shall ever cross paths like this again. It wasn’t every day that a lady like Noelle would be found alone on a dance floor, pining for a partner who was never to come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    There was no use in fretting over the gentleman not coming, Noelle knew. Especially because her mother wasn’t around to remark upon it. She’d gone into the study near the foyer of the manor and found her parents and the viscount with their port. 
 
      
 
    As she imagined it all now, she couldn’t believe the turn of events. The ball hadn’t been so horrible after all. She even found a partner worthy of the trouble. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Rodrick Edwards, she thought with a smile as she sat up in her bed the following morning. He was the nephew of an earl, not a very good prospect, but oh was he handsome. And gentle and charming. 
 
      
 
    Kitty had done well for herself, choosing his cousin – the earl’s son. Noelle almost couldn’t stand it. Her younger sister had the good fortune of pairing up with a nobleman while she… 
 
      
 
    She still couldn’t believe that the Marquess of Fairfax hadn’t even deigned to make the shortest of appearances. She had to wonder if he thought that he was better than everyone else. Better than her. 
 
      
 
    Of course, he’s probably not familiar with my mother’s plot to marry me off to him, she thought. But what else is a man like him supposed to think when he’s invited to such a ball? Everyone in the London ton knew that balls were primarily meant for courting and arranging matches. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a knock on the bedroom door woke Lady Noelle from her reverie. Edith, her maid, bowed and made her way into the room. “Good morning, milady,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I imagine you slept well after such a wonderful ball last night.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle smiled a bit at her maid. “Yes, it was lovely,” she replied. “I found the company much better than I’d initially thought it would be.” 
 
      
 
    Edith smiled knowingly back at her. She knew of her lady’s dislike of balls and the pompous men who came to them; anyone who’d been near and had eyes had noticed Noelle dancing with the handsome young stranger. 
 
      
 
    “Were you quite relieved when Lord Drake didn’t arrive?” she asked her curiously. “I know that you weren’t thrilled to learn that he was invited by your mother.” 
 
      
 
    “You and I both know the answer to that,” Noelle said to her with a laugh. “I might be biased, but whenever I learn someone is named ‘The Marquess of…’ I automatically wish to ignore them entirely.” 
 
      
 
    Edith laughed softly, not wishing to be improper but greatly amused by her mistress. “Would you like me to help you into your day dress now, milady? Your mother and sisters are downstairs at the table to break their fast.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, well, then we mustn’t make them wait,” Noelle said in agreement, getting out of bed at once so that the maid could undress her and redress her to greet the day. One thing she liked about Edith was that she never made her corset too tight. Noelle could never quite stand the way some maids tightened until the wind was knocked out of their lady’s breast. 
 
      
 
    A lady shouldn’t have to always be so uncomfortable, she thought. A bit of shapeliness is all I really need. She admired her reflection as she now stood before her mirror, dressed in a white gown with little cranberries in its pattern. 
 
      
 
    A cranberry-colored ribbon was tied into a bow at the back, nicely outlining her empire waist. 
 
      
 
    Noelle frankly found the idea of day dresses and evening dresses rather silly. She didn’t see the point in having to change what one was wearing simply because of the time of day, or even because of the activities therein. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she was properly dressed, she left her bedchamber and walked down the stairs in her slippers, barely making any sound at all. Still, her mother and sisters looked at her as soon as she entered the dining room as if they’d heard her every step. “I hope that I haven’t kept you waiting,” she said to them, taking a seat at the table beside her mother. 
 
      
 
    The duchess smiled at her daughter. “Oh, we haven’t been waiting long, dear. Did you have a nice sleep?” 
 
      
 
    “I bet you did,” Kitty cut in, grinning rather impishly at her. “After dancing the night away with your handsome and mysterious partner.” 
 
      
 
    Their mother raised her eyebrows curiously. “Oh? Did Lord Drake arrive without my knowing it? You know, I waited all night for him to be announced at the door…” 
 
      
 
    Alas, Noelle had to shake her head. “No, Mother. He never appeared.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but you danced with someone much better!” Catherine went on. She turned her face to look at their mother, undeterred by the duchess’s displeased expression. “Did you know that the Viscount of Easton came to the ball – and he had the most handsome cousin at his side for Noelle?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle blanched a bit at that. Really, she makes it sound as if I’d been given table scraps. Must she phrase it like that? 
 
      
 
    Their mother was giving her such a queer look now. She’d set aside her fork, which Noelle knew meant a lecture was about to begin. “Did your father and I not instruct you to keep your dance card clear in favor of the Marquess of Fairfax?” she demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Noelle replied. “But I thought it would be rude if I were to refuse Mr. Edwards.” 
 
      
 
    “Mister Edwards,” her mother said. “That’s exactly the point. The eldest daughter of a duke does not marry a gentleman with no title.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle looked down at her plate of food. She’d predicted this conversation, which was why she hadn’t wanted to dance with him at first… “I thought that it might look bad for me – for the family – if I was sitting there without a single dance partner all night.” 
 
      
 
    It was perfectly acceptable for someone like Emily, who’d partnered herself with her book all night, but for someone like Lady Noelle, it was unseemly. Even if her mother preferred for her to save her dance card for marquesses and viscounts. 
 
      
 
    Her mother looked at her thoughtfully but she still didn’t look thrilled or appear to be in agreement with her.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, but I danced with a viscount,” Catherine said.  
 
      
 
    Noelle wished that her sister wouldn’t gloat so much. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Edwards, the Viscount of Easton,” Catherine went on with stars in her eyes. “He was so sweet and charming. I think that he liked me very much.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t they all?” Emily interjected. 
 
      
 
    Noelle let a laugh escape her, careful not to choke on her greens.  
 
      
 
    Kitty glowered at the pair of them. “Anyway, it was better than you did, Emily. You know she was reading all night long.” 
 
      
 
    Emily gasped. Noelle slowly shook her head at Catherine. 
 
      
 
    Their mother clattered her silverware against her plate. “Emily!” she admonished. “You know the rules!” 
 
      
 
    Emily looked down at her hands in her lap. “Yes, ma’am,” she said in a guilty voice. 
 
      
 
    Noelle glared at Kitty. They, of course, knew all about it, but none of them were going to get Emily into trouble for something so inconsequential. Not every girl liked to dance, and Emily was one such girl. 
 
      
 
    “I think you ought to go upstairs to your room,” their mother said to Emily. “You’re done with your breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    The girl gasped a little but didn’t argue. She slowly got up from her chair, tossing her white napkin onto the table beside her plate. Noelle watched her remorsefully as she left the room. 
 
      
 
    “Mother, she wasn’t trying to do anything wrong. I made sure that she was sociable. She spoke some with the Viscount of Easton and his cousin.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle knew that there would be no use in campaigning for Emily. All she could do was hope that her foolish sister wouldn’t do something like that again. For her part, she had to concern herself with securing a meeting with the Marquess of Fairfax… And forget any thoughts of Mr. Edwards. 
 
      
 
    After breakfast, she left the table and went back up to her bedroom. She knew that it wouldn’t do to stay sequestered in there all day as if she’d done something wrong, so she took up her drawing pad and her pencil. She carried these things back downstairs and into the sitting room. 
 
      
 
    “Noelle?” Catherine called for her before she could even touch her pencil to the paper. Her sister came walking towards her from the dining area, a big smile on her face. “Really, you’re not planning to just draw at home all day, are you?” 
 
      
 
    Rolling her eyes, Noelle set her pencil down on the table. “I was planning on it, yes. I suppose you have a better idea of what I should do?” 
 
      
 
    Kitty nodded her head. “I was thinking that we could go dress shopping with Mother,” she said, biting her lip in her anticipation. 
 
      
 
    Of course you were, Noelle thought, but she smiled at her sister. She supposed that some fresh air would do them both some good after how stuffy things had been in their full house last night. 
 
      
 
    “Does Mother know about this?” she asked her. “Or are you volunteering her without her knowledge?” 
 
      
 
    Kitty giggled. “Noelle, you’re silly. Of course I’ve already asked her. And she said we should bring the others along.” She stuck her tongue out at this. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t see why we should get new dresses and they should be left out of it,” Noelle said. “You and I both know that Emily could use some new clothing.” 
 
      
 
    Crinkling up her nose a little, Kitty nodded her head. “Just so!” she agreed. “I think it will be so much fun, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle set aside her drawing pad in a corner of the room. “I think so,” she replied. “And it will also be helpful since new styles are always coming into fashion.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t honestly think that so vapid of an excursion would be very amusing for her, but it was true that some new frocks would do her good. She had a feeling that her mother was going to insist that they attend another ball before too many days went by, and she wished to be prepared for that eventuality. 
 
      
 
    Particularly if her intended beau finally graced her with his presence. 
 
      
 
    Or if Mr. Edwards should reappear, she thought with a blush. She knew that she shouldn’t entertain more thoughts about him, but she couldn’t help herself. Noelle wished that she was free to spend time with him the way she spent time with other eligible young men. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know anything about the handsome Mr. Rodrick Edwards, other than the fact that he was the nephew of an earl and he had good humor about him. He’d gone so far as to compliment her sister Emily, and he hadn’t really needed to do that. 
 
      
 
    The Fletcher ladies went to three dress boutiques in the city. One thing was for sure: they certainly never shied away from spending the Duke of Salisbury’s money. Their mother had taught them that one of their chief duties as noblewomen was to spend what was necessary to dress well for society. 
 
      
 
    Anna and Beth were deeply pleased to be included in this outing. As the younger sisters, they normally took the gowns that their elder sisters outgrew or lost interest in. On this afternoon, their mother was in good humor and it was to their good fortune. 
 
      
 
    I wonder what sort of gown the marquess would like, Noelle thought absently as she wandered around the boutiques. It was nigh impossible to try to dress for someone whom she’d never met or even laid eyes on before. 
 
      
 
    All she knew was that Lord Drake was more than likely just like all of the rest. He wouldn’t really even care what she was wearing. He would care only for how much money her parents boasted.  
 
      
 
    It was a comfort to her to know that she had the reputation for being a pretty young lady. She just wished that she could be regarded as interesting more often than not… 
 
      
 
    Noelle couldn’t help but notice as she regarded her lovely new emerald green gown, upon its purchase, that it resembled the color of a certain gentleman’s eyes… It may have been a coincidence, of course. After all, green had always been her favorite color. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Alphonse was not an easy man to track down, but he paid a call to Rodrick a few days after the Salisbury ball. “How are you doing, Rodrick, my good man?” he asked him, gently patting him between the shoulder blades in a manner that wasn’t entirely all that gentle.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick felt a bit annoyed at the man for smiling so much and not seeming the least bit remorseful that he’d missed the party where he was – apparently – meant to be the main guest. Lady Noelle did seem so upset. 
 
      
 
    “You missed a cracker of a party the other night, Fairfax,” he replied, keeping things jovial in spite of feeling the opposite.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, really?” Alphonse asked him casually, pouring himself a glass of brandy. “Did the lady seem in good spirits?” 
 
      
 
    “As a matter of fact, she did,” Rodrick answered. “She was rather disappointed that you did not make an appearance, though.” 
 
      
 
    The marquess waved a dismissive hand. He sat down languidly on the sofa in Rodrick’s sitting room and appeared to be more interested in making himself at home than in discussing disappointed debutantes. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick poured himself another drink and sat in a chair beside the couch. It had been some time since Alphonse had last visited Wildhill; he usually seemed to favor James’s Westwood estate house instead. 
 
      
 
    It was no real surprise why. Though the two were friends since they were boys, Alphonse prized companionship with Rodrick’s titled cousin over him. 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle, too, seemed to be preoccupied with status and nobility over the full enjoyment of the party. But still she had charmed Rodrick and he so hoped to see more of her. 
 
      
 
    He would do well to influence Alphonse into attending the next ball if only to please the lady. He doesn’t have to spend all of his time with her; in fact, I’d prefer if he did not. 
 
      
 
    “One pretty face at a ball is the same as another,” the marquess said, holding his glass before him as he tasted the brandy. “I’m sure I shall have the occasion to meet her soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick felt uneasy. “I didn’t like to see the poor girl’s disappointment in her eyes,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Man, you are growing soft,” Alphonse said with a grin to his friend. “And not just about the stomach!” 
 
      
 
    He reached over and patted Rodrick’s belly with the back of his hand.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick laughed a little in spite of himself. “You’re looking well-fed yourself, Marquess.” 
 
      
 
    Alphonse patted his own stomach then, proudly. “It is one of the curses of engaging with the ton night after night.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he looked around the room. “Speaking of engaging with the ton,” he said, “where is your delightful mother?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick didn’t have the slightest idea and he told his friend such. His mother was fond of going off into the house and doing her own thing in order to entertain herself. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Eleanor Edwards came down the staircase as soon as she was called forth by her son. “Oh, Lord Drake! This is a surprise indeed!” 
 
      
 
    She came down quickly as soon as she realized that Rodrick’s friend was there. She greeted him with a curtsy and a friendly kiss on his cheek. 
 
      
 
    Alphonse gladly leaned down towards her so he could receive this kiss from the woman. He was amused and charmed by Mrs. Edwards, perhaps partially because he knew how much it agitated Rodrick. 
 
      
 
    “You missed a wonderful party the other night,” she said to Fairfax. “Of course, I only watched from the edges of the room. Rodrick, who was that lovely young lady you were dancing with?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick’s face reddened considerably in his embarrassment. He didn’t wish for his best companion to know that he’d spent most of the evening dancing and getting acquainted with Lady Noelle himself. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, one of the duke’s daughters,” he said modestly, attempting to brush the question away as if it were a housefly. “I didn’t wish to be rude and not dance with her.” 
 
      
 
    “She seemed a charming young lady,” his mother went on. “And the lady on his cousin’s arm – oh!” She grinned a bit as if she had mischievous thoughts in mind.  
 
      
 
    She’s imagining us all married off, Rodrick thought. Nothing gives her more entertainment than living vicariously through all of us. 
 
      
 
    He almost felt sad for her; she’d been without her husband for all these many months. She used to have her own dashing husband on her arm at these parties and now she was forced to try and show off her son in his place. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick really didn’t understand why there was such rush and worry over who married whom and when. He was one and thirty, he wasn’t old. There was quite a bit more joie de vivre in him yet. 
 
      
 
    Alphonse, for his part, kept on grinning at him with seemingly unending amusement. “You cad. You weren’t supposed to run off and meet a girl for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Now I wish I’d gone instead of sitting in all evening with work, work, work!” 
 
      
 
    Indeed, you probably do, Rodrick said with some disdain for his friend’s faux regret. He knew perfectly well what he was sacrificing by not going to the ball, and he wasn’t truly sorry in the least! 
 
      
 
    “Oh, well, it shan’t be long before there is another one. Don’t you think so, Rodrick?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at his mother and sighed a little, taking another long sip of his brandy. “I’m not sure that Grosvenor Square can handle another ball so soon after the last one.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be silly,” his mother countered with a tsk. “Grosvenor Square was simply made for balls!” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smirked a little at her. “I wonder, Alfie, if my being put off by women and their follies is due to my mother’s silly blathering.” 
 
      
 
    Alphonse chuckled. “Indeed, sir. It really does boggle one’s mind.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of being offended, Eleanor laughed at them, a gay sort of giggly laugh that was usually only performed by younger women. Further proof to him that his mother was having some sort of midlife crisis of the spirit. 
 
      
 
    “You boys are so cruel to me,” she said in a voice that said she thought they were actually anything but cruel. 
 
      
 
    Alphonse took one last swig of his brandy. “Well, alas, I must depart. I am urgently needed back in London.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I say, Lord Drake,” Eleanor said. “You really do work so hard.” 
 
      
 
    “It is the life of the son of an ailing old man,” he replied with great humility. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick narrowed his eyes slightly at his friend and thought he detected a barely perceptible smirk on Alphonse’s roguish face. “Indeed, sir.” 
 
      
 
    He escorted his friend back to the door and then clapped him on the back in farewell. “Stay out of trouble,” Rodrick bade him. 
 
      
 
    “Come now, Edwards,” Alphonse replied. “What fun would that be?” 
 
      
 
    As soon as his friend the marquess was gone back out to his carriage and onward to London, Rodrick returned to his dear mother in the drawing room and sat beside her on the couch, taking up his glass of brandy again. “He seemed almost gleeful that he didn’t go to the ball.” 
 
      
 
    His mother raised an eyebrow at him. “It sounds to me like you should be glad that he didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smirked a bit, swilling the rest of his drink and then placing the empty glass onto the table. He reached for the bottle but then thought better of it. 
 
      
 
    “Who was that pretty young lady who had so much of your attention?” his mother asked him. “Was she really only some sister of some duke’s daughter?” 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t realized that she had been paying that much attention to him, either at the ball or during the conversation that had just transpired. He didn’t quite know how he could best answer that question because he didn’t want his mother to suddenly get her hopes up about him marrying ‘some duke’s daughter.’ 
 
      
 
    “She was the duke’s daughter,” Rodrick said to his mother honestly. “She was Lady Noelle Fletcher, daughter of the Duke of Salisbury.” 
 
      
 
    His mother’s jaw fell open. “The same girl that you were chiding Lord Drake for not dancing with?” 
 
      
 
    “The same,” he confirmed, nodding. “Were you listening in on our entire conversation?” 
 
      
 
    Eleanor smiled at her son. “You ought to know by now that I do that nearly every time you two are alone together.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “And why’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Something about that man makes me nervous,” she stated. “I can’t quite explain why, but I don’t entirely trust him…” 
 
      
 
    This was news to Rodrick. She’d always seemed to fawn over him and want to be around him, but now he supposed that it was all a ruse in order to keep him close so she could keep an eye on him. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t blame her, though. He often felt the same way, especially of late. 
 
      
 
    Lord Alphonse Drake, the Marquess of Fairfax liked to keep an air of mystery and mischievousness around him. Rodrick thought that he was fun to be around when he was playful and light-hearted, but he had a wicked side as well. 
 
      
 
    It was the wicked side of him that made him sit out the party, Rodrick thought. And for that reason, I’m grateful that Lady Noelle didn’t have to spend time with him. 
 
      
 
    He only wished that it was that simple. If the Duke and Duchess of Salisbury determined that Lady Noelle should marry Alphonse, then there was little that Rodrick could do about it. 
 
      
 
    There was also the small fact that he wanted to do anything to prevent it anyway. After all, if she married his best friend, then she’d be around in his life. If she married some other wealthy nobleman, then she could be gone just as soon as she had arrived. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick surprised himself to be thinking like this. He normally didn’t think much about girls, especially not a specific one that he’d just met the other night… 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” his mother suddenly said, stirring his thoughts back to the present. “I didn’t wish to insult your friend. I just thought I should be honest with you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Mother, it’s quite all right,” he replied, giving her a small smile and a pat on her hand. “I feel the same way sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “That Fletcher girl is probably better off.” She had a strange look in her eyes when she said that to him. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure that he liked it. 
 
      
 
    Later on, when he was alone in his bedchamber with his thoughts, he vowed that he wasn’t going to waste time on ‘what ifs.’ He wanted very much to see Lady Noelle again. How enchanting she had been!  
 
      
 
    He wished that his mother didn’t know about her, though. Now he couldn’t help but think that there was a further expectation for him to get married, because she’d witnessed him dancing with a young lady. 
 
      
 
    He could practically see the wheels turning in his mother’s head when she talked to him about Lady Noelle. But she is also Lady Noelle, a lady of status, he thought. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick didn’t like to waste time wishing for things he couldn’t have, but right now he deeply wished that he had the status that his cousin had. James was so kind and unassuming that he likely would’ve given him the earldom if Rodrick had asked him nicely. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick shook his head a bit and told himself to stop worrying so much about status and things he didn’t have. He had his mother’s love and support, and James’s as well. He was in a lovely family and that was what mattered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Oh, what do you think is keeping the Marquess of Fairfax from coming?” Noelle’s mother fretted to her husband. “You don’t suppose that he is otherwise engaged, do you?” 
 
      
 
    The duke hmphed from behind his newspaper.  
 
      
 
    Noelle wished that she could do such a thing without getting lectured. As it was, she was at her drawing board in the sitting room, attempting to do a still-life of a half-empty cup of tea. And half-listening to her mother’s dramatic moaning. 
 
      
 
    “I do wish that more of you cared about this,” the duchess complained, putting a handkerchief to her mouth. She wasn’t really crying, but she did a great job of pretending when she wanted to. And now was one of those times. 
 
      
 
    “We do care about it, my dear,” the duke replied. “I’m sure Noelle wanted nothing more than to at last meet the dashing marquess and see for herself if she liked him.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh pfft, of course she’d like him,” his wife said with a dismissive wave of her ‘kerchief. “What’s not to like about a wealthy man with such a reputation?” 
 
      
 
    “What reputation is that, Mother?” Noelle asked her without looking away from her drawing. “It seems to me that he is more of a rogue than you’re willing to admit.” 
 
      
 
    Her mother appeared shocked. “I have heard no such things about him!” she cried. “He’s taking care of his father, who is ill, and all reports say that he’s a charming man.” 
 
      
 
    “We met him a few times,” the duke recalled. “I can’t recall him being ‘charming’ as you say, but he certainly held people’s attention…” 
 
      
 
    Noelle blushed a little bit as she smiled at her pad of paper. In all of her imaginings, the Marquess of Fairfax was a handsome – but conceited – young man. She didn’t want to be too dismissive of him, but the thought of him didn’t appeal to her. 
 
      
 
    She carefully shaded the edges of her teacup on the paper. “Perhaps he is interested in theatrical pursuits,” she offered. “If he receives so much attention at a ball and yet does not come across as memorably charming.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t intend to slight actors; indeed, if the marquess was an actor, that would succeed in making him more appealing to her. 
 
      
 
    Her mother, on the other hand, appeared practically horrified at the insinuation. “An actor! Really, Noelle, how improper for a man of his status.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle couldn’t help but giggle a little. “I find pursuit in the arts far more gratifying than regular ball attendance,” she admitted. 
 
      
 
    “You would,” her mother countered. “Oh! You and your sister, always going on about such nonsense. You need to be married – and then you can have your books and your art. But for now, you must make a match. And not with that Edwards fellow.” 
 
      
 
    The duke raised his eyebrow suddenly and lowered his newspaper. “Eh? What’s this? I thought you liked Lord Edwards. Seemed an agreeable and gallant fellow to me,” he added as if that would make it better for his wife. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Edwards was,” his wife hissed in correction. “But his cousin, Mr. Edwards, seemed such a droll sort of fellow.”  
 
      
 
    Noelle could tell that her mother was eyeing her but she didn’t dare look over at her. 
 
      
 
    “Apparently Noelle danced half the night with him while our Catherine – smart and attentive girl – continually paired up with Lord Edwards.” 
 
      
 
    Honestly, Mother, if you must always insist on picking favorites in this manner then I suppose I shall always lose to Catherine. Though Noelle took no pleasure in knowing that her mother was displeased with her actions of late, it gave her some satisfaction to know that she at least hadn’t felt like she’d wasted her time pining for some stranger. 
 
      
 
    “I thought Mister Edwards,” her father said then, “was a fine young man himself. He carried himself well, he was polite…” 
 
      
 
    “That may be, but he’s not even in the landed gentry!” the duchess went on. “And, oh, that mother of his!” 
 
      
 
    This Noelle couldn’t much remark on. She hadn’t made his mother’s acquaintance really, and she didn’t much care for discussions of land ownership. Instead, she began lightly shading in the tea inside her drawn cup as they talked. 
 
      
 
    She had an idea, but she wanted to speak to her sister about it first before she did anything about it. Catherine would need to be in agreement with her in order for it to work, but if it did then it should be quite a delightful success, she was sure. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she finished up her latest drawing, Noelle closed her drawing board and set it safely back in the corner of the room where no one else would bother it. Luckily for her, no one else in the family cared to try their hand at drawing so her supplies could remain hers alone. 
 
      
 
    She went up the stairs to Kitty’s room, gently knocking on the door and hoping that she’d find her sister in there, doing whatever it was that her silly younger sister did for entertainment. 
 
      
 
    Catherine grinned at her as soon as she opened the door to her bedroom. She took Noelle’s hands and led her inside at once. “Oh, Noelle, I’ve received so many wonderful letters!” 
 
      
 
    She gestured an arm over the stacks of letters that were laid out on her desk. Each one had been hastily opened and read and reread, to be sure.  
 
      
 
    “So many kind people thanked me for the ball the other night. Me! Isn’t it so very exciting?” 
 
      
 
    When Noelle glanced down and noticed the names on some of the letters or envelopes, she wasn’t so surprised that Catherine had been the addressee. “Ah yes, it was good of Mr. Ingram and Mr. Chase to write to you,” she said, tongue in her cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t they just divine?” Kitty asked her, holding one of the letters up to her chest. She completely missed the tone of Noelle’s voice, or she chose to ignore it. 
 
      
 
    “Quite,” Noelle agreed with a nod of her head. “As a matter of fact, while we’re on the subject of letters, I was just thinking that it would be nice to send a letter to Lord Edwards and his cousin, thanking them for their visit.” 
 
      
 
     Kitty’s cheeks pinkened and her mouth fell open a bit. “Why, Noelle, that is a superb idea! I did actually receive a letter from Lord Edwards.” 
 
      
 
    She held this letter out for Noelle’s perusal. The usual bon mots were displayed there in his steady and neat hand. Noelle couldn’t help feeling that this gentleman would make a rather fine match for her sister, even if Kitty was a bit of a dolt at times. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you were just going to receive this kind thank you and not reply?” Noelle asked her with a smile. “Really, Catherine, I thought Mother taught you better than that.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know what to say,” Kitty said in an almost giddy manner. “I never know what to say!” 
 
      
 
    Noelle sat down at her sister’s desk and carefully moved the other letters out of the way so she could use the space there and get comfortable. Writing letters wasn’t her favorite activity either, but she knew that they served an important purpose. 
 
      
 
    She took some of the paper that her sister had in her desk – never used, most likely – and took up a pen.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, Noelle, you’re really serious,” Catherine remarked. She sat on her bed nearby so she could observe her with a smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    “If you wish to see someone again,” Noelle replied, “you have to let them know so they don’t think you’ve forgotten them.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, she sat there looking at the blank page and thinking of what she should write. She knew that she should be writing to Lord Edwards, but the gentleman that she really wished to write to was Mr. Edwards. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s prudent that I should write to Mr. Rodrick Edwards,” she announced then. “After all, he was my dancing partner. And you should write to Lord Edwards when I am done,” she concluded. 
 
      
 
    Kitty bit her bottom lip a bit, swinging her legs off the side of her bed. Sometimes it was quite difficult to believe that she was old enough to be receiving letters – multiple letters – from prospective beaus now. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to show me what I should say,” she replied. “I’m terrible at wording things properly.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle laughed lightly. She knew that her sister could be charming and witty in her own way, but she was not gifted with the quill. None of the Fletcher girls were, really. Not even Emily, although she was so fond of books. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I would be delighted to help you compose a letter. Let me just write to Mr. Edwards first.” 
 
      
 
    She felt rather sheepish to admit that she was continuing correspondence with the gentleman even though their mother was annoyed at the very idea. She was supposed to be penning love letters to the marquess, and yet… 
 
      
 
    But this was not a love letter. That was silly. One had to be in love in order to write such a thing. 
 
      
 
    Putting her pen to the page, Noelle began to compose her letter. Kitty, meanwhile, sat rapt in contemplation of her own letter that she must write. 
 
      
 
    Dear Mr. Edwards, 
 
      
 
    I hope that this letter finds you well. I wanted to take this opportunity firstly to thank you for attending the ball that was hosted by my family. 
 
      
 
    It was immensely kind of you to spend time with me and help me entertain my little sister who is not fond of parties or large crowds. I shan’t forget that. 
 
      
 
    It is my sincere wish to meet with you again soon. When you are next in London, do think of us and make us a call.  
 
      
 
    Fondly, 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle Fletcher 
 
      
 
    She set her pen down and read her letter over, blushing and smiling a little as she imagined him reading it. She had to believe that a man like Mr. Edwards received letters from young ladies all of the time… And yet there was something so endearingly modest about him. 
 
      
 
    His cousin, Lord Edwards, likely earned more attention at functions, but if Mr. Edwards went along with him as he had this time, he likely met a great many people from London’s famed ton. 
 
      
 
    After safely folding up the letter and placing the gentleman’s name upon the outside, Noelle turned around in the chair with a grin on her face. “Now it’s your turn,” she said to Catherine. 
 
      
 
    She got up from the chair and waited as her sister came over and sat in her place. For extra fun and awkwardness, she pushed Catherine’s chair a bit closer to the desk.  
 
      
 
    “I wrote that I wished to see him again,” she said to her. “But I left it at that. You mustn’t make it too flowery or you’re likely to scare Lord Edwards away.” 
 
      
 
    “Really,” Kitty said with a laugh. “I don’t think that he was so very shy and fragile as all that.” 
 
      
 
    Rather than looking over her sister’s shoulder and reading what she wrote onto the parchment, Noelle sat down upon the bed. They hadn’t even sent the letters yet, but still, she was giddy with anticipation. 
 
      
 
    I wonder what Mr. Edwards will make of it, she thought with a smile. I hope that he doesn’t think I’ve forgotten about him, as Mother probably hopes I shall… 
 
      
 
    That was another thing altogether: she was not sure how her mother would react if Noelle and Catherine were invited to a party at Mr. Edwards’ home. There was a chance that they could avoid finding out, though, if Lord Edwards had the good sense to invite them personally to his own manor. 
 
      
 
    Noelle thought that she should be quite content to just pay a visit to the gentleman’s modest home, though. She never expected anything quite so grand as her mother. She really only wished to see the man himself again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Several days had passed since the ball at the Duke of Salisbury’s London home, and yet Rodrick found that he could not stop thinking about it. In truth, it had been a party like any other, all except for the beautiful and friendly Lady Noelle Fletcher.  
 
      
 
    It seemed now as if they’d only had a few minutes together, but in reality, they had spent most of the ball in each other’s company. He had been relieved that his friend Alphonse neglected to come along to the ball, even if he pretended to be annoyed at him. 
 
      
 
    Really, he had been bothered only because Lady Noelle seemed so downtrodden about the marquess’s absence. And, to be sure, the one who was really downtrodden about it was her mother, the duchess. 
 
      
 
    “Confound it, the man could have an absolute peach of a girl for his wife, and what does he do? He doesn’t even show up to be polite and make her acquaintance!” 
 
      
 
    James chuckled softly, shaking his head. He was sitting comfortably on the couch in Rodrick’s sitting room, visiting his cousin after a long morning of doing his old father’s bidding. 
 
      
 
    “I know that you liked her, Rodrick, you old devil,” he said. “And you do know by now that Lord Drake is not the sort of man who follows rules or does what is expected of him.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick sighed and nodded in agreement. He leaned against the wall by the window looking out on his expansive garden. “Indeed, I know him only too well to be surprised by his behavior.” 
 
      
 
    He only wished that he could convince his friend to attend another ball wherein Lady Noelle was also in attendance. He wanted to live vicariously through his friend for as long as possible, but he had a terrible feeling that the chances of that were diminishing by the day. 
 
      
 
    The Duke and Duchess of Salisbury were not likely to invite Lord Edwards and his cousin to another party if it was known that Rodrick continued to dance with Lady Noelle against their wishes, either. Still, he prayed that they might see each other again soon. 
 
      
 
    “Gods, I wish that we lived in a time or place where titles were not so damned important!” he opined, pushing off from the wall and going to sit in a dark green wing chair beside the couch. “I am not a bad man; I’m intelligent and polite and noble, in my own way…” 
 
      
 
    “And quite modest,” James added with a wry smile. “Really, Rodrick, you mustn’t trouble your mind with it. I am convinced that we shall be seeing the fair ladies of the Grosvenor Square crescent again.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick arched an eyebrow at his cousin. “Oh?” he asked. “Have you been plotting in your absence?” 
 
      
 
    James continued to smile deviously, but shyly, at Rodrick. “I may have been gone off to my own abode, but dear cousin, I am never absent.” 
 
      
 
    “But what have you been plotting?” Rodrick asked, ignoring his platitudes. “I know that expression of yours. You mean to cause a bit of mischief.” 
 
      
 
    “Why no, sir,” James replied with a laugh. “I merely mean that I have been thinking the same such thing as you have. I think that it might be a good idea to invite the Salisbury family here to return their gracious favor.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick’s mouth fell open in astonishment. Then he gave James a smile of appreciation and relief. “Oh, how fine an idea is that! My own manor should be a suitable location for it – for I have my mother here who can be a chaperone and companion for them in their stay…” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled a bit then, raising his eyebrows at his cousin. “I think it may be a fine time to make your feelings known to Lady Catherine, eh?” 
 
      
 
    James blushed, smiling from ear to ear. “Perhaps,” he said quietly. He was such a shy young man that Rodrick had to wonder how long it would take before he’d propose marriage to Catherine. 
 
      
 
    He wondered briefly if they might wish to extend an invitation to Alphonse, in order to finally unite him with Lady Noelle and please her mother the duchess, but Rodrick quickly thought better of that. It was perhaps not a good idea to continue to push the meeting, especially if the lady wasn’t so keen on it. 
 
      
 
    There’s no need to rush that, after all, Rodrick thought. They surely will cross paths eventually… 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t believe that he was thinking such a thing. He was being so impertinent lately on the subject of the Fletcher girl. And he was not being the best friend to Alphonse. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think that another ball so soon after the last one…?” 
 
      
 
    James scoffed and shook his head. “I daresay, no. We shan’t have need of another ball; but rather, I thought that we could invite only the Salisburys as a means of getting better acquainted.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick could imagine exactly which member of that family with whom he wished to become acquainted. He smiled knowingly. “I see.” 
 
      
 
    He was grateful that his cousin was on his side. He knew that he was going to need to remain by his side if there was ever to be any chance of his meeting a lady for his own wife. Not that Rodrick was attending these parties for the purpose of such a thing, but he wasn’t counting it out either. 
 
      
 
    Not since meeting Noelle. Something about her had ignited within him the idea that he was worthy, just as worthy as his cousin or the marquess or the Viscount of Kent.  
 
      
 
    Oh, it meant a great deal to him to be able to recall the way that the lady had looked at him. For a brief moment in his existence, he felt like he was her equal. And it had thrilled him greatly. 
 
      
 
    He’d never expected to feel like that at one of those stuffy balls, surrounded by dukes and lords who were full of port and pomposity. And Rodrick was crazy enough to dare dream that he might feel that way again, soon enough. 
 
      
 
    When his cousin had gone and he was left alone with his thoughts in his study, he could think of no one else but Lady Noelle. Wars are fought, lands are explored and conquered for ladies less lovely than her. No one ever in all of existence has been worthy of her. 
 
      
 
    Only when he was alone did he allow himself to think such thoughts. He knew that he was infected with a poison most strong and oftentimes deadly, but he didn’t care. If Lady Noelle could stir such thoughts and emotions within him, then he knew that it couldn’t possibly be wrong. 
 
      
 
    “I am determined,” he said softly, to no one. “I am determined, Noelle, to love you most passionately until my last breath.” 
 
      
 
    He knew that there would be other balls and other women, and eventually a wife would surely come into his life, but still, he was determined and he meant what he said. No one else needed to ever know. No one else would ever understand. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick went to bed in quite a rapturous state, and he dreamt fitfully but happily. When he awoke and dressed the following morning, he had a singular goal. He knew that he had his cousin’s blessing, which made it all the better. 
 
      
 
    “You seem in a good mood,” his mother greeted him at the dining table for breakfast. She smiled as he stooped down and planted a kiss upon her cheek. “Sleep well, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, the best sleep I’ve had in ages,” Rodrick replied, smiling back at her. He sat at the head of the short table and his plate was swiftly filled with porridge and biscuits by his cook, but he didn’t imagine he’d have need of any of it.  
 
      
 
    “Has something happened?” his mother asked him curiously. 
 
      
 
    He looked at her and shook his head a little. “Not yet,” he told her. 
 
      
 
    This enigmatic response caused her to giggle slightly, but there was some nervousness to it. She knew her son well enough to know that when he had an idea in his head, then there was going to be no end to it until he’d seen things completely through. 
 
      
 
    Despite not wishing to eat very much, Rodrick still ate his fill of the offered breakfast. Then, as soon as he was finished, he was back off into his study. 
 
      
 
    His mother was not content to simply let that be it, however. She followed him into the room and sat on the divan chair near his desk. “Really, Rodrick, what is this about?” 
 
      
 
    He gathered some pieces of paper and a pen and was about to hastily write a letter when she intercepted him. “Oh, nothing, Mother,” he replied aloofly. “James simply gave me an idea yesterday and I wish to see it come to fruition.” 
 
      
 
    Eleanor blinked a bit. “Does this have anything to do with that Fletcher lady?” she asked him. “Darling, you know that it’s best that you let Lord Drake have his say with that. It isn’t proper to press the issue yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, but you misunderstand, he thought good-naturedly He didn’t presume to press the issue. He merely wished to be friendly. Especially as James was interested in courting Lady Catherine.  
 
      
 
    “James has decided that he wishes for a reunion between us and the Ladies Noelle and Catherine,” he replied to his mother. “And who am I to object to that? So, I thought I had best write to them at once and invite them here to Wildhill.” 
 
      
 
    This explanation quickly changed his mother’s expression entirely from one of doubt to one of sheer delight. “Oh!” she cried out, smiling at once. “That is a capital idea indeed. How smart your cousin is.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick laughed. “Yes, I told him that he was quite clever to come up with this plan.” 
 
      
 
    Right as he was about to bring his pen to the page, however, there was a knock upon the front door. Smyth, the butler, went to answer it right away. After but a moment, the man came into the room, bowed, and handed Rodrick a note addressed to him in a most lovely hand. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smiled as soon as he touched the paper. There was only one person from whom a letter such as this could come. Could it really be?! 
 
      
 
    Carefully but swiftly, he tore the seal open and read the letter. It was indeed from his lovely partner from the recent ball – Lady Noelle! “Oh! It seems that I’ve been beaten to the punch.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” his mother asked, rising from her seat and peering over his arms at the letter on the desk before him. “Who is it from?” 
 
      
 
    “Upon my word, it’s from Lady Noelle,” he replied with a grin. “She and her sister wish to see myself and James as soon as we’re available!” 
 
      
 
    He looked at his mother then, realizing that he indeed must ask for her help if this plan was to work. “I wonder, Mother, if you would be willing to act as a chaperone and keep the ladies company in their activities?” 
 
      
 
    She smiled at him as if it was a silly question. “Of course, I shall,” she replied at once. “What did you think I should do? Lock myself in my room for the duration?” 
 
      
 
    He let out a laugh and then nodded his head happily. He gently set the lady’s letter aside and began to feverishly write back to her in the most exalting tones that he could manage whilst still being proper. 
 
      
 
    Dear Lady Noelle Fletcher, 
 
      
 
    Receipt of your letter could not have occurred at a more opportune moment. My cousin – Lord Edwards – and I had only just finished making plans to write and invite you to come to my home at Wildhill. 
 
      
 
    I do so hope that you and your sister, Lady Catherine, will be able to part from your family for a few days. I think that it will be a splendid respite from the city. 
 
      
 
    My gracious mother shall be a chaperone and confidante for you both during your stay. 
 
      
 
    I also have it on good authority that there’s a chance of Lord Drake stopping in while you are here. He is rather fond of doing that. He is a dearest friend of mine and he is welcome whenever the occasion arises. 
 
      
 
    Please write to me and tell me that you shall stay here with us. I feel that we have only just begun to get to know one another, and my cousin James can speak of no one else but your dear sister. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
      
 
    Mr. Rodrick Edwards 
 
      
 
    He would have kissed the letter before it was sent off with the postman were it not for his mother’s continued presence there in the room. Soon he would see the lovely Lady Noelle again! And, even better than that, she wished to see him just as readily! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Noelle was elated upon receiving the letter from Mr. Edwards. She quickly rushed into Catherine’s room to inform her that they were invited – by his mother as well as Rodrick himself – to stay at their home for a few days. 
 
      
 
    After some considerable squealing, Kitty took her by the hand and took on a most serious expression. “But do you think that Mother will agree to it?” 
 
      
 
    This was something that Noelle was a bit concerned about as well. Their mother was usually the first one to say that her girls must go out and get acquainted with gentlemen but staying with Mr. Edwards was another matter. Not least of all because of his lack of proper status. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that Mother would want to turn down an invitation from a gentleman like Lord Edwards,” she replied. “And since Mr. Edwards is a cousin to the viscount, I see no reason that the lord wouldn’t be included in this visit.” 
 
      
 
    “He did mention him in his letter,” Kitty said with a hopeful smile. “And he mentioned the marquess as well!” 
 
      
 
    Yes, Noelle thought. That’s the only part of this invitation that I’m not looking forward to. I know that Mr. Edwards is just trying to be a help to me, but I don’t think that the marquess’s presence will be quite as enjoyable as the presence of our hosts. 
 
      
 
    She knew that everyone in her family hoped that she would be a dutiful daughter and marry Lord Drake, but Noelle didn’t think that she really had to. There were a great many other titled men in England, after all. 
 
      
 
    And some great untitled men, too. 
 
      
 
    Bringing the gentleman’s letter downstairs, she went in search of her mother and father. It was true that she and Catherine were going to need their approval before they could even respond in acceptance of the invitation. She hoped that her mother would accept, knowing that Lord Drake and Lord Edwards would be there to keep the young ladies properly entertained. 
 
      
 
    Noelle found her mother in the sitting room, on the large couch, deeply focused on her needlework. Without looking up, however, the duchess knew that her daughter was there in the doorway. “You have something you wish to speak to me about?” she asked, pulling the thread taut through the fabric. 
 
      
 
    She had this way about her that made her seem regal and somewhat perturbed. Noelle hadn’t even said anything to her about it yet, and already she was beginning to have doubts that her mother would approve… 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath. “Catherine and I have been invited by the Viscount of Easton, his cousin Mr. Rodrick Edwards, and his aunt Mrs. Eleanor Edwards to stay at his home for a few days. They wish to get to know us better.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle couldn’t stop herself from smiling as she said this, even though she feared that her mother would bristle at the mention of Mr. Edwards. Dancing with the man at one ball had been quite a grievous offense, it seemed. 
 
      
 
    The duchess arched one perfect brow. She lowered her needlework to her lap as she gazed at her daughter thoughtfully. “Will you be staying at the viscount’s Westwood estate?”  
 
      
 
    Noelle shook her head. “No, we will stay at Wildhill, the home of the Edwardses. But we’re assured that both the viscount and the Marquess of Fairfax will be in attendance as well.” 
 
      
 
    Her mother continued to appear thoughtful. She hasn’t said ‘no’ yet, Noelle told herself. If she was really against it, she would’ve already said ‘no.’ 
 
      
 
    “Your father will want to hear of this,” her mother replied. “But I see it as a particular sort of compliment that they wish to have you both there with them. And his mother will be there with you?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded her head. “Yes, to ensure that things remain proper, of course. And we would do well to have a feminine companion who lives there.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” her mother said thoughtfully. “Very well. I approve but do go and inform your father so that he may also give his approval and blessing.” 
 
      
 
    At first, Noelle was almost too overjoyed to move. Then she smiled and gave a nod to her mother before turning on her heel and vacating the sitting room doorway.  
 
      
 
    She found her father in his study. He was nearly always occupying his study for one reason or another. The family was grateful to have him working at home if he must work. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Papa,” she greeted him, stepping to where he was seated behind his great oak desk. She pecked his cheek. 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Salisbury smiled at his eldest daughter. Though her mother found quite a lot to complain about in regard to Noelle, her father clearly had nothing but pride and affection for her. 
 
      
 
    This shouldn’t be so very difficult, she thought, heartening herself. “I’ve just received an invitation from Mr. Edwards and his cousin Lord Edwards. They, along with Mrs. Edwards, would like Kitty and me to spend a few days with them at Wildhill.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle found that she had a much easier time wording things when she spoke with her father.  
 
      
 
    He regarded her with a smile and nodded his head without giving it much further consideration. “That sounds like a marvelous idea,” he replied. “You shouldn’t have to wait for the advent of another ball before you two may see the men again.” 
 
      
 
    Truer words had never been spoken. Noelle was delighted that at least she and her father could see eye-to-eye on the subject. Even if he hoped for her to marry the Marquess of Fairfax, he was good-natured enough to allow her some friends. 
 
      
 
    She knew that her father did not bow to the whims of the ton for no reason. He felt it necessary for his daughters to marry well – especially Noelle – so that they may secure their futures for when he was gone… He didn’t wish for her to be unhappy, but he also knew that she’d be unhappy indeed to be left poor and desperate. 
 
      
 
    Such a life was simply not befitting for the daughter of a duke. This was why even Emily must eventually make a good match for herself. But fortunately for her, there was still time. 
 
      
 
    With their plans thusly approved, Noelle made her way back up the staircase so that she could inform her sister and prepare a suitcase for herself, with the help of Edith, of course. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, how exciting!” Kitty cried in joy and amazement. “Even Mother approved?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded her head. “She certainly did. I think it pleased her most to know that Lord Drake would likely be joining us at Wildhill there for a spell.” 
 
      
 
    Catherine smirked at her sister. “The same thing that pleases her is what most vexes you, isn’t it? We should be able to avoid him as much as we like because she won’t be there to boss us!” 
 
      
 
    Noelle was grateful indeed that she was going to be going to Wildhill with her sister and not their mother. She didn’t know what she would do if she was forced to spend all of her time with the marquess just because their mother saw Mr. Edwards as less-than.  
 
      
 
    “It’s sure to be a lot of fun,” she said with a grin. She sat down at her desk and swiftly wrote a letter to Mr. Edwards so that he would know ahead of time that they were coming as he requested. 
 
      
 
    Once this note was sent off in the hands of a servant, Noelle and Edith got to work packing her things. Catherine and her lady’s maid did likewise in her room. “You don’t suppose that it will be rainy during this time, do you?” Noelle asked her maid. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Edith replied. “One never can tell what the weather may be like. But I think that if you and Lady Catherine stay indoors as much as possible, it shouldn’t matter if it is raining or sunny.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded her head. “I think I should like to bring along my green velour spencer jacket just in case it’s a bit chilly when I go out of doors,” she said. It is very nearly the same color as Mr. Edwards’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    She wondered if he would even notice such a thing. Still, it made her happy just for her to know it herself. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards had made no mention of how long he wished for the ladies to stay at his manor house, so Noelle instructed Edith to pack for a two-night stay. That would be a respectable amount of time that would make sure their parents didn’t miss them. 
 
      
 
    Their father ordered a carriage to be readied so as soon as the trunks were packed and the ladies were dressed for their journey, Noelle and Kitty were able to just walk out and be helped into the carriage out in front of their townhouse. 
 
      
 
    “Write to us if anything should go wrong,” their mother bade Noelle. She could tell that the duchess was nervous for them now because she clung to her handkerchief and fidgeted with it a bit in her fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Fear not, Mother,” Noelle said to her before stepping up into the carriage. She leaned out of the open window and gave her mother a beautiful, confident smile. “After all, there is a rather high chance that I or Catherine shall come back as someone’s fiancée!” 
 
      
 
    Their mother laughed a little at this. She knew that it was mostly all talk from her eldest daughter. “I should be so lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re at least well on the way,” Kitty added from her seat in the carriage. “Ladies don’t get invited to gentlemen’s homes for no reason!” 
 
      
 
    Together, their parents stood there on the front porch, arm in arm, and watched as the hackney carriage rolled their daughters away from them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Message for you, my lord,” Smyth informed Rodrick. “From Lady Noelle Fletcher.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick’s eyes lit up at once and he quickly rose to retrieve the parchment from his butler. “Thank you, Smyth.” 
 
      
 
    The butler bowed out of the room. Rodrick’s mother looked up curiously from her sewing. 
 
      
 
    Carefully opening the letter, Rodrick read it and then reread it, his smile only growing on his face. “Lady Noelle writes that they have been granted permission to stay with us and they are on their way!” 
 
      
 
    His mother set aside her sewing, beaming excitedly at him. “Oh, how wonderful!” She stood up from the couch and headed out of the room at once so she could prepare the guest room for the sisters’ arrival. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards and his mother did not have other servants besides Smyth and the cook. Occasionally, they were able to borrow Lord Edwards’s maids – and indeed they would be needing their assistance once the ladies were there with them – but for the most part, other servants weren’t required. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick held onto his hope that the next few days would be enjoyable and full of promise. He couldn’t wait to spend time getting to know Lady Noelle better. He knew that her mother meant for her to marry Alphonse, but he dared to dream that the lady might prefer him instead. 
 
      
 
    He let his mother take care of preparing the room – she enjoyed such things and always got a bit agitated if he got in the way while she tidied and organized things – while he went off to find James at the estate house, Westwood. It had been a while since he’d last visited his cousin and uncle there anyway, so it was the perfect opportunity. 
 
      
 
    The estate house was quite a bit larger and grander than his own manor house, made of columns of white marble russet bricks. Though Rodrick was a little jealous of his cousin’s title at times, he was never envious of the mansion in which James dwelt. After all, a bigger house was bound to swallow a fellow up. 
 
      
 
    Bachelors like us don’t need such grand palaces, Rodrick thought as he walked onto the massive front porch and knocked upon the door. The men who once lived here had great big families to share it with them. 
 
      
 
    If his mother had her way, James would have such a thing soon enough. And Rodrick would fill up his manor with a family as well. Eleanor was at a stage in life where all she dreamt of was young love and plenty of grandbabies. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was greeted by one of the Earl of Montgomery’s butlers and led inside. He admired the opulent foyer and hall as he was brought into a drawing room to sit and wait until his hosts deigned to meet with him. 
 
      
 
    He sat on the dark green chaise lounge in the room and regarded the tall pair of bookshelves, wondering who had the time to read the books there.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he was greeted by James. Rodrick rose as soon as he saw him. His cousin smiled broadly at him as he came into the room and clapped him on the back. 
 
      
 
    “My dear cousin, how are you?” Lord Edwards asked him. “I’m terribly sorry to have kept you waiting. I was out shooting with my father on the grounds.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s no trouble at all,” Rodrick replied. “I should’ve sent word of my arrival before coming. I only thought that you would want to know about the guests that are due to arrive soon!” 
 
      
 
    James looked surprised. “Lady Catherine?” he asked, his look of shock quickly giving way to quite an excited grin. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded, grinning as well. “And Lady Noelle, of course. They’ve been given permission because they knew that my mother would be at my home as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes,” James said knowingly. “A bunch of bachelors can’t be trusted to be alone with ladies without a chaperone.” He was a proper gentleman and would never have agreed to the visit otherwise. 
 
      
 
    He quickly brightened from this more serious reaction and beamed at Rodrick again. “They must be arriving soon! Let me go change out of these dirty clothes and alert my father as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, do,” Rodrick agreed. “They will likely be wanting to see as much of your estate as possible while they’re here.” 
 
      
 
    He left the mansion so that James could handle things there. His mother would likely need him now that she’d had a chance to tidy the guest room. As soon as he was back at Wildhill, his mother was there to meet him at the front door. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Rodrick, there you are,” she said, a bit exasperated. “I didn’t know if you wanted the blue linens or the white, so I went with a little of both.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled, smiling appreciatively at his mother. “That sounds perfect, Mother. I hardly think that Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine mind one way or another, as long as they have a good bed on which to rest.” 
 
      
 
    “I also sent the cook out to fetch some things,” his mother went on. “You know that we’re going to need some good dinners on the table.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust that our cook knows what she’s doing.” 
 
      
 
    His mother smiled at him as if he didn’t quite know what he was talking about. Rodrick came inside, past her, and walked back into his sitting room, taking his place in one of the wing chairs so that when the ladies arrived, he might look like he was relaxing at home in expectation.  
 
      
 
    Eleanor, for her part, returned to the couch and took up her sewing again. “Do you really suppose that it was my presence here that allowed them to come and stay?” she asked, liking this newfound power that she held. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded his head, pouring himself a fresh cup of tea from the silver kettle on the table. “Perhaps they would’ve had to bring along a chaperone of their own otherwise,” he said. “But this way, you can get to know them as well.” 
 
      
 
    His mother was greatly excited about that prospect, he could tell. The ladies hadn’t gotten a chance to really meet each other at the ball, so this was the perfect opportunity for that. He recalled how gracious their mother, the duchess, had been towards his mother. 
 
      
 
    “James is taking care of things at Westwood as well,” he informed her. “Even if they’re not staying at his house, they can certainly pay a visit and explore the surrounding grounds.” 
 
      
 
    The more he spoke about all of the things they could do with the ladies, the more excited he became. He hoped that their carriage would be swift and safe for their travels there. 
 
      
 
    For several minutes, Rodrick sat there sipping his tea whilst his mother sewed beside him. It felt like a normal day at Wildhill. But then, at last, Smyth came into the room and announced the arrival of his cousin. 
 
      
 
    James came into the room and Rodrick rose to greet him. They clapped each other on the shoulders, smiling at one another. Then he served himself some tea and sat down in the wing chair opposite Rodrick. 
 
      
 
    “I see that you have become the waiting committee here,” James teased with a nervous sort of smile. The corners of his mouth were a bit twitchy. “I suppose it does take a while for a carriage to arrive in Hertfordshire from London.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded. “Indeed. Every time I think that I should start performing some task, I know that it will only appear as though I’m busying myself when they arrive.” 
 
      
 
    James laughed. “Yes, it is far better to simply patiently wait than it is to try and seem occupied. They shall see right through that.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick chuckled and then began pantomiming holding a book, seeing someone and then putting it down. His mother joined in the laughter, shaking her head and tutting a bit.  
 
      
 
    “You would do far better to just be yourselves than to try to put on any pretenses,” she advised. 
 
      
 
    He knew that his mother spoke the truth, but he found it difficult to just ‘act natural’ when he knew that something out of the ordinary was about to occur. Still, he did his best to simply sit there with his tea and discuss hunting with James. 
 
      
 
    Right as he was beginning to get bored with the topic, Smyth suddenly appeared to save them all. “My lords,” he announced with more grandeur than usual. “Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine Fletcher.”  
 
      
 
    He bowed out of the way and then the two young ladies entered the sitting room. Rodrick and James stood from their chairs to greet them, but in his excitement, James forgot to replace his teacup in its saucer so he stood there awkwardly holding it as he bowed to their guests. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick tried to contain his amusement so his cousin wouldn’t feel more awkward. He stepped over towards Noelle and, bowing a bit, offered his hand to her. “My dear Lady Noelle,” he said. “How good of you to come and stay with us.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled at him, as rosy-cheeked and vivacious as before. She graciously took his hand and watched as he gently kissed the back of her gloved hand. “It was indeed an honor to be invited here, sir,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    In the interim, James successfully placed his teacup down onto its saucer and stepped towards Lady Catherine. The other girl was giggly as he took her hand and bowed to her. “I hope that the season has been treating you well,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, about as well as any other,” Catherine replied coyly, batting her lashes at him and showing off her Fletcher dimples. “It is wonderful to be able to get away from the city for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Just so,” Rodrick said. “I was remarking to Lord Edwards here that some time out in the country would be splendid for you both. I don’t doubt that your townhouse is comfortable, but there is quite a bit to be said for the forests and fields in Hertfordshire.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, to be sure,” Noelle agreed affably. “I was admiring the land as we came in and I thought that it should be such a delight to live out here away from so much hustle and bustle except when one wishes to be near all that.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded, gazing into her sparkling blue eyes. Then he realized that he really must be more of a host. “Please, won’t you sit down?” 
 
      
 
    He gestured over to the couch, where his mother now stood, beckoning them with a smile and an outstretched arm which showed off the two cushions beside her.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Noelle replied. She nodded to Catherine and they sat down on either side of Mrs. Edwards. 
 
      
 
    “It is so wonderful to make your acquaintance,” the older woman said sincerely to them. “Would you like some tea or coffee, perhaps? You’ve had a long journey.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you hungry?” Rodrick asked them, sitting down once more in his chair as James sat across from him.  
 
      
 
    “Some tea would be lovely, thank you,” Lady Noelle replied with a smile. “And if it’s not too much trouble, our bags…” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick rose up out of his chair once more like a shot. “Quite right, how silly of me.” He walked out of the room and went with Smyth to retrieve the suitcases from the waiting carriage. He also gave the driver a few shillings for his trouble and for the wait. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t appropriate for the Viscount of Easton to trouble himself with something such as retrieving bags, unless of course, he was the host, which he wasn’t. Rodrick would treat James as a guest, especially now that the ladies were there to witness. The last thing he wanted was for them to go back home and report to the duke that he forced his cousin to take part in such matters. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick thought. I must show them a good time so they may wish to return someday in the future.  
 
      
 
    Carefully, Rodrick carried a heavy trunk up the stairs alongside Smyth, who carried his bag as if it were nothing. The butler was used to such chores and he betrayed no emotion at all about it.  
 
      
 
    At least old Smyth is here to make me feel like less of a pauper. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know where such self-consciousness came from. He always tended to feel worse about himself whenever wealthier people were with him. It didn’t help that things like class and societal rules had been beaten into him since birth. 
 
      
 
    But surely, I’m not alone in this, he thought. These ladies live in the same place as me, even if they lead different lives. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the bags were placed onto the floor of the guest room, Rodrick returned to the sitting room and his waiting chair there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    It felt a little strange to Noelle to be staying at Mr. Edwards’ home. The best kind of strange, but still unusual and a bit difficult to get used to right away. After she and Kitty drank their given tea, they took their leave to go off to the guest room so they could rest themselves from the road. 
 
      
 
    “It’s rather unusual to have to undress oneself,” Catherine complained, removing her day dress and changing into her white nightgown.  
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t even bother with all that. She knew that she wasn’t going to be wearing her day dress later on for dinner, so she just decided to keep it on and nap in it. “Really, Kitty, you needn’t be so entirely helpless,” she chided. 
 
      
 
    Catherine got comfortable in their bed, fluffing up the blankets and pillows to her liking. Then, for added measure, she stuck her tongue out at her sister. “I’m not helpless, it’s just how we were raised.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle couldn’t help but laugh a little at that. She got into bed, making much less of a show of it, lying on her side so she could look at her sister. She didn’t even bother putting the blankets over herself. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t going to be a long nap, after all. She just wished to rest her body and her thoughts for a few moments. Being in a new place was overwhelming. She knew that, upon waking from their brief respite, she was going to be all bubbly with interest and enthusiasm for Wildhill. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think so far?” she asked Kitty. “Do you like this place? Isn’t Mr. Edwards a good and friendly host?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Catherine agreed, closing her eyes as she spoke. She sounded far sleepier than Noelle felt. “This home is rather small, more like a cottage than a mansion, but it is pleasant enough. I wonder what Mother would say about it.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle rolled her eyes. “Oh, I don’t care what Mother would say. I already know, in fact; she would wonder why we weren’t staying at Westwood, and she wasn’t there with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it is a good question,” Kitty pointed out. “Why isn’t Lord Edwards our host? Surely he has plenty of room in his estate house.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle worried her lower lip a bit in consternation. Nothing ever seemed good enough for the Fletcher ladies.  
 
      
 
    I wonder if Mr. Edwards is fretting about the very same thing. Surely not, or else he would’ve recommended that the duchess come down from her high castle and join us. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know how, but soon enough sleep overcame Noelle. She and Catherine napped in their new, temporary lodgings for all of an hour. Upon waking, she realized that it had grown rather dark outside and the sound of crickets filled the air. 
 
      
 
    It really is like living in a cottage, she mused happily. Only I think it is a magical thing. I envy them their sights and sounds of nature when all we should ever hear are the noises of people talking and carriages rolling past on cobblestone streets. 
 
      
 
    Stretching her arms, Noelle got out of the bed and changed out of her day dress, putting on the pretty green gown that she’d chosen because it matched the color of her host’s eyes. She also took the time to reach back and tighten the strings of her corset first so that it wouldn’t be too loose after a long day in use. 
 
      
 
    The stays really weren’t all that loose, which was a relief. Noelle sat at the little vanity table and gazed at her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was in need of some fixing up.  
 
      
 
    She pulled out the pins and let her light brown waves come tumbling down. Then she ran a brush from her trunk through it. I wonder if it’s really necessary to wear it up all of the time… 
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t think that she’d be able to get away with such a thing, so she hastily brought her hair back up onto her head and pinned it all neatly back into place. Only at night should she really wear her hair down and give it a chance to be free. 
 
      
 
    “Kitty,” she called her sister next, turning from the mirror to look at her sister, still abed. “You should wake up now, Kitty dear, before we are terribly missed downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    Catherine grumbled a bit in the bed but she got up and, blinking, looked out the window at the darkened scene that greeted them now. “How long was I asleep for?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle laughed softly. “Welcome to the country where the time of day is a lot more noticeable,” she teased. “It really can’t have been more than one hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodness,” Kitty replied, pulling off her nightgown at once. She changed into a pretty, yellow gown with a pattern of little white flowers. Sitting down at the vanity now, she waited as Noelle took down her hair and gave it a gentle brush-through as well. 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t it a bit odd that no one ever came for us,” she said. “They let us sleep a whole hour without coming to call?” 
 
      
 
    “I think that the family here takes great pride in their freedom for leisure,” Noelle said. “There’s no reason to rush things. I like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, it makes me think that they’ve quite forgotten about us,” Kitty complained. “I’m nearly starved, too!” 
 
      
 
    Noelle made a face at her sister. “No, you’re not. Besides, I have a feeling as soon as we go downstairs, we shall see that a nice dinner has already been laid out and waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    Indeed, as soon as the ladies left their room and walked downstairs, they found the rest of their group still in the sitting room, awaiting their arrival, with the smell of their dinner ready to greet them as well. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, splendid, there you are,” Mr. Edwards said good-naturedly to them. “We were just wondering which one of us might find it necessary to go and rouse you.” 
 
      
 
    There was a smile both on his face and in his eyes as he gazed at Noelle. She could feel her cheeks lightly reddening as she smiled back at him. “Nay, sir, I’m a rather light sleeper.” 
 
      
 
    “Dinner is ready if you’re hungry,” his mother cut in. “I hope you’re in the mood for ham.” 
 
      
 
    They were escorted into the dining room then and invited to take a seat at the wooden table there. It had upon it a burgundy-colored cloth and all of the silverware and place settings that Noelle often found at banquets, except there was much less of everything. The table itself only had chairs enough for the five of them – perhaps six if another were to pay a visit. 
 
      
 
    She sat in a chair next to the head of the table, hoping by some miracle that this would belong to Mr. Edwards so that she could be near him and her sister could be near Lord Edwards. Mrs. Edwards sat across from her and smiled. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards sat at the head of the table and James sat across from him. The butler came into the room then with a bottle of wine and carefully poured it into each of their glasses. He then came back a few moments later with a tray of ham and vegetables, which he served onto each of their plates. 
 
      
 
    Noelle’s stomach growled a bit. She was unaware that she was so hungry until she smelled the food that was placed before her. Before she could start eating, Mr. Edwards stood from his chair and held up his glass. 
 
      
 
    “To Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine,” he said, toasting them. “May your visit here with us be joyful.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone else held up their glasses. “To Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine,” James and Mrs. Edwards intoned. 
 
      
 
    Noelle felt her blush return – indeed, had it ever truly gone away? She sipped her wine as the rest of them sipped theirs, then Mr. Edwards sat back down in his chair. 
 
      
 
    The meal passed pleasantly enough. Noelle was so hungry that she feasted on her ham and vegetables and really gave no thought to worrying about much of anything. Catherine, meanwhile, picked at her food and seemed far shyer about the situation. This struck Noelle as odd because Catherine was usually not shy about anything. 
 
      
 
    “How are you liking Hertfordshire so far, my lady?” Mr. Edwards asked her with another friendly smile.  
 
      
 
    Noelle made sure to fully swallow and dab at her face with a napkin before answering. “I like it very much,” she replied. “I was just remarking to my sister that one can really sense the time passing here… See the sun as it sets and the like.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded his head. “Quite right,” he replied. “I do like that nature sort of grasps one out here and makes you remember the world we are living in.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she replied enthusiastically. “Everything seems more alive here instead of being all stone and harshness.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty was looking at her quizzically now. “But this house is made of stone,” she pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “I think what Lady Noelle is trying to say,” James offered, “is that nature is really right outside the front door here instead of one having to go out looking for it.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded to him, giving him an appreciative smile. “Yes, that’s it.” 
 
      
 
    “But surely you don’t live all of your life in London,” Mrs. Edwards said with a surprised look on her face. She held her fork midair, a bit of broccoli caught by its prongs. 
 
      
 
    Shaking her head a little then, Noelle turned her smile on Mr. Edwards’ mother. “No, indeed, ma’am. We have a house in Essex where we go in the wintertime. But it is another great, stone structure; not a homey cottage like this.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards was regarding her with keen interest. The smile surely hadn’t left his face once since she’d arrived back downstairs. “I’m glad you find Wildhill ‘homey’.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but I don’t mean to suggest that it would be preferable to my family’s home,” Noelle added. “Rather, it’s the sort of place that would be preferable to me. I think I should like to have a home like this for the season instead of living in a cramped old townhouse.” 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Mr. Edwards nodded his agreement with her. She didn’t quite know what she’d said that was so funny, but she appreciated that they seemed to understand one another. How tedious it would have been for her to discover that he was still, on the whole, much like the others. 
 
      
 
    “You see, Mother,” he said. “I told you that we didn’t need to rent out a townhouse. We’ve got quite a prime location right here.” 
 
      
 
    Though his tone was playful, Noelle just knew that he was serious. She didn’t think that one had to own a city property if one lived close enough to come to London whenever the need or desire arose. This way, the Edwardses could enjoy the comforts of home as well as the sights of the city whenever they chose to. 
 
      
 
    There was also, of course, the added benefit of living so near his cousin and uncle. He could spend as much time with Lord Edwards as he wished. She had a feeling they saw each other quite often. 
 
      
 
    But as for his uncle, the Earl of Montgomery… I wonder if we shall get the chance to meet him while we’re out here. He must be an amiable sort of gentleman as well if he has a nephew and son as pleasant as Mr. Edwards and Lord Edwards are. 
 
      
 
    She had to wonder why he wasn’t there dining with them this evening. She supposed that the older gentleman had his own life to lead. There’d never been any rumors about him… 
 
      
 
    There’d never really been anything said about him. 
 
      
 
    Noelle couldn’t decide if that made him a mysterious individual or a boring one. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Rodrick enjoyed having the two Fletcher ladies at his house. Noelle proved herself to be every bit as charming and witty as she’d seemed at the ball. It pleased him immensely, too, to hear her compliments towards Wildhill. 
 
      
 
    After they’d had a night to sleep and rest up fully from their travels, he thought it would be a good idea to show them around the Westwood estate. James supported this plan; it was just a matter of making sure Uncle Alexander, the Earl of Montgomery, agreed to see them all. 
 
      
 
    I don’t see why he wouldn’t, Rodrick thought in the morning before he planned for this to take place. He used to love entertaining guests at Westwood. 
 
      
 
    The earl had gotten a bit aloof in his later years, especially in the absence of James’s mother, who died some time ago after a brief illness. Rodrick couldn’t blame the man for being rather lonely without his wife. Rodrick was lonely in his want of a wife. 
 
      
 
    He got out of bed and quickly got dressed, going downstairs to see what was happening. He was amazed to discover his mother and the ladies already sitting at the table for breakfast, enjoying morning tea and eating cakes. “Well, good morning,” he said, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “Rodrick!” his mother said to him with a smile. “I was just telling Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine about how delightful it was to see you grow up alongside your cousin as the best of friends.” 
 
      
 
    Blushing in spite of himself, he smiled back at his mother. “Indeed?” he asked her, coming over to take his seat at the head of the table. “And did you tell them about how Uncle Alexander had to ban us from his paddock because we were always disturbing his hunting horses while they tried to get a wink of sleep?” 
 
      
 
    The ladies giggled a little at the thought. “I’m sure you were just terrible to those poor horses,” Lady Noelle said, grinning and batting her long lashes at him. The white and blue day dress that she wore was quite becoming, though it was nothing compared to the lovely olive-green gown she’d worn the night before. 
 
      
 
    It was as if she chose it to somehow match my eyes, he thought. Normally, gentlemen didn’t think of such things but Rodrick knew that his unique shade of green was one of the few things that he had in his favor aside from his good humor and kindness. He always did his best to be affable. 
 
      
 
    “No, my lady,” he said with a laugh. “We were never terrible. We always made amends to them with sugar cubes and pats on their rumps.” 
 
      
 
    This caused the two young ladies to break out into further giggles.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick winked at them impishly and poured himself some tea. “As a matter of fact, I was just thinking that it might be a good day to pay a visit to James’s estate house,” he told them. “He’s had more than enough time to alert his father of it.” 
 
      
 
    His mother brightened. “Oh, what a wonderful idea! I suspect that Alex – the Earl of Montgomery – would greatly appreciate the company.” 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t so sure of that, but it did give him confidence to know that his mother shared his opinion. The old man had pined alone in his castle long enough. It was time for him to greet the new day. 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine seemed quite delighted at this idea as well. There was quite a lot more to do and see at Westwood, and they would have a better time of exploring the grounds there than they would at Rodrick’s home. As nice as Lady Noelle found it, it was smaller than his cousin’s home and as such her sister would grow bored of exploring its land. 
 
      
 
     As soon as they were finished breaking their fast together, they prepared for their departure. “Shouldn’t you call for a carriage?” his mother asked him as he put on his boots and top hat for the walk through the fields and hills that separated the homes. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever for?” Rodrick asked her with a gentle laugh. “It’s not very far, and Lady Noelle did express a desire to explore the land here.” 
 
      
 
    His mother seemed uncertain, but she rushed off to change from her slippers into her more suitable, outdoor shoes. 
 
      
 
    To his delight, when Lady Noelle appeared, she was already wearing her little, dainty nankeen half-boots. She’d clearly packed her valise for walking in the great outdoors. Her sister, on the other hand, walked down the stairs beside her in delicate slippers. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Are we going riding?” Lady Noelle asked him excitedly as soon as she noticed the boots and hat on his person. “I thought we might just as easily go for a stroll.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smiled and nodded at her. “I was thinking the same thing. It’s nice weather for it, and this way you can better familiarize yourself with some of the features of Westwood.” 
 
      
 
    He knew as well as anyone that the real attraction to coming to stay at his home was that it lay on his uncle’s property. He wasn’t fooling himself. 
 
      
 
    She smiled a dimpled smile at him. “That will be lovely,” she agreed. Aside from her half-boots, she was also wearing a dark green spencer jacket and some pale-yellow gloves. 
 
      
 
    She really does manage to look beautiful in everything she wears… 
 
      
 
    As soon as his mother returned in her own little boots, they were off into the green and in the direction of Westwood. Rodrick did so hope that they would find the mansion appealing, but he believed that they would. There was very little to not like about it, with the exception of the grumpy old man who lived inside it. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick walked beside Lady Noelle as much as he could, of course keeping his eye on his mother as well as retaining an appropriate amount of space between him and the young lady. Whenever he hazarded a glance over at the lady, she was grinning in delight, seemingly fascinated by everything she saw. 
 
      
 
    “Do you like what you see?” he asked her. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t remember the last time I was in a place so verdant,” Lady Noelle said to him in answer. “Everything looks and smells so fresh and alive here.” 
 
      
 
    He gazed at her affectionately. Like you, he thought, wishing he could say it without shocking her and injuring his reputation. A gentleman never remarked upon the scent of a lady, even as a compliment. 
 
      
 
    Soon, they were on the front porch of Westwood. Rodrick knocked on the door and they waited. He hoped that they’d be greeted by one of James’s friendlier butlers. 
 
      
 
    The door opened and they were invited inside. The butler – Giles – bowed low when he saw Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine among the group that waited there. “Welcome to Westwood, my ladies,” he said. 
 
      
 
    He led the party into the expansive drawing room and the ladies all took a seat on the couch while Rodrick stood in anticipation of greeting their host. Rodrick hoped that James would appear and they wouldn’t be forced to awkwardly meet with Uncle Alexander instead. 
 
      
 
    The butler left them there to go and find one of his lords. Rodrick cleared his throat softly and smiled at Lady Noelle, who was looking up at him curiously. She then looked around the room, admiring the decorations and furnishings. 
 
      
 
    “This is a beautiful house,” she complimented. “Sometimes I wonder if a home will be as pretty on the inside as it is on the outside, but this one certainly is.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded at her. “My uncle would love to hear that you said so,” he replied sincerely. “I personally find it a bit too cavernous for my taste.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle giggled softly. His mother, meanwhile, looked shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Rodrick!” she said with a gasp. “You shouldn’t say that about your uncle’s home – your cousin’s home. It’s been in the family for years,” she added as an aside to the ladies beside her on the couch. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mean to disrespect its owners or its history,” Rodrick said. “I merely mean that it is a bit like a museum rather than a place where people live.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not such a bad thing,” Lady Noelle replied. “It’s a testament to the staff here, to be sure. They do a wonderful job of keeping things neat and lovely.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, two gentlemen appeared in the doorway of the drawing room. James smiled and bowed in greeting to his guests. Rodrick was surprised to see Alphonse standing there at his side. 
 
      
 
    The two men didn’t normally get along that well. They were cordial towards each other, of course, but it struck him as odd that they were apparently spending time together without him. What’s going on? 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, please allow me to introduce the Marquess of Fairfax,” James said, addressing Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick noticed at once that Noelle’s expression became rather cool and uncomfortable at the sight of Alphonse. Her sister, on the other hand, lit up when she heard his name. She turned her head towards Lady Noelle and whispered something into her ear. 
 
      
 
    “It is an honor to finally make your acquaintance,” Alphonse said, primarily to Lady Noelle. He moved to the couch and offered his hand to her. 
 
      
 
    She rose from the couch and received his hand, watching curiously as he bowed low before her. “Lord Drake,” she said. “I was beginning to wonder if we should ever meet face-to-face.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Drake laughed at this, throwing his head back. Rodrick continued to watch him anxiously. “I know, I have been horrid when it comes to meeting with you and attending the requisite balls. But I assure you that it has been because of a good reason.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle arched an eyebrow, clearly curious about what his reasons might be. But then Fairfax’s attention was drawn to Lady Catherine. He grinned at her.  
 
      
 
    “And who is this lovely young lady?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine stood up.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Catherine Fletcher,” Rodrick formally introduced her. 
 
      
 
    Alphonse bowed a bit, not taking his eyes off her. Rodrick was uncomfortable. James, too, had a rather horrified look on his face that he was doing his best to mask. Rodrick knew his cousin too well to fall for any sort of mask he might employ. 
 
      
 
    “I thought that I ought to bring the ladies over to explore your estate,” Rodrick announced, letting his loud voice distract Lord Drake from his staring at Lady Catherine. “After all, my own house and land are nothing compared to Westwood.” 
 
      
 
    James blushed a little and smiled at the ladies now, keeping his attention on Lady Catherine. “My cousin is awfully modest, I assure you. But we do have quite a fine house here. It was built in the late sixteenth century.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle’s eyes lit up and Rodrick couldn’t quite tell if she was truly interested in the history of the mansion or if she was interested in steering the subject away from the marquess and her sister… 
 
      
 
    “Shall we go for a bit of a tour?” Rodrick suggested. “It has been quite a while since I last explored the depths of this beautiful house. Is your father in today?” 
 
      
 
    The two men began to lead the ladies out of the room. “He is here, sir,” James replied. “But you know him – he’s out back with his dogs and his hunting rifle, hoping to catch some quails.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked out of the room, Rodrick looked back and noticed that Lord Drake hadn’t left Lady Catherine’s side since he’d introduced himself to her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Noelle was quite taken aback when the Marquess of Fairfax decided to appear before her. She never imagined that he’d show up at Westwood of all places. Mr. Edwards hadn’t mentioned it, and he seemed quite familiar with everything else about the estate. 
 
      
 
    She got a rather unusual feeling when she was greeted by the marquess, and this feeling only grew when he greeted Kitty in an even more enthusiastic manner. Now that she was in the same room as him, she really could tell that she hadn’t been missing out on much. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards seems to share my feelings, she thought as she watched his face. He appeared even more shocked than I was at the sight of the man. 
 
      
 
    As they strolled through the Earl of Montgomery’s home, Noelle found herself wondering more about the older man whom she had yet to meet. He was apparently an avid hunter, which explained his absence from the house thus far. I wonder if he is a very old and stern man. 
 
      
 
    “What brings you to Westwood, Lord Drake?” Catherine asked the gentleman at her side. Noelle had been wondering the same thing. She knew that he and Mr. Edwards were on friendly terms but based on the latter gentleman’s reaction to seeing him there, she believed that it wasn’t a usual occurrence. 
 
      
 
    “I was visiting my dear old friends Lord Edwards and Mr. Edwards and making some preliminary plans for the theatre,” Lord Drake explained. “Do you like the theatre, Lady Catherine?” 
 
      
 
    Kitty blushed and giggled. Noelle did her best not to roll her eyes. Her sister did carry on so much… 
 
      
 
    “We don’t often go to the theatre,” Noelle answered for her. “Our parents aren’t particularly fond of it. Especially not the actors.” 
 
      
 
    Roderick was looking at her with a curious sort of smile. She blushed under his gaze. “What do you think of the theatre, Lady Noelle?” he asked her. 
 
      
 
     “I like it,” Noelle said in answer to Mr. Edwards’ question. “From what I could tell, it is enjoyably imaginative. I think that’s what my mother most dislikes about it.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled appreciatively at her, nodding his head a little. “No offense meant to your mother, but she does seem the serious sort.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed and nodded at him. “That’s a fair assessment. She is rather serious and constantly worried about things that I think are silly and not worth the energy.” 
 
      
 
    This seemed to amuse Mr. Edwards a great deal. Noelle thought that the Westwood mansion was lovely, but as soon as they were strolling along outside again, she really felt happy and at peace. The land on which the mansion rested was what she loved the most. 
 
      
 
    I really think I would love to live in a place like this, she thought. Our home in Essex is lovely as well, but of course we leave it every season and don’t look back. If I ever marry a gentleman, I hope that he shall have a vibrant and verdant home such as this. 
 
      
 
    And she knew full well that Lord Edwards adored Catherine just as well. 
 
      
 
    Though, when she turned her head to look back at her sister, she noticed that Kitty was still chatting happily with the Marquess of Fairfax. He, on the other hand, was supposedly Noelle’s intended. However, by the look of things, he didn’t intend to be with her in the least. 
 
      
 
    Mother isn’t going to be very happy if she finds out that he was here and completely ignored me, she thought.  
 
      
 
    She quit Mr. Edwards’s side and walked back to be beside her sister. “What was the reason for your absence from our ball that evening, my lord? You never told us. Is all well with you?” 
 
      
 
    Lord Drake appeared a bit taken aback at this question. He looked from Catherine to Noelle and then he gave a reluctant smile. “My father is an old man, you see, and he is often ill these days.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, what a poor man,” Catherine cried out at once, bringing one of her porcelain white gloves to her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lord Drake agreed. “He often wishes for me to be at his side, keeping him company in his moments of malaise. And I do not wish to be neglectful, even if I do wish that I could come out and see you ladies more often.” 
 
      
 
    Kitty accepted this excuse with great showiness, but Noelle caught Rodrick’s eyes and smirked a little when he rolled his eyes. None of this was noticed by Lord Drake, who was still quite distracted by Noelle’s sister.  
 
      
 
    I wonder why he doesn’t believe him, Noelle thought curiously. He does know him far better than we do… Oh, I feel terrible for how little it displeases me that the marquess should choose Kitty over me. 
 
      
 
    Though, as she thought it, she realized why indeed it should be a problem. Kitty and Lord Edwards were supposed to be a match. Was the marquess trying to get in the way of that? 
 
      
 
    She had to wonder why on earth the other man had appeared on today of all days. Surely, he knew that Lord Edwards was going to be entertaining guests with his cousin. Could it be that he was trying to see the Fletcher ladies here at Westwood where there should be far less of a consequence for him? 
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t like that. A man who didn’t wish to be seen at a ball with a lady was no man that she wanted to know, truly. As far as she was concerned, this Marquess of Fairfax was nothing more than an interloper. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Edwards,” she called up to the gentleman, making sure to make a show of it. “I love what you’ve done with your home. It is truly enchanting.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled at her and watched as Lady Noelle marched back up to take her place beside Mr. Edwards. If her sister wasn’t going to be friendly towards the viscount, she would. “Why, thank you, Lady Noelle,” he said appreciatively. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it has a great deal more to do with your staff and your father’s own tastes than you,” Mr. Edwards said, teasing his cousin. “I think that once this home is in your full possession, quite a few changes will be made to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” she asked him, smiling. She enjoyed being able to play along with them in their amusing banter instead of having to listen to another word from the marquess. Something about him continued to rub her the wrong way. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards grinned from Lord Edwards to her. “For example, Lord Edwards here is much less severe than his father. There are a great many rooms in this home that are unoccupied and unused.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it would seem that dust is the third occupant of this house,” Lord Edwards agreed. “Dust and cobwebs. But really, Rodrick, that is only the upper floors where no one goes.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle’s eyes lit up a bit at this new information. It sounded as though Westwood was more or less an old haunted house. “Why do you suppose that the earl, your father, doesn’t use the rooms?” 
 
      
 
    The viscount shrugged his shoulders slightly. “It is quite a lot of space for two unmarried men such as us. It’s hoped, of course, that someday I shall marry, and then…” 
 
      
 
    “Then there will be children enough to scare away the spiders!” Mr. Edwards said, finishing his sentence though likely not in the way that Lord Edwards intended. 
 
      
 
    Noelle giggled a little, entertained by these two gentlemen. She was grateful that she’d been invited to spend further time with them, for she could see now that there was much more to them than fancy family names and titles… She appreciated how close they were, too. 
 
      
 
    They are very much like brothers, she thought. They’ve clearly grown up and spent their whole lives in each other’s company. She compared this to her own family and couldn’t help but smile. 
 
      
 
    Although they didn’t always get along, she and her sisters were quite close as well. Noelle hoped to be able to keep that strong family dynamic going once she was married… And she was beginning to realize how unlikely that could be if she married a nobleman like the Marquess of Fairfax. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t wait to get her sister alone so she could reprimand her for being so flirtatious with the wrong man. She wasn’t jealous of her for receiving the man’s attention; quite the contrary. She just knew that Lord Edwards had expressed interest in Catherine and her sister was not taking much notice of him anymore. 
 
      
 
    “Ah yes, here’s the man of the hour,” Mr. Edwards suddenly said, waking Noelle from her daydream-like thoughts. An older gentleman came loping towards them in the grassy field beyond the mansion. He was holding a long rifle in one hand and three pheasants by their necks in the other hand. 
 
      
 
    He had thin gray hair yet was quite bald on the top of his head. He wore a dark-brown overcoat, which Noelle believed was primarily employed as camouflage, not as a means of keeping warm. This surely was the now-infamous Earl of Montgomery. 
 
      
 
    “Father,” Lord Edwards called to him, walking over so he could relieve the old man of his pheasants. A trio of hounds came rushing over from the direction of the woods, and they barked and bayed for several moments, running circles around the group. “Permit me to introduce you to Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine, the daughters of the Duke of Salisbury.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards carefully took the rifle from the man’s hand so that the earl was better able to greet the ladies. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance,” the older gentleman said.  
 
      
 
    Noelle gladly smiled at him and watched as he bowed “It’s wonderful to meet you, Lord Edwards” she said to him sincerely. She didn’t know what she expected, but he seemed perfectly pleasant to her now that she’d actually met him. There was nothing very sinister or cold about the earl. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, how polite you are,” he replied with a smile. Then he looked around at the rest of them. “Who’s hungry for pheasant this evening?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone laughed a bit and nodded their heads in agreement that it would be a fine dinner. Then they all walked back to the mansion. Lord Edwards held his father by one arm, holding tight to the birds in his other hand. Noelle adored that the men of Westwood took care of each other. 
 
      
 
    She was further delighted to see that Kitty had gone back to speaking with Lord Edwards as they all walked, greeting the Earl of Montgomery as well. Lord Drake hung back and watched with more than mild resentment. Noelle was rather smug about that and she joined Mr. Edwards as they walked behind the earl and his son. 
 
      
 
    There had been a brief time when she thought that the addition of Lord Drake to their party was going to cause an upset, but she was pleased to see now that it wasn’t the case. The man was irksome, to be sure, but the rest of the party paid him no mind in the end.  
 
      
 
    As soon as they were inside the mansion again, he pleased her even further by taking his leave of the place. 
 
      
 
    Noelle and Catherine could continue their visit in peace. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine left Rodrick’s Wildhill home after two wonderful days and nights. He was sad to see them go; they’d fit right in there and Lady Noelle, in particular, seemed to have a high regard for the little house. Rodrick was left feeling proud and quite honored to have lived in her presence if only for a short while. 
 
      
 
    However, it didn’t take long for things to go back to business as usual. His mother did seem to notice the sluggishness in his step after several days of them being alone at home, just the two of them. “Such excitement is bound to cause a bit of sorrow when it’s over,” she commented sagely. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not feeling sorrow,” Rodrick tried to argue. “I don’t know what I’m feeling…” 
 
      
 
    His mother set her sewing into her lap. “You love that girl, don’t you? Lady Noelle.” 
 
      
 
    Blushing at the sound of her name, he shook his head and looked away from his mother, sighing softly. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve only spent a small amount of time with her.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, what does that matter?” she asked him with a smile. “You know that you wish to see more of her. That’s a sure sign of your affections.” 
 
      
 
    She said all this with a sad sort of smile. He could tell that she wished him well, but there was clearly a bit of caution that needed to be applied to the situation. After all, Noelle was a lady; she couldn’t be romantically linked to just anyone. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was painfully aware of this fact. Still, Lady Noelle had come to see him. She made the decision to spend further time with him, and that had to mean something! 
 
      
 
    He never would have suspected that Alfie would show up at Westwood and make such a show of flirting with the younger sister of Lady Noelle instead of the lady herself. It had been cruel and rather heartless, especially knowing that the lady had so looked forward to being his dance partner at her parents’ ball. 
 
      
 
    What in the blazes could have possessed the man to flirt with Lady Catherine? I doubt very much that he was there to see James on business matters or to give regards to Uncle Alexander.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick just knew that Alphonse had somehow found out about the ladies being in Hertfordshire and invited himself over in order to finally view what he’d tried so hard to ignore before. 
 
      
 
    And he paid very little mind to poor Lady Noelle, not that it seemed to bother her all that much. She mostly seemed shocked that her sister… And then there’s poor Jamie. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick frowned as he gazed out of the window at the rolling hills beyond his house. It was no wonder, then, why Alphonse had so quickly left the party with the arrival of the Earl of Montgomery. He knew that he wouldn’t get away with his licentious flirting in front of the old earl. 
 
      
 
    Uncle Alexander likely knows of James’s regard for the girl, too, Rodrick thought. And he surely wouldn’t stand for Alphonse’s impropriety. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t help wondering why on earth Lady Catherine had flirted back. She knew of James’s affections. Indeed, according to James, she’d told him as much – and said that she returned them. 
 
      
 
    Otherwise, Rodrick wouldn’t have ever thought to invite her along… But for the fact that Lady Noelle needed a companion on the journey. 
 
      
 
    “Suppose I do love her,” he said to his mother then with another wistful sigh. “It’s not as if anything would come of it. She’s destined to marry Alphonse or someone like him.” 
 
      
 
    Eleanor looked at her son with sad eyes as well as a sad smile now. “I wish that there was something that could be done about it,” she said to him. “But we both know that you’re more suited to marry a nice girl from here in town, not the daughter of a duke.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick indeed knew that. But that didn’t mean that he had to agree with it. 
 
      
 
    After a few days of trying to keep his mind off of things, he decided to go back to Westwood and pay a visit to his cousin on his own. James received him most joyously and they sat together in the mansion’s grand drawing room. 
 
      
 
    The Earl of Montgomery was off on another adventure in the woods with his dogs. Rodrick wasn’t surprised by that at all. The old man should enjoy his land. 
 
      
 
    “How have you been getting on?” James asked Rodrick as they sipped their brandy together. “Does your home feel as unenchanting as mine does now that our lovely guests have gone?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded. “I feel silly because it isn’t as though I felt completely at ease when they were there. But all the same, I miss their presence.” 
 
      
 
    “It is an adjustment to be around new people in a setting that’s your own,” James said thoughtfully. “I noticed that Lady Noelle seemed quite taken with the land here.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, she expressed fondness not only of your home but of mine as well! What are the odds of that?” Rodrick smiled at his cousin. 
 
      
 
    He knew that Wildhill was a nice home, but it was, in essence, a cottage in comparison to James’s and Uncle Alexander’s castle. But then he remembered the way Lady Noelle had looked when she was on his land, exploring his cottage. She’d seemed rather at home there and had never complained. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t believe that it had been purely politeness. Noelle’s eyes didn’t light up like that when she was just anywhere.  
 
      
 
    James gave him an understanding, sympathetic look. He carefully placed his glass on the table in front of him. “I’ve always thought that Wildhill was such a pleasant and comfortable home myself,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “This house may be lovely, but it’s also so… cavernous and cold.” He looked around the opulent drawing room. “It’s no wonder that I grew up believing that there were ghosts roaming these halls.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smirked a bit at his cousin. “You should’ve regaled Lady Noelle about that. She seemed to take a particular interest in the abandoned old rooms upstairs.” 
 
      
 
    James chuckled, shaking his head. “I didn’t wish to subject her to so much filth,” he said. “Perhaps it’s true that we ought to have those rooms cleaned and prepared for more guests.” 
 
      
 
    “They’d make some very handsome rooms for children someday,” Rodrick said casually. 
 
      
 
    James smiled and Rodrick noticed that there was some amount of sadness in that smile. “Yes, that is my hope,” he said softly. Picking up his glass again, he took a long, slow sip of his brandy. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Catherine was looking quite lovely, wasn’t she?” Rodrick asked him, prodding a little. He was concerned that his cousin had yet to make his intentions known. “She would certainly keep a man on his toes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” James said with a nod. “It is a pity that she is to marry Fairfax.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick looked at him in surprise. “Indeed, sir, you are wrong. Lady Catherine is not betrothed to anyone, last I heard. It is her sister Lady Noelle…” 
 
      
 
    James seemed to be thinking the same thing that he was; the way that Alphonse carried on with Lady Catherine made it seem as though he was intended for her. But Rodrick thought that everyone knew Alphonse was a rake. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you think that he spent so long speaking with Lady Catherine then?” James asked.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps he got them mixed up,” Rodrick suggested with a small smirk. “Upon my word, they don’t look so very alike but they are after all sisters. And anyway, we don’t exactly know what their conversation entailed.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick supposed that merely talking together at a gathering didn’t mean anything. After all, he’d spoken at great length with Lady Noelle, and that didn’t mean that they were all set for the marriage altar. That seemed rather silly to him. 
 
      
 
    This seemed to pluck up James’s spirits. He smiled a genuine smile at his cousin and nodded his head again. “That is true; though they are sisters, they do not seem very like one another to me.” 
 
      
 
    “You should make your feelings known,” Rodrick said to him, gently clapping him on the shoulder and giving him a friendly shake. “For if you don’t, surely someone will.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t it proper for her sister to be engaged first?” James asked, unsure. “I wouldn’t want to cause a stir.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smiled at his cousin, appreciating him all the more for hearing him say such a thing. James was a proper and polite sort of gentleman. He put the gentle in ‘gentleman.’ 
 
      
 
    “I suppose, then, we must wait until Lord Drake makes his intentions known to Lady Noelle,” he said. Alphonse is the opposite of James. He makes a real show of being a gentleman, when the mood suits him. 
 
      
 
    “And what if he does not?” James asked him. “I thought that you and the lady made a fine match. I saw the way you were together – so easy and full of smiles.” 
 
      
 
    As nice as Rodrick felt it was to hear, it didn’t exactly help him. “Lady Noelle will never marry me,” he told his cousin dismissively, trying to keep a smile on his face. “Even if she consented, her parents never would.” 
 
      
 
    James’s smile faltered somewhat and then he nodded his head. “Yes, you’re quite right… I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick laughed softly, shaking his head. “I think that you should wait and see what Lord Drake does, but you should waste no time in letting Lady Catherine know of your intentions. I know you’re shy, but you should speak with her as often as you can.” 
 
      
 
    He knew, of course, that this must be left to Jamie but he sincerely hoped that his cousin would find the nerve to court the lady before she lost interest in him or was swept away by another suitor. He stayed at Westwood for a while longer, and then he returned home to his mother. As happy as he was to be in Hertfordshire, he was restless. He wished that he could meet with Alphonse again and suggest the union to him. 
 
      
 
    There is quite a bit of truth in what James said. As much as it would pain me to see Lady Noelle with someone else, I would much rather she be happy. I don’t know what I should do if she moved away and I never saw her again. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick told himself not to even think of such things. It would do him no good to imagine a future without her in his life, especially as it was highly possible.  
 
      
 
    He went into his study and took out some paper and a pen. Sitting at his desk, he quickly scrawled a letter to his friend. He wished that he could confess to Alphonse the way that he felt about Lady Noelle, but instead he did his best to simply urge his friend to consider marriage to her. 
 
      
 
    Alphonse was not the sort of man who took advice; that was the problem. That was one of many problems. Rodrick fondly recalled the times they’d shared together as boys at school, but he felt as though he’d grown up and matured whereas Alfie was still the same old Alfie. 
 
      
 
    Dear Lord Drake, 
 
      
 
    I know that you live a life of enjoyment and leisure, but I implore you to think of the future. Your father is not going to be around forever, and when he is gone it would be far better for you if you had a wife. Lady Noelle may not be your choice, but she is a wonderful young woman and she will do you great credit. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
      
 
    Mr. Rodrick Edwards 
 
      
 
    He felt so awkward, writing about the lady in such a way. He never thought of her as a ‘credit,’ but he supposed that was one of the few benefits of not being involved in all of that nobility ton nonsense. Rodrick was free to love her even if Alphonse never would. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    When Noelle and Kitty arrived back at Grosvenor Square, there was a flurry of excitement that they couldn’t help but get swept up in. Word had gotten out that the Viscount of Kent – dear Mr. Andrews – was engaged to marry none other than Miss Lydia Quinn! Noelle was overjoyed for her best friend. 
 
      
 
    The Viscount of Kent was an old family friend. Noelle had known him for as long as she could remember. Indeed, she’d been little more than a baby when her parents met him.  
 
      
 
    There’s a certain symmetry to this, she thought with a smile as her mother fluttered around, talking of nothing else but the future Viscountess. Two of my oldest and dearest friends getting married. 
 
      
 
    Of course, it reminded her yet again that she didn’t have any current prospects herself. Catherine was besotted with Lord Edwards, a man who was going to be an earl someday, and now her best friend had found herself a match with a viscount. Meanwhile, the Marquess of Fairfax evidently wanted nothing whatsoever to do with her. 
 
      
 
    She had done her best. She’d smiled at him when he greeted her; she’d shown interest in him; she’d been enthusiastic when he spoke. Yet he’d chosen to spend more time walking and chatting with Kitty. 
 
      
 
    Noelle decided that she shouldn’t dwell on such a thing, even though she knew that her mother would be curious and care about his neglect. There were, after all, other gentlemen in the world. But I certainly shouldn’t tell Mother who my mind first goes to when I think that… 
 
      
 
    Since it had been a long time since she’d seen her friend, she sat at her desk and wrote a quick note to Lydia, inviting her to come to pay a visit to her house in London.  
 
      
 
    Dearest Miss Lydia, 
 
      
 
    Please come visit me at my house in London. We have much and more to discuss!  
 
      
 
    You know how dreary it can be here for me sometimes. Between Mother and Catherine, I should lose my wits if I’m not careful! Time spent with you will help me a great deal, and I cannot wait to hear more about you and the Viscount of Kent! 
 
      
 
    Fondly, 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle 
 
      
 
    She sent this letter off in the hand of a servant and thanked her lucky stars that at least her father was understanding. And there was always Emily; her younger sister was much more sensible than anyone gave her credit for. What had her smart sister been up to while she was gone to Hertfordshire? 
 
      
 
    Noelle found Emily in the library, happily leafing through another one of her leather-bound tomes. She was safe there for the moment because there wasn’t a ball planned, though their mother could still be in a mood. “Is this where you’ve been the entire time we were elsewhere?” 
 
      
 
    Emily looked up from her book and smiled at Noelle. “No, sometimes I was in my room,” she replied. She set her book aside. “How was Wildhill?” 
 
      
 
    It was impressive that she recalled the name of Mr. Edwards’s home. Noelle had only mentioned it but once in conversation with her.  
 
      
 
    “It was quite nice,” Noelle replied with a smile of her own. “It was something out of a storybook, actually. A fairy tale.” 
 
      
 
    Emily lit up even more at this. “Was Mr. Edwards very charming?” she asked her. “I remember how sweet he was when you first met.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle blushed a bit. She’d nearly forgotten that her little sister had been there when she met the gentleman at the ball for the Viscount of Kent. It seemed like so much had happened since then, but she supposed that it really hadn’t been that long ago. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said with a smile, feeling a little embarrassed. “He was quite charming and kind to me. But you know it doesn’t matter.” 
 
      
 
    Emily blinked at her, confused. “Why shouldn’t it matter? He’s a handsome gentleman and I think it is good that you should have him as your friend.” 
 
      
 
    “If only Mama felt the same way you do,” Noelle said. “She would likely tell me that I’m wasting my time on him when I should be waiting here in the hopes of the marquess visiting me. You know she only approved this visit really because of Lord Edwards.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother doesn’t always understand things like she thinks she does,” Emily said. She could be profound sometimes. Noelle figured that it was because she was always reading. 
 
      
 
    “I do envy you and our younger sisters for your ability to choose for yourselves rather than worrying about all of this nonsense,” she said wistfully. 
 
      
 
    Not wishing to disturb Emily’s study of her precious books, she left her there in the library and went off to the sitting room to join their mother there and have some tea. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds as though your sister did well for herself last weekend,” her mother said without looking up from her knitting. “She tells me that the marquess was dashing and friendly towards her. But why was he not so with you?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle hadn’t really brought up the business with the marquess with her mother. She didn’t wish to start on that now either, partially because she felt rather embarrassed about it. Leave it to Kitty to make sure to mention it, though. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Mother,” she said with a shrug of a shoulder, leaning in to pour herself some tea. “Perhaps he has decided that he doesn’t like me for one reason or another. One can’t always assume that such things will work out just because he is a marquess and she is the daughter of a duke. It’s not always that simple.” 
 
      
 
    Her mother frowned, clearly displeased that Noelle wasn’t more perturbed by this. “I do wish you’d stop all of this nonsense and secure a match for yourself – a decent match. I don’t want to hear any more of this Mr. Edwards rubbish.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle frowned right back at her. “It’s not as if I’m doing any of this on purpose,” she countered. “It’s not my fault that the marquess didn’t come to the party and it’s not my fault that he chose to speak more with Catherine.” 
 
      
 
    The duchess rolled her eyes at Noelle. “Really,” she said. That was a common complaint noise of hers when she didn’t quite know what to say but she nevertheless expected one to understand that she was frustrated.  
 
      
 
    “Really,” Noelle said emphatically, nodding her head. “Ask Emily about it. I’d tell you to go ahead and ask Mr. Edwards, but you and I both know that you’d never deign to speak with him even though he’s only ever been completely sweet and charming towards all of us.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle could feel herself becoming heated now. She didn’t wish to argue with her mother, but she was just so tired of being the one who was at fault in some way or other. She finished sipping her tea quickly and then left the room, stalking up the staircase back to her bedchamber where she could seethe in peace. 
 
      
 
    She was thankful when not a full day went by before she received a call from Lydia. As soon as their butler announced Miss Quinn’s arrival, Noelle went to the stairs and rushed down to greet her in the doorway. The two ladies curtsied and smiled at each other in their excitement both at seeing each other again and at all the news they had to share. 
 
      
 
    Noelle led Lydia into the sitting room where, for once, her mother was not currently sprawled upon the couch. “Some tea and cakes, please,” she said to a waiting maid, who curtsied and left the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “It’s so good to see you again,” she said to her friend. “First of all, congratulations! News of your happy engagement greeted me as soon as I arrived back home from Hertfordshire.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia smiled modestly at her, taking a moment to collect some tea and cake for herself before replying. She gathered her thoughts best when she was doing something; Noelle knew this about her, of course. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Lydia replied after a few pensive moments. “You know that is largely thanks to your doing, of course. The night of the ball, the Viscount and I barely left each other’s side once you introduced us to each other.” 
 
      
 
     “If I’d known that it would lead you to marry a man of his status before I was so lucky, I might’ve held off,” Noelle said with a playful wink. 
 
      
 
    Lydia laughed softly, knowing fully about Noelle’s plight in that regard. She knew, too, that Noelle had no interest in anything like marriage with Lord Andrews. Marrying him would’ve been like marrying an older brother, to Lady Noelle. 
 
      
 
    “But tell me,” Lydia said. “What was your weekend at Wildhill like? I imagine that it was so wonderful; I’ve only heard good things.” 
 
      
 
    It felt as though she’d just finished telling her sister of the nice times she’d had there. Noelle recounted how beautiful she’d found the estate and Mr. Edwards’ cottage. She told her, too, of the quixotic marquess barely giving her any attention after she’d waited so long to meet him. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, how unfortunate,” Lydia said to her with a frown. “It sounds to me like you made the most out of a bad situation, though. That Mr. Edwards is such a dear man… and his cousin, Lord Edwards!” 
 
      
 
    Right away, it struck Noelle that her sister Catherine and now her best friend were going to be the wives of viscounts before long. Though Kitty wasn’t as yet engaged, she knew that a proposal from Lord Edwards was imminent. Why else invite them to his estate? 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Yes, Lord Edwards was quite taken with Kitty both at the ball and during this visit. I’m so happy that she’s found someone that our mother approves of after all of her trouble-making.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia laughed pleasantly. “Oh, well, she’s young; I think she should be allowed to cause a little trouble, as long as she stays respectable whilst doing it. There are a lot of young men who think the world of her, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle sighed a little bit, but she smiled. “She’s lucky that she’s popular elsewhere because she’s simply a nuisance here at home.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a sip of her tea, Lydia then carefully set her cup back in her saucer and set both onto the table. “And what about you? Any further luck with the marquess?” 
 
      
 
    “He barely had a moment to spare for me,” Noelle said with another sigh. “He seemed absolutely besotted with Kitty and as soon as the earl appeared, he was gone like a shot. I was concerned before but now I really feel as though he was simply trying to sample the fruit, as it were.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia blushed and looked a bit scandalized, but then she laughed. “Really, Lady Noelle, you can be quite blunt at times. I’m sure that wasn’t really the way of it!” 
 
      
 
    “No?” Noelle responded with a laugh. “Well, he certainly could’ve fooled me. It seemed as if he wished to see what he’d been missing but he wanted to wait until he wasn’t around the rest of the ton, so he wouldn’t be scrutinized.” 
 
      
 
    This made Lydia frown a bit. “He doesn’t sound very pleasant to me,” she said. “Perhaps it is best, actually, if you do not match with him.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded her head in agreement. Finally, someone agrees with me! It didn’t surprise her at all that it was Lydia, sweet and innocent Lydia, who understood her feelings best. 
 
      
 
    “I do not wish to go against the wishes of my family, but I don’t think that he would be a good match for me… or for us as a whole,” Noelle stated with conviction. “I think that he could do a great deal of damage to my father’s name, even if my mother refuses to see it.” 
 
      
 
    There was a glimmer of hope in the fact that her father did seem to see the issues with the licentious marquess. He wanted Noelle to marry well, but he didn’t seem to believe that the Marquess of Fairfax was her only answer. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    It turned out that Rodrick didn’t have too long to pine over Lady Noelle’s absence. Lord Drake showed up again, only this time at the door of Wildhill, and he entered Rodrick’s drawing room with great panache. “Rodrick, my good fellow, I have the most tremendous idea!” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick rose at once from his chair upon the sudden arrival of his friend. He smiled at Alphonse and didn’t quite know what to make of his demeanor. “Good lord, Alfie, you startled me.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Drake clearly wasn’t going to wait to explain the reasoning behind his rushing. Instead, he proceeded to describe his idea. “What say you to going with me to the theatre?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “The theatre?” Rodrick asked, unable to hide his smirk of amusement. “It doesn’t seem like you to be so excited about the theatre of all things.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw an advertisement for the Theatre Royal while I was spending some time in the city. They are putting on a performance of Love in a Village by Thomas Arne. I thought that perhaps you and Lord Edwards – and your mother and the young Fletcher ladies, of course – would be interested in coming along with me to take it in?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was quite surprised that his friend had thought to go to see an opera. It was very unlike Alphonse to go to the theatre when there were so many balls and social functions that he could invite himself to. “If you wish it, then we shall be delighted to go with you.” 
 
      
 
    When he informed his mother of the invitation, she was unsurprisingly ecstatic. “Oh, I haven’t been to the opera in ages!” she cried with a big smile on her face. Rodrick wouldn’t be at all surprised if the Fletcher ladies shared her enthusiasm for the event. 
 
      
 
    James likewise smiled and readily agreed to go. “It is a wonderful opera, you know,” he told Rodrick, making the other gentleman feel as though he was the last person on earth to see the work. “I do so hope that Lady Catherine will come along with us.” 
 
      
 
    “I daresay I don’t see why she would not,” Rodrick said, glad to be able to soothe his cousin in that regard. “She only lives a few streets away from Covent Garden, after all. And ladies, I now firmly believe, simply love the opera.” 
 
      
 
    When it was all settled with everyone in Westwood that they would attend, Rodrick sat down at his desk and wrote Lady Noelle in order to extend the invitation to her. 
 
      
 
    Dear Lady Noelle Fletcher, 
 
      
 
    It has come to my attention that my good friend Lord Drake wishes for us to go with him to Covent Garden to see the opera Love in a Village at the Theatre Royal. You and your sister Lady Catherine are to be our most honored guests if you are permitted to attend. My mother most ardently hopes to see you both again and to discuss all of the latest goings-on of your household. 
 
      
 
    I have no doubt that Lord Drake will have sent along his own personal invitation to you both. I do hope that you shall be able to attend with us. This time, you needn’t worry about long travels to and from the place, to be sure! 
 
      
 
    Fondly, 
 
      
 
    Mr. Rodrick Edwards 
 
      
 
    He hoped that he was not overstepping by sending along his own letter to her in order to express his anticipation. He had a feeling that this invitation coming from him might put the lady more at ease, since the last time she was in Alphonse’s company she did not seem entirely pleased. He only hoped that Alfie would pay attention to the correct lady this time instead of putting everyone in his company – save Lady Catherine – out of sorts. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick sent his letter off with a servant and then only had to wait for the blessed day to arrive. He couldn’t wait to see Lady Noelle’s lovely face again, to smell the scent of her which hung in the air like the smell of lilacs after a gentle summer shower. If he was discomfited at all about going to the opera, it was only with the notion that Alphonse would be there with them. 
 
      
 
    How strange a sensation, he thought, to wish for the happiness of one while praying for the propriety of the other. He did not, in truth, really hope for Alphonse to claim his rightful fiancée but he did hope that the marquess would start acting as he should. He knew that Lady Noelle deserved every happiness that God would grant her, but it was perhaps for the best if it never came to a marriage with Lord Drake at all. 
 
      
 
    The day of the invitation arrived and Rodrick and his mother rose early from their beds so that they could dress and break their fasts in order to be out the door in a timely manner. The performance was not until the evening, but of course, there was to be a dinner with Lord Edwards and Lord Drake before that. 
 
      
 
    It was with nervous anticipation that he and his friends awaited the arrival of the ladies before the theatrical performance was set to start. Rodrick and his mother stood outside of the theatre, ready to escort Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine inside as soon as they appeared. Alphonse and James were waiting inside, in the handsome box that Lord Drake had procured for the party. 
 
      
 
    A hackney carriage arrived at the street curb and Lady Noelle eagerly yet gracefully stepped down from it. She grinned a dimpled grin at Rodrick. Lady Catherine followed her, seemingly less besotted with the idea of an opera than Rodrick had presumed. 
 
      
 
    “It is so splendid to see you again!” Lady Noelle greeted his mother, taking her hands after their hug of friendly greeting. “I was ever so happy to receive Lord Drake’s invitation and Mr. Edwards’s kind note.” She turned his smile back to him now. 
 
      
 
    “We’re so glad that you’re able to attend,” he replied with a smile back at her. “Lord Drake tells me that this is quite a piece. This shall be my first opera.” 
 
      
 
    “How long is it?” Lady Catherine asked, pouting a bit. “The last performance I attended was so dull.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle cut her off from further complaints by laughing a gay little laugh that only further besotted Rodrick with her. He was unsure how he felt about the opera, but he knew that he would enjoy witnessing her enjoyment of it. “Really, Mr. Edwards, she knows nothing of it; the last time we saw an opera, she was much too young to appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smiled at her. It turned out that he’d gotten it the wrong way around. Lady Noelle seemed to be the theatre lover of the two sisters. 
 
      
 
    “Well, then, I pray that this time shall be different,” he said to them good-naturedly. In an effort to be more cordial to his other guest, he offered his arm to Lady Catherine. Meanwhile, Lady Noelle more than happily walked arm-in-arm with his mother into the theatre. 
 
      
 
    They found their friends and their seats in Lord Drake’s box. Lady Catherine took her seat between Lord Edwards and Lord Drake. Meanwhile, Rodrick happily found himself seated next to Lady Noelle, to the right of Alphonse. His mother sat on his other side. In this configuration, they were able to happily watch the performance on the stage below. 
 
      
 
    It took a bit for Rodrick to get used to the style of the performance that he witnessed, but it wasn’t long before he was drawn into the sweet tale of Rosetta and Thomas. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d heard songs as sweet as the ones in Mr. Arne’s opera. He was quite eager to discuss the show with his friends as soon as the performance was at an end, and yet he also hoped that it might never stop. 
 
      
 
    As he sat there watching, he couldn’t help but notice that Lady Catherine shared nearly as many looks with Alphonse as she shared with James. The way she smiled and carried on with both of them made him more than a little chagrined. Rodrick didn’t like to place any blame on the young lady, but it was rather frustrating to witness just the same. 
 
      
 
    Surely, I’m not the only one who notices this, he thought, hoping that perhaps it had escaped his cousin’s notice. He didn’t want poor James to be subjected to this kind of embarrassment, but James was also not so unobservant as to miss what was going on right in front of his very eyes. Rodrick turned to hazard a quick glance at Lady Noelle and could see that she’d noticed as well. 
 
      
 
    She was frowning at her sister and she didn’t stop until she noticed that Rodrick was looking curiously at her. Then her frown quickly turned into a smile. He felt an odd sort of pang in his heart and he swiftly looked away from her, back at the action on the stage. 
 
      
 
    I’m no better than Lady Catherine, he thought, realizing the absurdity of that. But he’d been so quick to judge her for being flirtatious with Alphonse; meanwhile, here he was with Lady Noelle… 
 
      
 
    He nervously fidgeted a bit in his seat, wishing that their box didn’t place them quite so close together. It hadn’t been a problem before, when he was completely enthralled by the performance, but now he could feel how close the members of the party really were to each other. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick turned his face towards Lady Noelle and saw that she was looking at him again. She smirked at him, the bridge of her nose wrinkling a little in an impish sort of way. She really nearly took his breath away. 
 
      
 
    This was a bad idea, he thought even as he smiled back at her. He loved being there with her in that dimly-lit box. It was totally proper, because his mother was there, and yet sometimes he thought things that he would never admit to thinking… 
 
      
 
    As soon as the opera was at an end, Rodrick felt relief. He was the first one out of the theatre box and he held the door open for the rest of the party. Everyone was smiling now. 
 
      
 
    “That was outstanding,” his mother intoned approvingly. “Such lovely songs! And that Rosetta!” 
 
      
 
    “Truly a delightful performance,” James agreed, nodding his head as he grinned from her to Lady Catherine. “Did you not think so?” 
 
      
 
    Nodding her head, Lady Catherine let out a little laugh. “I must admit that at first, I wasn’t sure if I should like it, but by the end, I found that I enjoyed it quite a lot!” 
 
      
 
    Alphonse laughed a deep laugh that Rodrick found odd. Everything that the man did seemed as if it was all for show now. Some change had occurred in his friend but Rodrick couldn’t place it. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so glad that you all had a good time,” Alphonse said to them with a grin. “I was thinking that we might now adjourn for a late supper and perhaps some drinks at this fantastic oyster room up the road.” 
 
      
 
    Since it was not so terribly late yet, Rodrick didn’t see anything wrong with an extended visit with his friends in London. If they should have a need, he supposed that they could rent a room for the night in one of the taverns. But surely it will not come to that. 
 
      
 
    He knew that the Fletcher ladies would be expected back at home before it got too late, so he deferred to them for their reply. “I’m game if you are,” he said to his friend and James, who nodded his approval. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The sudden invitation to dine out with Lord Drake, Lord Edwards and Mr. Edwards took Noelle quite by surprise. She looked to her sister to see what Kitty’s reaction might be and she could see right away that Kitty was taken by the idea. Catherine beamed and blushed and batted her lashes, which annoyed Noelle to no end. 
 
      
 
    Everything she does, every way that she acts, she has been told to do by Society. There is neither an emotion in her heart nor a thought in her head that the ton hasn’t put there. She is carrying on too much. 
 
      
 
    “I think that we may stay out a little longer,” Catherine said, biting her lip a little as she looked at Noelle with such longing. There really wasn’t a reason for them to say no as they lived so close by, but something about spending more time in the company of that man put a bad feeling in the elder sister’s stomach. 
 
      
 
    She looked at Lord Drake and gave a smile, hoping that her expression didn’t come off as begrudging as she felt that it did. She then looked at Mr. Edwards and saw that he looked rather hopeful that she would say yes. Noelle had to sincerely smile at that. 
 
      
 
    “Our parents can spare us for a little while longer,” she consented with a nod, looking at Mr. Edwards more than the others now. It was he that she wished to see more of. The rest of the present company was merely necessary in order for her to remain decent. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Edwards had a slightly uneasy look on her face, but as soon as Noelle agreed to go along for a spot of supper, she smiled in her relief. “It’s not normally something that we do when we pay a visit to the city, but I suppose there is a time for anything.” 
 
      
 
    As Lord Drake had claimed, the oyster room really was only a short walk away from the Theatre Royal. He held the door open for everyone in his group and then made sure to lead the way to a conveniently-placed booth in the room.  
 
      
 
    There was something very queer about his demeanor, Noelle mused, keeping an eye on the gentleman now that they were back in a more or less closed space. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I hope my gown shall not smell of oysters forever now,” she said aloud with a faux-horrified sort of expression, patting at her skirts as if that would do any good about it.  
 
      
 
    This caused Lord Drake to laugh a little, which was more of a response than she normally got from him. “We shan’t stay long if you’re concerned about it,” he replied in an almost kind tone. “A bit of drink, a bit of a laugh, and then perhaps a bit of a stroll – then we’ll send you on your way home.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle couldn’t say that this idea displeased her entirely. They ordered up more oysters than she’d ever be able to eat on her own and the gentlemen partook of their wines, all while keeping a close watch so that they didn’t consume too much of any one thing.  
 
      
 
    She exchanged a look with Mr. Edwards’s mother, who smiled back at her and seemed to be in relaxed enough spirits, all things considered. 
 
      
 
    “I must say that it’s all well and good for my sister and I or Lord Drake to be out here enjoying the eating houses on Brydges Street, but isn’t it an awfully long journey home for you and Mr. Edwards?” 
 
      
 
    The older woman thought about it and then leaned in a little so she could be heard over the din of the restaurant. “We shan’t be out much longer, but it has been such an enjoyable night spending more time with you, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle blushed at the compliment. The Edwardses really did make her feel so adored. She believed that they were sincere and it made her so happy; she didn’t have to act so prim and proper around them in order to be appreciated. 
 
      
 
    “We shall really have to find another excuse to see each other,” she said with a nod and a smile. “We needn’t always depend on these gentlemen in order to do so either.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Edwards laughed. “That is to be sure,” she agreed. “Why should they have all the fun of planning these get-togethers?” 
 
      
 
    Before long, they had finished their meal and they were back out on the sidewalk. Noelle looked at Mr. Edwards and gave a sad sort of smile – sad only because it was the time that they must part ways. She felt quite guilty for it, but she truly was saddest of all to be bidding adieu to that gentleman. 
 
      
 
    He took her hand and gave a quick bow of his head, smiling at her as he gazed into her eyes. “I hope that we shall see each other again soon,” he said to her. “At your invitation.” 
 
      
 
    She blushed as she realized that he’d overheard her brief conversation with his mother. “Yes,” she replied. “That would be nice.” She glanced over and, to her delight, noticed that Kitty was chatting happily away with Lord Edwards. 
 
      
 
    If the marquess was put off by this, he didn’t convey that. He stood there talking not-unpleasantly with Mr. Edwards’s mother. Noelle was put somewhat at ease to see him behaving himself. 
 
      
 
    She and Catherine climbed into their hired carriage and they were soon off on their way home to Grosvenor Square. Catherine was very chatty but all that Noelle wanted to do was relax in her bed and think about the occurrences of the day. It was quite a lot to go to an opera and dine with people.  
 
      
 
    For once, she was feeling how Emily must feel all of the time. 
 
      
 
    As soon as they arrived back home, since it was quite late, Noelle went straight to her bedchamber and prepared herself for sleep. She hoped that their mother would not yell at them too much for the late hour at which they returned, but she knew that there wasn’t much to be done about it.  
 
      
 
    In the morning, she met Catherine in the hall as they went on their way downstairs to breakfast. Noelle stopped her sister with a gentle touch of her arm. She went into Catherine’s room with her and shut the door so that they could talk in private. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Catherine asked her, still quite groggy from staying out the night prior. It hadn’t really been that late, but the Duke of Salisbury’s daughters were not accustomed to late evenings. Noelle felt tired as well, but she knew that she would get over it. 
 
      
 
    “I want to talk to you about what happened last night,” she said to her sister. “You confused me quite a bit, carrying on the way you did with Lord Drake while Lord Edwards was right there next to you.” She hissed out these words in order to keep from yelling them. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t wish to alert the entire household about it. The last thing either girl needed was their mother barging into the room and asking too many questions. As far as Noelle was concerned, this could stay between her and Kitty, provided that Kitty went along with it. 
 
      
 
    Catherine crossed her arms in front of her chest, clearly annoyed by her sister’s questioning so early in the morning. “Is it so wrong that I find the man charming?” she asked Noelle, sounding indignant. “He’s going to be a duke someday, and he likes me.” 
 
      
 
    You don’t have to rub it in, Noelle thought, smiling at her sister. She couldn’t believe that Kitty had the good fortune to have stolen the hearts of not only Lord Edwards but apparently Lord Drake as well. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t get too ahead of yourself if I were you,” she replied. “Anyway, what happened to your darling Lord Edwards? You two make such a sweet match… and he truly dotes on you. 
 
      
 
    “Are you really going to throw all of that away just because a future duke offers a higher title? He’s not even a nice person. He’s all show, no actual feeling.” 
 
      
 
    Catherine gasped at Noelle. “How dare you say such a thing? Lord Drake has been completely gracious, inviting us along to things and being so friendly. And not least of all to you even though you’ve been so ungrateful, spending all of your time flirting with Mr. Edwards, who I remind you hasn’t even got a title.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle tried to contain her temper. “The only person Lord Drake has been gracious towards is you, which you might’ve noticed if you weren’t so self-centered. His flattery has gone to your head and you’re not thinking clearly.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the family was surely downstairs in the dining room by now. They were likely expecting the two ladies to appear any moment, though. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, Catherine stared at her as if she’d just been most scandalized. “How dare you?” she cried again. “I am not self-centered; I’m apparently the only one in this family who cares about continuing noble lines.” 
 
      
 
    She moved to the door and made to open it, but Noelle put her hand on the knob and stopped her, staring into Catherine’s eyes. “I warn you, sister. You must respect the bond that you’ve already entered into with Lord Edwards. 
 
      
 
    You don’t wish for everyone in London to be talking about the Duke of Salisbury’s disloyal daughter, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle satisfied herself now, as Catherine suddenly appeared crestfallen. It was evidently all well and good to do as she pleased as long as she didn’t think about their poor, sweet father’s reputation. That was a relief; Noelle had begun to wonder if she had no care at all for the family’s wishes anymore. 
 
      
 
    “You and Lord Edwards look so well together and I know that you shall make each other very, very happy.” Lord Drake is supposed to be matched with me. It’s what Mother wants, it’s what Father wants, it’s… It’s what I want. 
 
      
 
    Catherine looked thoughtful. Then she smiled a little. “He does dote on me, doesn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded, smiling. “He does, very much so. I am so happy that you two found each other, and in such a natural sort of way.” 
 
      
 
    Her sister continued to appear thoughtful, but she nodded her head as well. “Yes, I think we really do go well together. He is such a dear soul.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle inwardly breathed a sigh of relief. She knew that her sister was still of an age where she was a bit impressionable and easily swayed, so she was relieved to see that Catherine was seeing reason after this brief little spat of theirs. 
 
      
 
    “You know I only argue like this with you because I care about you, right?” Noelle asked her. “I care because I love you, my precious little Kitty.” 
 
      
 
    Catherine hugged her sister, nodding her head still. She smiled. “Yes; and I love and appreciate you all the more for it.” 
 
      
 
    Their argument at an end and their issues seemingly resolved, Noelle and Catherine headed down the staircase together, arm-in-arm. Their family was happy to receive them there at the breakfast table, where they could regale them all with stories from the night before; from the fabulous opera to the fun afterward at the oyster room. 
 
      
 
    Noelle was relieved indeed to not receive any scathing looks from her mother when they spoke of Mr. Edwards’s cordiality. Their mother visibly brightened at the news that Lord Drake had been quite complimentary to the eldest sister; a story that wasn’t exactly a lie. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    After watching the ladies ride off in their carriage, Alphonse turned to Rodrick with a bit of a smirk and asked if he would be permitted to stay with him or his cousin for a few nights. “I’ve been in a bit of a spat with my father; you know how it is.” 
 
      
 
    No, Rodrick thought. I really don’t know how it is. He hadn’t had a father for years now, and if he still had him, he didn’t think that they would ever fight as often as Alfie and his own father did. The Duke of Cumberland was always portrayed by his son as some overbearing brute, but Rodrick had to wonder if any story Alfie told was even true. 
 
      
 
    “I see no reason that you cannot,” he said to his friend, smiling and trying to remain good-natured towards him even if Alfie chose to misbehave. Part of the reason he shouldn’t mind keeping him in his home for a bit was so he could keep watch on him.  
 
      
 
    James nodded his head approvingly. “I say, this will be quite nice. Do be sure to stop by Westwood during your stay as well and pay a visit to my father. I do believe that he likes you more than I do.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick laughed a little. He knew that his cousin meant to compliment Alphonse, but his wording could easily be construed as if James did not like the man but his father did. “Oh yes,” he said, saving himself from scrutiny, “the old earl will love having a fellow huntsman at his home again for a while.” 
 
      
 
    Alphonse grinned and clapped Rodrick on the back. “Then tally-ho! Let’s go back to Wildhill. I have enough ale in me now to sleep an entire night.” 
 
      
 
    The four of them returned to their carriage and Rodrick helped his sleepy mother in first. As soon as they were off, Rodrick couldn’t help but lean his head against the window frame and doze off for a bit. The journey home wasn’t so long if he could sleep through it. 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much time to prepare the guest room at Wildhill for the marquess, but Alphonse wasn’t too concerned about the appearance of the room. Once they arrived at the home, he more or less fell into bed, giving Rodrick’s butler no need to find extra blankets for him. 
 
      
 
    James returned to the estate house with the promise of visiting the following day. Rodrick wished to confer with him about the ladies and the events of the day. Once both of his companions were off to their own beds, and his mother was safely in her bedchamber as well, Rodrick went into the confines of his room. 
 
      
 
    Upon the following morning, none of the gentlemen rose at an early hour. By the time Rodrick emerged from his chamber and arrived at the breakfast table, his mother was there smiling at him. She was clearly well-rested with the added help of her nap in the carriage the night before. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Rodrick,” she said to him brightly as he took his seat at the table. The cook came in at once and placed some sausage and eggs onto his plate. “I wondered when you would come out of your room.” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Mother,” he replied, still in a bit of a sleepy state which he thought would be aided by the cup of coffee that was there before him. “Where are the others?” 
 
      
 
    Eleanor giggled a little, covering her mouth. “Lord Drake I have not seen since last night, though upon my word there was quite a bit of snoring coming from the guest room. And Lord Edwards – dear James – I have not seen either.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick had to wonder if they had not all been given the malaise that often occurs from too much drink… His head hurt something fierce, so he gladly sipped at his coffee. “I suppose that they shall be along later; I have much and more that I wish to speak to them about, especially Alfie.” 
 
      
 
    He felt guilty for eating breakfast without his friends, but he supposed that it was all right since they clearly wished to sleep in. He hungrily ate his eggs and sausage, drinking cup after cup of coffee in order to wake up and alleviate his headache. “Did you have a good time last night?” he asked his mother. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes! Such a wonderful performance, and of course the Fletcher ladies are so kind and friendly. I’m so glad to enjoy more time with them as well.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smiled at her. It usually went without saying that he would invite his mother along to anything he was going to. He was an inclusive sort of fellow. And in this instance, it was necessary for her to be there with them. 
 
      
 
    He’d finished his breakfast and was working on drinking his last cup of coffee when Alphonse appeared in the doorway of the dining room. He smiled at him and rose from his chair in greeting. “Good morning, Alfie.” 
 
      
 
    Alphonse eyed him a bit and then nodded, smirking. “Good morning, Rodrick. I’m sorry that I slept in so long; I think I enjoyed the spirits last night even more than I thought I did.” 
 
      
 
    Before long, James came over and joined them at the table as well. Rodrick was no longer eating breakfast, and he traded his coffee for some refreshing orange shrub, which was a nice breakfast beverage on a warm day. He appreciated the company of his friends, even if he was cross with one of them. 
 
      
 
    He knew that it probably was not the best idea to lay into Alphonse in James’s presence. He didn’t wish to somehow embarrass James about what had occurred. He didn’t believe that it had gone unnoticed by his cousin, but he didn’t wish to bring it up and make him feel sad or awkward. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you fellows come over to Westwood in a while?” James invited, seeming to somehow sense that Rodrick had something on his mind that he wanted to share with the marquess. “My father knows that you’re in town again, Lord Drake, and he’d like to see you again.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded his head at his cousin. “That’s a good idea. Today’s a nice day for a stroll around the estate, or maybe even a horse ride, eh, Alfie?” 
 
      
 
    Again, he felt that he sensed his friend bristling. But perhaps Rodrick was misreading his friend. Alfie was acting so unusual… 
 
      
 
    James left them and Eleanor left the table as well, going off to continue her needlework or whatever else she chose to do to keep herself entertained. On her way out of the room, she placed a hand onto Rodrick’s cheek and smiled at him.  
 
      
 
    Now that they were alone in the dining room, Rodrick turned his full attention to his friend. “I daresay that you enjoyed yourself last night. Did you find everything to your liking?” 
 
      
 
    Alphonse looked at Rodrick and gave him a knowing look. He nodded his head slightly, smiling in a way that was a bit devilish. “I do always enjoy time spent with Lady Catherine and her sister.” 
 
      
 
     “I noticed that you paid rather more attention to Lady Catherine for the duration of the play than you actually paid to the performance.” 
 
      
 
    The marquess raised an eyebrow and the wicked smile remained on his lips. “Did you?” he asked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about; I enjoyed the show rather a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “I am glad to hear so, sir,” Rodrick said sincerely, but then he leaned towards his friend a little in his chair. “I merely wish to caution you, Alfie. You really must try to adhere to the wishes of the duke and his family… and James.” 
 
      
 
    “Pah,” Alphonse said, waving a hand. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about. Lady Catherine likes me; what am I supposed to do, ignore her?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick shook his head slowly at his friend. “I don’t think you should ignore her, but there’s giving her friendly attention and there’s what you’ve been doing… I’ve noticed that you haven’t been giving an equal amount of attention to Lady Noelle.” 
 
      
 
    Alphonse stared at him. “I haven’t been ignoring her. It’s just that, well, she doesn’t interest me as much, Rodrick. Especially not when I’ve been more or less told that she is the one for me.” 
 
      
 
    “But it isn’t only you who is involved,” Rodrick pointed out. “There is Lady Noelle, but there is also the family as well as James. You know that James is smitten with Lady Catherine.” 
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t it possibly be, Rodrick – and I don’t mean that it is – that this lady simply isn’t as interested in James as he is in her?” 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it that way,” Rodrick replied. The lady had seemed so interested in James before, but he supposed that she was young and not obligated to be with anyone at the present time…  
 
      
 
    They set out together a little later on towards the estate mansion and Lord Edwards. James was quite happy to receive them and his father, too, was waiting there to convene with them and discuss the latest news. To Rodrick’s great relief, the older gentleman pressed Alphonse for a tour of the fields beyond and a bit of hunting practice. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he and James were alone, Rodrick cleared his throat. “Did you enjoy your time last night?” 
 
      
 
    James smiled and nodded. “Yes,” he said shyly. “Although, I didn’t want to say before, but… I was a bit upset that Lady Catherine spent so much time speaking with Lord Drake and not me.” 
 
      
 
    I knew it, Rodrick thought, feeling sorry for James at once. “Yes, I spoke to him about that. He told me that he would try to do better to follow the wishes of the lady’s family. But did you not speak with her as well?” 
 
      
 
    James frowned a little bit, still nodding his head. He knew as well as Rodrick did how stubborn the man could be when he put his mind to it. Lord Drake didn’t always think of others when he had something that he wanted. 
 
      
 
    And it seemed as though he currently wanted the affections of the very same lady that James adored. 
 
      
 
    “I did try and pluck up the nerve to speak with her more upon the subject of my affection, but every time I said a word, it seemed that Fairfax was there to say two more.” 
 
      
 
    “The only thing we can really hope for is that Lady Catherine will come to her senses and remember who her real admirer is,” Rodrick said, wishing that he could get Alphonse to come to his senses at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Before they could really spend too long dwelling on it, the Earl of Montgomery and the Marquess of Fairfax returned from their walk around the grounds. They both seemed to be in good spirits. He could only hope that Alphonse would see the truth in his words. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was not convinced of his friend ever changing, but he would hold onto hope until it was proven hopeless. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Several weeks went peacefully by and finally, it was time for the wedding of dear Lydia to Lord Andrews. Noelle was excited to see her oldest and dearest friends married to each other. This wedding was also likely to bring in the attendance of a lot of her other friends as well. 
 
      
 
    Noelle and Catherine primped in their bedchambers the morning before the wedding. Lydia was so sweet; she had asked the pair of them to be in her wedding along with two of her own sisters. It felt a little bit like a glimpse of what Noelle’s wedding could be like someday. 
 
      
 
    The ladies, along with the rest of their family, rode off down the street to the church in the morning. Noelle could not recall ever seeing a lovelier wedding. 
 
      
 
    There was a party held not long after the wedding ceremony that afternoon, at the home of the groom. The Viscount of Kent lived in a stupendous mansion in Epping, which was quite close to the Duke of Salisbury’s manor in Essex. As much as Noelle enjoyed staying in London for the Season, ever since she’d stayed a few nights in Hertfordshire with Mr. Edwards and his mother, she had been looking forward to sleeping in her own bed in Essex. 
 
      
 
    The Salisbury family managed to cram into a large and rather ornate carriage and they rode to Epping together. Noelle and Catherine both wondered who might be in attendance at the reception. There were not that many people at the wedding, but she didn’t put it past dear Lord Andrews to invite more friends and family to the party so he could further show off his lovely new bride. 
 
      
 
    Noelle thought that Lydia looked prettier than ever now that she was the proud new Viscountess of Kent. There was a glow about her that she’d never possessed when she was Lydia Quinn. I shall never tell her this, of course, Noelle thought with some inner chagrin at her own prejudice. 
 
      
 
    She wanted, most of all, that Lydia should be happy and well-loved by everyone in her new home and life. This sort of thing was not something that Noelle had ever anticipated for Lydia, but now that she was married to the Viscount, she’d settled into her new role quite nicely. Noelle was proud of her; she wasn’t sure if she would ever settle into her own role, not even the one she currently held. 
 
      
 
    If I am to indeed become the wife of the Marquess of Fairfax, I don’t think I will quite know what to do with myself for some time. At least it shall be a while before he becomes a duke. She didn’t have to wonder at her mother choosing a gentleman like him for Noelle; he was destined to be a duke someday and he was, therefore, an equal to her family. 
 
      
 
    Hang all of that, Noelle thought sourly, doing her best not to frown too much. They were at a grand reception, so it wouldn’t do for any of the young ladies – including Emily – to look mopey. For her part, Emily was behaving quite admirably. 
 
      
 
    She was even laughing a little as she stood there in the ballroom with her younger sisters. 
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t know what it was that had put Emily in such a good mood, but she liked it. 
 
      
 
    When the servant in the ballroom doorway announced the arrival of ‘The Right Honorable, The Viscount of Easton,’ Noelle became excited. She looked over with a smile as Lord Edwards entered the room alongside Mr. Edwards. 
 
      
 
    There was no sign of Mrs. Edwards, his mother, but she supposed that the older woman probably didn’t wish to go to every last ball, especially not one all the way in Epping. 
 
      
 
    They were formally presented to the duke and his family and Noelle smiled and blushed – like always – as Mr. Edwards bowed at her. She didn’t like to think so much and so often about her status, but somehow with him, she always felt like no less than a princess. 
 
      
 
     “How have you been, my lady?” he asked her sweetly. “I trust that you’ve been well since last I saw you. I hope that you shared nothing but good thoughts about Mr. Arne’s opera.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle laughed lightly. “We did so, sir. Thank you ever so much for extending the invitation to us.” 
 
      
 
    She knew that the invitation had really come from Lord Drake, but the less they could speak of him the better. 
 
      
 
    Right as she was thinking this, fate cruelly intervened and the servant presented ‘The Most Honorable, The Marquess of Fairfax.’ 
 
      
 
    Of course. 
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t roll her eyes, but she imagined herself doing so as Lord Drake proudly came strolling into the room. He was carrying a long and shiny black cane, acting as though he was much grander of a person than he really was, to her mind. 
 
      
 
    He marched right up to her and her family, but he stood in front of Catherine and bowed before her first. Catherine giggled and curtsied. Noelle glanced over and looked at their mother, who’d turned a bit white but didn’t seem to be entirely displeased. 
 
      
 
    Noelle took the marquess’s hand when it was offered. “It is so good to see you again,” she said, of course lying through her teeth. “I hope you have been well?” 
 
      
 
    Lord Drake grinned at her. She felt as though he was always grinning. “I have, Lady Noelle; indeed, I have.” 
 
      
 
    She was grateful that Mr. Edwards and his cousin the viscount stayed close as well. She didn’t know what she would do if she was left to spend the rest of the party alone but for the insufferable marquess gloating to the family about his recent exploits. 
 
      
 
    What she gleaned from his speaking was that he’d spent a lot of time at the manor of his father, the Duke of Cumberland, who was not well but had not been well for some time. When he wasn’t there, he apparently was always off visiting friends around London and spending lavish amounts of money on drinks and entertainment. 
 
      
 
    She knew that he thought it sounded as though he led a profoundly interesting life, but to her, it was quite the opposite. And moreover, it seemed as though he was trying too hard to impress them… chiefly, to impress her. 
 
      
 
    She looked over at Catherine and indeed her sister was simply eating up his every tale. Kitty continued to giggle like a silly schoolgirl, which she more or less still was. 
 
      
 
    Noelle’s eyes fell back on Mr. Edward’s enchanting emerald ones and she smiled sincerely for the first time in some minutes. “Would you do me the supreme honor of taking a turn about the room with me, my lady?” he asked her. 
 
      
 
    As if she would ever say no, especially when her mother was thoroughly preoccupied with the presence of the Marquess of Fairfax. The duchess would be quite distracted for some time. At least he’s good for something, Noelle thought with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Nodding her approval, Noelle took Mr. Edwards’s arm and they went for a walk around the expansive ballroom. Most everyone was standing around, conversing and enjoying the champagne that had been provided. No one felt the pressure or urge to dance. 
 
      
 
    “I take it that things have not exactly improved between yourself and the marquess?” Mr. Edwards asked her curiously as they strolled arm-in-arm around the shining hardwood floor. When he saw the look of worry and doubt on her face, he frowned a bit but his eyes retained their amiable sort of glow. “I am terribly sorry to know that.” 
 
      
 
    Are you? Are you really, sir? It seems to me that you and I are quite of one mind on the subject – we know the Marquess of Fairfax to be a rake and a bore besides. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Noelle did not actually voice this. Instead, she sighed softly and attempted to change the subject. “As my chances of seeing you after tonight may be remote, I should like to speak of something else, if you don’t mind.” 
 
      
 
    To her great delight, Mr. Edwards nodded his head approvingly. “As you like,” he replied. “What do you make of the new couple?” He asked this as he gestured another nod towards Lydia – now Lady Andrews – and Lord Andrews. 
 
      
 
    Noelle smiled. “Oh, I think that they shall get along very nicely. I am so happy for them; they’ve both been friends of mine for so long, you know.” 
 
      
 
    As she thought of this, she had to wonder what good fortune had caused Mr. Edwards to be invited as well. As far as she was aware, he was not a friend of Lord Andrews, and obviously, Lady Andrews didn’t really know him. Noelle supposed that it was more the doing of Lord Edwards’s, or perhaps – she hated to admit it – Lord Drake… 
 
      
 
    The Viscount of Kent knew a great many people in the nobility, so it stood to reason that he should have invited either one of those men due to some casual acquaintanceship, but Mr. Edwards did seem out of place amongst all of the titled guests. Noelle didn’t mind this, however; in fact, it made her appreciate him all the more. 
 
      
 
    “I do see a certain symmetry to them,” Mr. Edwards said, agreeing with her assessment of the new couple. “And I must say that it is nice to see them both so happy.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle laughed a short, soft laugh. “Lydia ought to be very happy,” she said. “She’s married very well for a girl of her station. Do you know many ladies who rise from nothing to become a viscountess almost overnight?” 
 
      
 
    She knew at once that she should have chosen her words more carefully, but fortunately, Mr. Edwards did not seem to take offense. He smiled a little back at her, his eyebrows slightly raised. Likely in amused surprise to hear her say such a thing. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I don’t really mean from nothing. I just mean… To go from Miss Quinn to Lady Andrews, The Right Honorable Viscountess of Kent seemingly from nowhere. I’m very happy to see her so happy with a gentleman like him.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards chuckled, evidently enjoying the voice that she put on when she was pronouncing Lydia’s new name. “Quite right,” he agreed with a nod. “It is all rather a mouthful, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle smiled at him. “Yes, it is. I must say, I do prefer your name.” 
 
      
 
    He regarded her with a look of amusement. She got the feeling that he didn’t think, not even for a moment, that what she said was true. This made her empathize with him. 
 
      
 
    She wished that she had some way of letting him know that it really didn’t matter at all to her that he didn’t have a title or any prestige that wasn’t paid for by his wealthier family members. There was no easy way of saying such a thing to a man, and anyway, what did it matter how she felt? It would never change the fact that they could never be together anyway. 
 
      
 
    “I do hope you know that I value our time together and our friendship very highly,” she said instead. “I’ve never really met a gentleman like you before – someone that I could share things with and be myself around.” 
 
      
 
    Though it was true that she had family and friends, such as Lady Stephen Andrews, that she could confide in and spend her time with, that was quite different somehow from what she experienced with Mr. Edwards. He’d never done anything that should make it feel different, but all the same, she noticed that time spent with him gave her a feeling unlike anything else. 
 
      
 
    Noelle would never call such a feeling love. The very notion seemed preposterous. 
 
      
 
    And yet… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was having a wonderful time at Lord and Lady Andrews’ wedding reception indeed. He was not sure when he was invited along by James if he should enjoy it. He didn’t really know the couple and he was anxious about spending yet more time with the somehow-changed Alphonse. 
 
      
 
    What made the situation even odder for him was the fact that his darling mother had elected not to come this time. She was a bit tired out from all of the activity of late. He couldn’t blame her for that. 
 
      
 
    Yet there he was having a good time. He supposed that the true reason for that was Lady Noelle. She smiled at him and was clearly so glad to see him there; she likely hadn’t expected it. And then she told him that she highly valued the time that she spent with him. 
 
      
 
    What gentleman didn’t want to hear that from a lady like her? 
 
      
 
    He was rather taken aback when she said this, in the best kind of way. He smiled at her delightedly. “I must confess that I feel the same about you,” he replied readily. 
 
      
 
     Lady Noelle blushed and beamed at him. What Rodrick wouldn’t give to kiss her pretty, rosy cheek... 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, she leaned in towards him and it was almost as if she had read his mind. Rodrick blinked his eyes at her, now blushing himself as she smiled up at him. “Please, let us see how long we may spend together instead of having to go back to that wearying crowd,” she said softly and directly into his ear. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t think that they will miss us?” he asked her, still smiling. “Especially you?” 
 
      
 
    He was amazed actually that her absence hadn’t already been noticed. 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle shrugged a bit. “I wish they wouldn’t expect me to cling to them all evening.” 
 
      
 
    “But people may talk.” 
 
      
 
    A shadow seemed to pass over then. She looked down and loosened her arm’s hold on him. “Perhaps you’re right,” she said disappointedly. “I only wanted to get away from him for a while.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t need to explain; Rodrick knew exactly who she meant. He glanced over at her family, still standing all together in a line as if they were the ones receiving guests at this party. Alphonse was still standing there with them, talking to them all as if he was delivering some kind of oration. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick frowned slightly and then looked back at Lady Noelle. “I understand,” he said. “How about we go back together?” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know how much assistance this would give her, but at least she wouldn’t have to feel alone if he stayed by her side. It was a comfort to know that her family – namely her mother – already knew that Lady Noelle and Rodrick were friendly. There was nothing wrong with friendship… 
 
      
 
    They walked back to her family, remaining arm-in-arm as if they might somehow present a united front. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, there you are,” Alphonse said with another of his grins at the two of them as they sidled in with the rest of the family. “I was beginning to wonder where you two had gone to.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle smiled at him, all kindness which Rodrick knew a lady of her station was expected to perform, no matter what the situation. “We just went for a little walk around the ballroom. We didn’t think that it would interrupt things here.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it didn’t,” Lady Catherine told her sister, beaming excitedly. She came over closer to Lady Noelle and took her hand. “Lord Drake has invited us – you and me and Mother – to his estate!” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick felt something seem to drop in his stomach. He didn’t think that it was such a good idea for the ladies to go to Stone Hill Manor, not least of all because of Alphonse’s behavior of late. His grouchy father wouldn’t make a very good host for them either. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not so sure that the Duke of Cumberland is well enough for such an occasion,” he asserted. 
 
      
 
    “But I thought we were to stay the night at our home in Thornwood?” Lady Noelle asked, looking from her sister to her mother. Rodrick took some small pleasure in her unsure and hesitant expression. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t believe that Lady Noelle would ever choose to stay at the Duke of Cumberland’s estate, but for her sister…  
 
      
 
    “Oh, but Haverhill is not more than three hours from Thornwood,” Lady Catherine persisted. “We shall stay the night at home and then travel the next day. Mother and the others will journey back to London.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle continued to frown, but Rodrick knew from the expressions on Lady Catherine’s and the Duchess of Salisbury’s faces that saying no to this invitation was simply not an option for her.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps there is some way that I may insert myself into this plan, he thought, thinking only of trying to help his dear new friend. He couldn’t think of any reason that Alphonse wouldn’t want to have him there at Stone Hill as well. 
 
      
 
    He wondered what sort of chaperone their mother would be to them; the Duchess of Salisbury quite obviously wished for Lady Noelle to marry him, and she wasn’t doing much to dissuade Lady Catherine from flirting with the man either. Rodrick knew that she would keep everything proper while they were there, but perhaps only just. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I shall go then,” Lady Noelle said in a defeated sort of voice that was seemingly lost on everyone apart from Rodrick and perhaps the lady’s father, the Duke of Salisbury. This man seemed as though he was used to such occurrences and he’d learned to live with it with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Splendid!” Lord Drake intoned. “I shall ride home tonight, of course, and make all of the arrangements for your arrival there tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    It was quite as if everyone there had forgotten that they had come to celebrate the union of Lord and Lady Andrews. Rodrick wasn’t exactly surprised that Alphonse had managed to turn the evening into something about him. 
 
      
 
    The evening didn’t go on much longer before the small band of musicians started up their songs and people began to dance. Rodrick watched with chagrin as Lord Drake danced with Lady Noelle, then Lady Catherine, and then Lady Noelle again. The marquess was indeed making more of an effort to behave, but Rodrick noticed that the man was far more familiar with Lady Catherine than was entirely decent. 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle did an excellent job of playing her part. She danced with Lord Drake and continued to be all smiles and laughter with him. Even though Rodrick knew that it was just polite, he felt a pang of jealousy. 
 
      
 
    He had to wonder if her expressions really were false, especially while they danced a second time. He’d never seen her look so fondly upon Alphonse. Perhaps it was because she was finally receiving what she’d been after. 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle had been hoping to catch Alphonse’s eye the entire time Rodrick had known her and now she had gotten exactly what she wished for. Rodrick knew that he should feel happy for her, and yet all he could feel was sorrow and jealousy. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the Salisbury family cluster, Rodrick sidled up to James when his cousin had a moment between dances with Lady Catherine himself. “I think I’m going home now,” he told James, feeling guilty even as he said it. He didn’t wish to leave his cousin there by himself, but he didn’t wish to dance with anyone other than Lady Noelle and she was preoccupied. 
 
      
 
    He knew that his mother was sitting at home, wanting to hear about how things had gone. He wasn’t going to stop Lady Noelle from having fun just because he wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    James raised his eyebrows at him in surprise and confusion. “Oh, are you? But the night is young and Hertfordshire isn’t so far…” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick shook his head a bit. “My mother will be missing me. I think she’d gotten so used to coming along. I wish I could’ve invited her, but…” 
 
      
 
    James looked from him to Lady Noelle, as if he could completely read his cousin’s mind. “Ah, I see,” he said sympathetically. Then he gave a nod. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I shall miss you but you must do what you think is best.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded back at his cousin, wishing that leaving the party was not currently what was ‘best.’ He gave one final look to Lady Noelle and then he walked out of the ballroom and into a waiting carriage. 
 
      
 
    The ride home was not an enjoyable one, but at least it was relatively short. When he got home to Wildhill, he went in search of his mother right away and found her in the sitting room in front of the fireplace, knitting. 
 
      
 
    She smiled at her son, though she seemed surprised to see him there. “Home so soon?” she asked him. “I thought you would be at the party until I went to bed.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick shook his head and collapsed into one of the wing chairs there. “There really was nothing for me there. I didn’t know anyone and Jamie was preoccupied with Lady Catherine. It was a bit boring for me.”  
 
      
 
    His mother gave him a knowing look. “Ah,” she said. “I suppose that makes sense… I’m sorry you didn’t have a better time.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick shrugged his shoulders. “I had been a little uncertain about it, as you know. But Lord Drake has invited the ladies to Stone Hill Manor tomorrow and I’m thinking of perhaps paying a visit to see how they’re getting along.” 
 
      
 
    He wondered if he should ask Alphonse if it would be all right, but he knew that Alfie shouldn’t really mind if he just appeared there. After all, Rodrick thought, he does that here all of the time. 
 
      
 
    As hurt as he was at Lady Noelle’s sudden change, he still smiled at the thought of seeing her again. He didn’t think that she would keep up the charade forever if she truly was not interested in Alfie, and he rather liked the idea of being there as her ally. She thinks of me as someone who understands her for who she really is, Rodrick reminded himself.  
 
      
 
    “It’s been a while since you’ve been to Stone Hill,” his mother said agreeably. “Do make sure you give my regards to the Duke of Cumberland. He’s had an awful go of it, of late.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded his head. “I will certainly do that for you if he indeed can be seen at all. The stories that Alphonse has been telling lately paint a rather ill picture of the man.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t wish to judge the man based entirely on stories, but he had nothing else to go off of. He supposed that the Duke of Cumberland could be a bit like the Earl of Montgomery – old and curmudgeonly but nothing worse than that. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t get along very well with Alfie, but Rodrick was starting to understand that. Perhaps he was more in the right about things than the marquess gave him credit for. 
 
      
 
    Only time would tell, of course. Rodrick was determined not to make up his mind about anything until he’d seen and learned more about how things really were. Much like the situation regarding Lady Noelle’s opinion of Alfie, he was going to try to keep an open mind about how things might be at Stone Hill Manor. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick went into his bedroom that night, feeling much better about things. He supposed that he ought to stop in and see James the following morning before he went to Stone Hill. He was eager to hear how the party had continued in his absence.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Despite her reservations, Noelle woke the next morning and watched as the servants at her family’s Thornwood mansion packed up her things for the visit at Stone Hill Manor. She, Catherine, and her mother were going to stay there for two nights. She hoped that they would come away from the house feeling as if they were on better footing with the marquess. 
 
      
 
    She was so sad when she realized that Mr. Edwards had left the party without saying goodbye. She hoped that he didn’t assume, because she was dancing with Lord Drake, that she’d lost all interest in him. 
 
      
 
     As soon as Edith had helped her into her traveling dress, Noelle went down the stairs and met her sister and her mother in the drawing room. “It was so strange to stay the night without everyone else, wasn’t it?” Catherine asked her, but she was smiling in such an excited way that Noelle doubted very much that she minded it. 
 
      
 
    “This house really is much too grand to be living in without the others,” their mother agreed. “But then, that is why it’s meant to be a family home.” She eyed Noelle a bit when she said that, as if she was trying to make some point. 
 
      
 
    Noelle avoided rolling her eyes at her mother. “Shall we go?” she asked instead, ready to get this visit over with. She didn’t anticipate that staying at the home of the Marquess of Fairfax and his father, the Duke of Cumberland, was going to be quite as pleasant as her and Catherine’s time at Wildhill. 
 
      
 
    The marquess had surprised her a little at Lydia’s wedding party, however, when he actually paid attention to her. She had not expected him to ask to dance with her even once. He still spoke to Catherine far more, though, which led her to believe that his feelings hadn’t really changed about her. 
 
      
 
    She wondered why he’d had a sudden change in manners, though. Instead of completely leaving her out of things, he was making more of an effort to include her and make her feel that her company was desired. 
 
      
 
    The ladies walked out of their house and got into the coach that would take them to Stone Hill Manor. The ride was going to be about three hours, and Noelle had every intention of trying to nap through most of it, just in case she found it difficult to sleep in the new and strange lodgings. 
 
      
 
    I wonder a little what the Duke of Cumberland is really like. Everything that I’ve heard from his son would indicate that he is not altogether a pleasant man, but he is awfully inviting to allow us to stay in his home for a few nights. Granted, that is far more likely Lord Drake’s doing than his. 
 
      
 
    She hoped that they would not be taking the poor old man off guard by their arrival. Lord Drake had assured them that he would ride on ahead and inform his father of their visit, but she did not have the most confidence in that gentleman. Then again, what reason has he to lie about it? 
 
      
 
    When at last their coach arrived at Stone Hill Manor, they were escorted at once into the mansion by an overzealous butler. “Come in, come in, the masters don’t like to be kept waiting,” he said, practically bruising Noelle’s arm in the process of coaxing her inside. She tried not to feel as if she was being led to her doom. 
 
      
 
    Stone Hill Manor was a beautiful and impressive piece of architecture, though. Noelle had to grant Lord Drake that. She could not recall the last time she had seen so much white stone and marble. 
 
      
 
    The home looked much more like an ancient castle than a simple estate house. The ladies were led into the massive drawing room and they sat together on the wide, sloping red and black couch. A grand pianoforte sat on the side of the room opposite.  
 
      
 
    I wonder which of them plays it, Noelle thought, trying to imagine the marquess ever sitting at the instrument and plunking out a tune. Then again, she supposed that he did enthusiastically attend the opera, and he seemed as though it hadn’t been his first time. 
 
      
 
    As much as it irked her, she had to admit that Lord Drake was mysterious and that made him interesting to her. She only wished that his particular form of interesting didn’t make her feel so cautious and on edge. She felt as though she had spent a great deal of time with him at this point, but she still did not really know him, nor did he know her. 
 
      
 
    She supposed that now was the perfect opportunity for them to get to know one another better. Of course, he also might have only brought her along because he wanted to get Kitty there and could think of no other way. She hoped that, if that was truly the case, their mother might see right through him and realize his ploy. 
 
      
 
    Noelle wanted to believe that the man had given up his relentless flirting with Catherine, but she couldn’t be sure. One good night did not fully reform a man. He may have been on his best behavior knowing that their father the duke was there to witness it. 
 
      
 
    They were left to sit in the drawing room for quite some time. Noelle wondered if perhaps Lord Drake hadn’t been as successful making plans as he’d promised. There was also a chance that his father didn’t take kindly to their intrusion. 
 
      
 
    As much as Noelle really didn’t wish to stay there, they’d come an awfully long way and she didn’t wish to be turned away now. It didn’t seem possible that a man like the duke would really do such a thing. Not that he had a glowing reputation already. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think he forgot that we were coming today?” Catherine whispered. “It doesn’t seem like Lord Drake to make us wait so long.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t share her own thoughts. She especially didn’t want to make her mother worry, because then they would never hear the end of it. “I think that it’s more likely that he and his father the duke are busy with something else.” 
 
      
 
    She thought that making them out to seem busy would make their delay less of an issue for her mother. For her own part, Noelle was starting to really think that they were just being rude and neglectful for reasons that she didn’t know. Why did he invite us here if he didn’t want us to actually come? 
 
      
 
     Right as she was about to wander into the hall in search of a servant who might know better, Lord Drake appeared in the doorway of the room. He grinned at her, Catherine, and their mother. “I’m so glad to see that you have come to visit me.” 
 
      
 
    Despite her unease, she smiled at him and nodded her head a little. “Thank you ever so much for inviting us. Your home is truly beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t even a lie. 
 
      
 
    She was surprised to see that it was possible – Lord Drake’s grin grew even bigger and he gave an exaggerated sort of bow. “Please make yourselves at home. My father and I would love to see you at dinner with us tonight. In the meantime, you likely need to rest up from your journey.” 
 
      
 
    He turned and called out to one of his servants. “Prudence, won’t you kindly show the ladies to their rooms?” 
 
      
 
    A young maid of about Kitty’s age – or possibly even Emily’s age – came into the room and gave a quick curtsy. “Right this way, my ladies.” 
 
      
 
    “Really, this is quite peculiar,” their mother complained when they were finally in their bedchamber. The room was large and it had two elegant beds in it. They shouldn’t want for comfort while they were there, but Noelle still wondered how she was ever going to be able to fall asleep in this old, cold palace. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been to stay in a home where the hosts weren’t consistently present,” their mother went on. “How dismissive of him!” As she said this, she allowed two maids to undress her until she was in her shift. 
 
      
 
    The duchess got into her bed and fluffed the blankets up a bit on top of herself. She gave an impressive yawn. “Still, perhaps a nap after our travels will be for the best; I daresay that I didn’t sleep that well last night for the nerves about coming here.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle was amazed to learn that their mother was nervous about staying with Lord Drake too. She thought that it had more to do with the atmosphere of the place than with the man himself. Her Grace seemed to really appreciate Lord Drake still. 
 
      
 
    The maids helped Noelle and Catherine into their shifts as well and they lay down together in the other bed. Closing her eyes, Noelle tried to sleep but sleep wouldn’t come. Her mind was all lit up with what Lord Drake might be up to and what he was planning for them while they were there. 
 
      
 
    She was the first to rise after only half an hour. She had a maid dress her in one of her fancier evening gowns. Then she quietly went from the room and down the grand, spiraling staircase to the drawing room again. 
 
      
 
    Catherine soon joined her down there, wearing a handsome dark-blue gown. She appeared grateful to find Noelle alone in the room for the moment. “I have something that I must confess to you,” she said to her sister, taking her by the hand as they sat together on the couch. 
 
      
 
    Noelle sucked in a breath, concerned about what her sister might say. “What is it?” she asked her. “Have you changed your mind about staying here?” 
 
      
 
    Catherine shook her head, smiling. “Oh, no. Quite the opposite… I must tell you that I sincerely do have feelings for Lord Drake.” 
 
      
 
    I was afraid of this. “But do you not remember our conversation?” Noelle asked, frowning a little at Catherine. “This is not the way that it’s supposed to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean that you plan to accept him as your intended?” Catherine asked, looking at her expectantly. Noelle almost had to wonder if this wasn’t some kind of setup between Kitty and their mother. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Noelle said honestly, keeping her voice low in case the marquess or his father was listening, or having one of their servants listen in on their behalf. “I must confess that my feelings haven’t really changed towards him. I think that he and I would not make a very good match.” 
 
      
 
    Catherine nodded her head with sympathy. “I am so sorry to hear it,” she replied. “And Mother will be sorry to hear you say that as well.” 
 
      
 
    The trouble was that Noelle wasn’t sure if she would ever be able to admit this to their mother. She would rather enter into this loveless match than hurt her family. The marquess had all of the status and money that they would ever need. 
 
      
 
    He especially would when he became the new Duke of Cumberland. 
 
      
 
    As much as she knew that she didn’t love him, Noelle just had to accept all of this and get used to that growing feeling of unease and disappointment that came with it. 
 
      
 
    At least he is close friends with Mr. Edwards, she thought. So, I would always be able to see him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Rodrick set out to Stone Hill Manor in a hired carriage. James wished him well but would sit this one out. Rodrick had a feeling that it was more Jamie’s not wanting to see the Duke of Cumberland than it was him not wanting to go see Alphonse and the ladies. 
 
      
 
    He had to admit as he rode to the duke’s home that he was curious about how the old man might receive him, and the ladies as well. He wasn’t known for being particularly welcoming. But then again, Rodrick was not one to listen to the rumors that spread like wildfire through the ton. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t take what he heard seriously, anyway. 
 
      
 
    When his carriage arrived outside of Stone Hill, Rodrick alit and went up the front steps to the door, followed by the driver who carried his trunk. He hoped that Alfie wouldn’t mind this, but he knew that he had more than enough extra guest rooms. Alphonse enjoyed entertaining people at his castle-like mansion, even if his father did not. 
 
      
 
    Stone Hill Manor had existed in some form since the middle ages. It truly was a castle from back then, and the only changes to it – apart from the ownership over the years – were inside in the furnishings and décor of the rooms. The place was quite beautiful, but it also was rather eerie, depending on how closely you explored it and how much of its history you knew. 
 
      
 
    One of the servants led Rodrick into the drawing room while the carriage driver took his trunk upstairs to one of the guest rooms. Rodrick was surprised and delighted to find Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine sitting there on the couch. They were holding hands and apparently had just ended a serious discussion.  
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle looked over and saw Rodrick standing there, seeming surprised to see him. She rose up from her seat in order to greet him. “Mr. Edwards!” she cried happily. 
 
      
 
    He came to her at once and took her hand in his, bowing his head to her. Smiling at her, he gazed into her pretty blue eyes. He knew that he was going to find her there in the house, but he hadn’t expected that it would be so soon and that she would be unattended by Alphonse. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to see you again,” he said to Lady Noelle before nodding his head cordially at Lady Catherine. “Where is the lord of the manor? And your mother?” 
 
      
 
    “Our mother is still taking a nap,” Lady Catherine answered. “Though she should join us here soon. I don’t imagine that she’d wish to sleep in too long while we’re here.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded in agreement with that. “And as for Lord Drake, we have no idea. Though I have my suspicions.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick chuckled a little, wondering what those suspicions might be. 
 
      
 
    Before they could wonder any more about it, the man of the house appeared in the drawing room doorway, grinning widely when he saw his new visitor. “Rodrick!” he exclaimed, coming towards him right away and clasping his shoulder in a friendly manner. “To what do I owe this honor?” 
 
      
 
    “I heard it on good authority that you and these ladies were here today,” Rodrick replied with a playful wink towards Lady Noelle. “Besides, it has been a while since I last visited you at Stone Hill or have seen your father.” 
 
      
 
    He hoped that this alibi would be enough to appease Alphonse. His friend made no gesture that indicated otherwise but instead continued to smile at him as if he was completely delighted to have him there. “Father will be so grateful to see you,” Alphonse agreed. 
 
      
 
    The Duchess of Salisbury appeared in the drawing room, looking rather sheepish to have slept in and missed the arrival of Mr. Edwards. “Forgive me, sirs. I was much more tired than I initially thought.” 
 
      
 
    Alfie chuckled and shook his head a bit. “No apology necessary, your Grace. You deserved to rest. And we are glad to have you here now.” 
 
      
 
    Then, he clapped his hands together. “Shall we go to the dining room and have a spot of supper now?” He called to his maids and then led everyone from the room, towards his dining room. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick couldn’t remember the last time he’d dined at Stone Hill Manor. Having banquets was not really something that Alfie did, so this was quite an unusual evening already. Once they were all gathered around the table, they sat down and waited for the footmen to present them with their evening’s meal. 
 
      
 
    There was still no sign of the Duke of Cumberland. 
 
      
 
    Alfie sat at the head of the table, grinning from ear to ear as the cooks went around and placed fish and pheasant onto everyone’s plates, along with potatoes and greens. One thing’s for sure: we’re not going to be left hungry. As soon as their food was on all of their plates, Alfie held up his glass of wine.  
 
      
 
    “To good friends getting together for good times,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “To good friends,” everyone said. They drank the wine. 
 
      
 
    Still no sign of the duke.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick leaned towards Alphonse. “Where is your father, Alfie?” he asked him quietly. “Is everything all right?” 
 
      
 
    The other gentleman’s cheeks went a bit pink. “Yes, he’s all right. He just doesn’t wish to dine with us at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    It is as I feared, then, Rodrick thought, feeling sympathy for his friend even though he did bother him so. This was never exactly sanctioned by his father. 
 
      
 
    If the ladies heard this exchange, they didn’t say anything about it. Everyone ate their meal in peace and there was a bit of shy, stilted conversation throughout. Rodrick couldn’t wait to get his friend alone so that he could discuss a few things with him… including the small matter of his being in love with Lady Noelle. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t believe that he was going to take her away from Alphonse; he felt rather that it was necessary to let him know his feelings so that his friend would take good care of her and would never hurt her.  
 
      
 
    After dinner, everyone walked back out into the drawing room and sat together on the couch or in the chairs. Suddenly, with the slow thumps of his cane against the stone floors, the Duke of Cumberland appeared. He was dressed in a black suit with a white shirt and a black waistcoat with four ornate gold buttons.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick did his best not to gape at the old man. His memories of him didn’t depict a man who was so aged and stooped. He quickly stood up from his chair and he would have moved towards him if Alphonse did not go forward and assist his father himself. 
 
      
 
    One of the servants stepped forward and cleared his throat softly. “Ladies and gentlemen, His Grace, The Duke of—” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you, Vance,” the duke cut him off. “That will do. I’m sure these people know who I am.” 
 
      
 
    The servant backed away into his usual position along the wall in the room.  
 
      
 
    The Duke of Cumberland looked from his son to each of their guests in turn. His was a wrinkled, frowning face framed by thick white hair on top and on his cheeks. His skin was fairly sallow, as if he did not usually get much sun, which Rodrick could fully believe. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” the duke addressed them all, hobbling over towards one of the large, red wing chairs in the room. “So, you are the people that my son the marquess has been telling me so much about.” He suddenly coughed a loud, rasping dry heave of a cough. 
 
      
 
    Alphonse helped him into the chair, leaning the long black cane against its side. The cane looked identical to the one Alphonse had brought along the other evening. Has he been borrowing his father’s cane? 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Father,” Alphonse said now. “This is the Duchess of Salisbury, and these are her daughters, Lady Noelle and Lady Catherine. And you know Rodrick, of course.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick glanced down at his shoes for a moment, reminded that he was the only man there without a title to his name. Then he looked back up at the duke. “It is so wonderful to see you again, your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    The duke eyed him with a mixture of confusion and disapproval. “Quite,” he said. “The Duke of Montgomery’s nephew, yes, I remember you.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was afraid to meet Lady Noelle’s eye, but he could feel her eyes on him anyway. He had a feeling that they were all focused on him for the moment. And he did not like that feeling. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose the main reason that you all came here was to see if I was still alive,” the old duke said without a trace of humor. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no!” Lady Catherine cried out, shaking her head. 
 
      
 
    Alphonse smirked a little at his father, clearly used to this sort of thing from him. “Of course not, Father. Don’t be so maudlin. The ladies just wanted to meet you, and I wanted you to meet them because they are special friends to me.” 
 
      
 
    The duchess seemed quite taken when he said this, but Rodrick was unsure if special meant the same thing to Alphonse as it normally did when referring to friends. He likely wanted his father to meet them because Lady Noelle is to be his wife someday in the not-too-distant future. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick felt something stir in the pit of his stomach. He wondered if he had made a mistake in coming to Stone Hill Manor on what could be a rather important evening for Alphonse and Lady Noelle.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t wish to believe this, for the lady had seemed so pleased when she saw him there in the room. I know her for how she truly is, she told me. She hadn’t been pretending that joy at seeing me. 
 
      
 
    “Hmph,” the duke said suddenly, as if he’d been nodding off in his chair. He eyed the ladies on the couch, scrutinizing each of them in turn. “You keep attractive friends, my boy.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine and her mother blushed and laughed a bit. Lady Noelle blushed along with them, but she dropped her gaze down to the floor as if she hadn’t been entirely complemented by that assessment. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick, for his part, did not like the idea of Alphonse ‘keeping’ any of them.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Alphonse said before clearing his throat awkwardly. “Your Grace,” he added hastily as if he had been chastised for not using this courtesy when addressing his father before. “Your approval means the world to me.” 
 
      
 
     Rodrick glanced at Lady Noelle again and saw that she was still examining the rug in the room rather than looking up at either the marquess or the duke. He wondered what she was thinking about. 
 
      
 
    Then she looked up and met his gaze. She opened her mouth a little bit and then she closed it decisively.  
 
      
 
    “Lord Drake, I think I should like to go out and get some air,” she said to Alphonse. 
 
      
 
    Now that Rodrick thought about it, she did look rather pale. He wondered if the wine had gotten to her. She was likely not used to drinking the wine. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll accompany you, my lady,” Rodrick suddenly offered, not knowing his own voice as he said it.  
 
      
 
    The others in the room stared at him. The duchess was aghast. But Alphonse waved him off, giving his nonverbal approval. 
 
      
 
    “Catherine will go with you,” the duchess commanded. 
 
      
 
    This is for the best, Rodrick thought. He really cares nothing for this poor girl, does he? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Noelle was so relieved that Mr. Edwards volunteered to accompany her outside. Her hope all along was that she might be able to get a moment alone with the man. She was pleased as well that Catherine had been enlisted to accompany them instead of the duchess herself. 
 
      
 
    Together, she and Mr. Edwards strolled outside onto the duke's expansive porch, with Kitty trailing behind them rather morosely. She didn’t like having to play the chaperone. Noelle gazed briefly around the back garden of the castle, shocked to find quite a bit of lovely greenery here as well. But I certainly don't much care for the house itself, nor its inhabitants. 
 
      
 
    Noelle was grateful that her sister hung back and sat on a bench a little ways away from where they stood so that she and Mr. Edwards could speak in private. Kitty wasn’t the sort of sister who would eavesdrop, especially because she knew that Noelle would reciprocate if she did so.  
 
      
 
    Turning to face Mr. Edwards as they stood there on the porch, she gave him a grateful smile. "I thank you for coming out here with me to ensure that I was well," she said to him, hoping that he might notice the twinkle in her eye as she said it. "I couldn't stand another moment in that stifling room." 
 
      
 
    He looked back at her, raising his eyebrows. “Oh, you really did need some fresh air?” he asked, smirking a little. “I thought you might’ve been making up an excuse to get away.” 
 
      
 
    “Shh,” Noelle said, smiling widely back at him now. “Don’t let them hear you. Gosh, you really do understand me.” 
 
      
 
    She felt a tinge of sorrow as she looked at him. Mr. Edwards was so sweet and compassionate that it made her ache a little. As much as she liked him, there was no way that her family would ever approve of this match. 
 
      
 
    But at least she wouldn’t have to marry that dreadful Lord Drake. She knew that it would disappoint her mother especially, but she could not marry someone like him. There are surely other gentlemen who are worthier of my hand, she thought. 
 
      
 
    Such a thing made her feel slightly ill. Worthy of my hand indeed. What does that even mean; it shouldn’t require much to be worthy of me. 
 
      
 
    What the gentlemen’s worth was really measured by was the worth of her family. Noelle had no illusions about this. The gentleman that she would eventually marry would be marrying her for the prestige that came with marrying the eldest daughter of the Duke of Salisbury. 
 
      
 
    This is why I adore Mr. Edwards so much, she thought as she looked at him longingly. He understands all that. And he knows that I abhor it and wish that it could be another way. 
 
      
 
    Noelle realized then that it had been a long time since she’d last spoken, and she blushed a little bit. “I was hoping that I might talk with you about… Oh, about how I don’t think I could ever love that man.” 
 
      
 
    She looked down, feeling somewhat sorry for herself because she felt like a failure. The marquess might have connected with her if she hadn’t been wrong for him somehow. Perhaps I should’ve tried harder. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards noticed her crestfallen expression. “Please tell me that you aren’t blaming yourself,” he said sympathetically. “If you two have not got along well, it is not your fault.” 
 
      
 
    He appeared thoughtful as he continued to gaze at her. “It takes two people to make a match,” he reflected, scratching the back of his neck as he thought through his words. “I know that he talks himself up rather well, but I’ve known Lord Drake most of my life, by this point, and I know that he isn’t always the easiest person to get along with.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle regarded him, surprised to hear such a thing from the man after Mr. Edwards had seemed like such a champion for the marquess. “Thank you for not just telling me that I’ve gone mad like so many others surely would. But I’m concerned that my mother won’t quite take that position.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards frowned a bit. “I think that it is far better that she knows that you don’t consider yourself a good match with Alfie – Lord Drake – now as opposed to later. She mustn’t want her daughter to marry someone who is ill-suited.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle sighed. It was all well and good to think that, because it made sense to her. But her mother was not quite as understanding or easy to persuade once she’d gotten an idea in her head. 
 
      
 
    “You have to understand that my mother does not waste a lot of time on feelings,” she tried to explain. “She doesn’t think that it matters if a husband and wife love each other, as long as the status is upheld.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards nodded his understanding. He continued to frown and she hated to see that. She much preferred when she made him smile. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you might wish to stress upon her that it might not actually be that advantageous of a match,” he offered, but he sounded as if he knew that it was a weak suggestion even as he said it. 
 
      
 
    “What about it isn’t advantageous?” she asked him skeptically. “He’s a wealthy future duke. I cannot think of anyone with more prospects than him. His personality notwithstanding.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards looked down as if he was disappointed. Noelle hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings, but it was the truth. He surely didn’t think that he had prospects that in any way compared, did he? 
 
      
 
    “I see,” he said. “Well, I can’t say that I blame your mother for caring about such things. She wishes for you to be a great success, and for you to never want for anything. In short, she wishes for you a life like hers.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Noelle agreed. “But that’s the problem, because I don’t necessarily want a life like hers.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards looked up at her with surprise in his emerald eyes. “You don’t?” he asked her incredulously. “Not with anyone?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. There was no way for her to avoid eventually being matched with Lord So-and-so’s son, but it would never be what she really wanted. “I suppose I should just get used to not getting what I want; it’s been my life so far so why should it change?” 
 
      
 
    The kind gentleman looked even sadder now. She knew that there was empathy there in his eyes, because he was affected by all of this as well. Indeed, she thought that he must have it even worse because there were fewer options for a man like him. 
 
      
 
    How many times he must have wished that his father was in his uncle’s position. Instead, he is forced to live the life of an untitled gentleman. Noelle didn’t think that that had to necessarily be so bad, actually. 
 
      
 
    He was likely free to choose who he loved, what he did, who he was seen with… She knew that he did a lot to ensure that he was seen with his cousin the Viscount of Easton as well as his friend the Marquess of Fairfax, but she figured that he chose them as his companions because of genuine appreciation and not because he hoped to loom high in society. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards simply did not strike her as that sort of chap. 
 
      
 
    “You never know what may happen,” he told her in a soft, soothing sort of voice. “Please don’t give up or think that you are not deserving of every happiness. If I could do something to help you—you know I would do it.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle reached over and placed a soft, gloved hand on his cheek, smiling at him with understanding and sincerity. She thought of kissing him then and blushed just for having thought it. She let her hand fall from his face wordlessly. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards gazed at her in that understanding way again and, yet again, she had to wonder if he had somehow read her mind. “We ought to go back inside,” he said after some moments. “They might be missing us and wondering what became of us.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded her head in agreement. Noelle didn’t want to appear indecent or even give off the illusion of being such. “Indeed, I hope that that scary old man has gone to bed,” she said with a small smirk. 
 
      
 
    The serious expression left Mr. Edwards’ face as well and he let out a laugh. “I hope so too,” he agreed. “I daresay our little party was getting on just fine without him.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle felt a wave of relief flow through her again. She wondered if it would be possible for her to find a gentleman to marry whilst still being able to spend time with Mr. Edwards. If only she could marry the man himself!  
 
      
 
    The two of them walked back towards Kitty and she rose up from the bench. Then the trio made their way back into the drawing room and found the duchess still sitting with Lord Drake, rapt in another conversation that was predominantly led by the gentleman. Despite this, Noelle didn’t believe that they’d really missed anything. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it is getting late and I don’t imagine that you shall be sleeping in tomorrow morning,” the duchess said to Lord Drake after giving Noelle a vaguely questioning look. As she rose from the couch, Catherine came to stand beside Noelle, forcing Mr. Edwards to stand removed from her now. The marquess stood up from his chair when they stood, proving that he could still be proper when called to be. 
 
      
 
    Noelle bade him goodnight and turned to do the same to Mr. Edwards. She gave him a lingering sort of look and then prayed that her mother didn’t notice. She went upstairs with her mother and her sister and returned to the guest bedchamber, readying herself to sleep once more in the bed with Catherine. 
 
      
 
    The lady’s maids came in and helped them get into their sleeping attire.  
 
      
 
    “Well that was a rather eventful evening, was it not?” their mother asked, giving a great yawn immediately after. “Noelle, I assume that you and Mr. Edwards had a nice chat on the porch?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle blushed even though she really had nothing to be embarrassed about. It had been completely chaste. “Yes, we did; he really is such a kind gentleman.” 
 
      
 
    She was thankful that their mother was too sleepy to give much thought to it. The Duchess simply nodded her head and then got into her bed, shutting her eyes and going quiet immediately. Catherine and Noelle looked at each other and smirked a little, getting into their own bed. 
 
      
 
    “What did you two discuss?” Catherine asked her, gazing at her in the darkness. Noelle could barely make out her sister’s face. 
 
      
 
    Noelle gave a slightly wistful sigh. “Mostly we discussed how I did not wish to be here any longer. The marquess annoys me to no end and his father frightens me a little.” 
 
      
 
    All of this was said in a whisper, in case their mother could overhear bits of their conversation. 
 
      
 
    Catherine gasped quietly. “The marquess annoys you?” she asked her as if this was the most shocking thing a person might ever admit. “But he is so attractive and dashing.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe on the surface,” Noelle said. “But I know that I can never marry him or any man like him. I feel nothing for him, and I don’t believe for a moment that he feels anything for me either.” 
 
      
 
    Catherine got rather quiet after that and Noelle eventually believed that her sister had fallen asleep. Now that she was the only one in the room who was awake, she lay on her back, staring up at the ceiling that she could only barely make out, and she prayed that she would not have to marry the marquess. 
 
      
 
    She knew that simply telling her parents that she did not wish it was not an option. So, Noelle thought that she might be able to appeal to the divine maker. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Once the ladies had gone upstairs to sleep, Rodrick finally had his opportunity to speak with Alphonse alone. He didn’t quite know what he was going to say; he had not prepared anything. Yet he knew that he must say something in order to try and keep fair Lady Noelle Fletcher from being hurt by this man. 
 
      
 
    He sat down on the couch where the ladies had been, so that he could be closer to Alfie instead of having to speak across a great distance. The last thing he wanted or needed was the ladies to somehow overhear him, especially the duchess. Alphonse noticed at once this attempt at an intimate space between them and he went so far as to lean in. 
 
      
 
    “I know that I do not have a lot of power over the situation,” Rodrick began. “But I implore you, Alfie, to give up on your pursuit of the Fletcher girls. One shall never make you happy and the other could, quite frankly, lead you to ruin.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick knew that he might have been being a tad overdramatic, but he also knew – as Lady Noelle did – that the duchess could place an awful lot of emphasis on the propriety of things. As such, it was not prudent for Alphonse to continue to flirt with the younger lady. 
 
      
 
    People would start to talk. And when people began talking, it wasn’t long before scandals occurred. And then it was all over. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick didn’t quite care what happened to Alphonse. He knew that the young man could handle a scandal. He had in the past. 
 
      
 
    But he cared about Lady Catherine and what it could do to her. And more than that, of course, he cared about the effect that such a thing would have on Lady Noelle and the rest of their family. 
 
      
 
    Instead of just calmly taking his advice, Alphonse leaned back in his chair away from Rodrick, eyeing him suspiciously. “I must remind you, at this juncture, that we are not equals. What you wish for me to do is not necessarily what the proper thing to do would be.” 
 
      
 
    Furrowing his eyebrows in bewilderment, Rodrick shook his head slightly. “I don’t presume to tell you what to do, I’m merely cautioning you, Alfie.” 
 
      
 
     “You forget your station, sir!” he argued. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick looked at him, alarmed. There really had been a transformation within his oldest and dearest friend, and he had no idea why or how. “Forgive me, my lord. I am only concerned for everyone’s happiness and well-being.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Drake sighed. “I appreciate that,” he said, his voice softening a little now. “But you cannot keep treating me like we’re in the same societal ranking. You forget your place because we were boys together, but the ton doesn’t care about that.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded his head slightly. He felt that his friend was making a mistake and behaving improperly, but it really wasn’t his place to tell the marquess what to do. “I pray that you will think about how your actions will affect the rest of the family.” 
 
      
 
    He wished that he could tell him about his feelings for Lady Noelle – that they were genuine and strong – but he could see now that not only would the marquess not listen to him, but he would also more than likely take offense. Feeling at a loss, Rodrick rose from his chair and left the room, going upstairs for the night simply to be away from him. 
 
      
 
    Before getting into bed, Rodrick paced about the room. I don’t know what I expected. I should have known that he would be stubborn and insensible. 
 
      
 
    Oh, but I can’t help feeling now that I have made the situation worse. Perhaps instead of protecting the ladies, he’d just doomed them. There was no Alphonse Drake like an Alphonse Drake who’d grown mad with power. 
 
      
 
    Lord Drake was certainly not lacking in power. He had the wealth and status necessary, but now he also knew that he had the upper hand in this situation and he could make a great many of the people in his circle miserable. Alfie was not a man who would want to do such a thing, but this new person that stood in his place most certainly would. 
 
      
 
    He has been bewitched, Rodrick thought. Perhaps as his father grows older and weaker, he grows more and more ready to ascend. The prospect of becoming the Duke of Cumberland, once so far off, was now close to his grasp. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick didn’t have to wonder why the marquess had been avoiding being here in this house. Though it was a beautiful old castle, it was rather desolate especially for a young man who enjoyed socializing and taking in the sights of London. There wasn’t much to do at Stone Hill Manor, and so the young marquess had gone out looking for ways to feel less alone. 
 
      
 
    It made Rodrick sad to think about that, and to know that his friend would never talk with him about that. Alphonse would rather wallow by himself and then appear debonair and jovial later as if nothing at all was going on inside of him. 
 
      
 
    After getting into bed that night, Rodrick slept fitfully and dreamt about going home. He was no use in this castle anymore. No use to Alphonse anymore either. 
 
      
 
    He awoke early the following morning and decided to forgo breakfast and seeing the ladies again. Rodrick knew that he would feel sad indeed if he saw Lady Noelle again with the knowledge that he hadn’t been able to help her escape the marquess if he so chose to adhere to the wishes of her mother. Even if he didn’t, she was doomed to be tarnished by him in some way. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick met with Lord Drake in the hall and shook his hand, bidding him adieu. “I hope that we shall see each other again soon,” he lied convincingly. “Peace be with you and your father.” 
 
      
 
    He felt false for saying such a thing. After this brief exchange, Rodrick got into a carriage with his trunk out front and rode home to Hertfordshire. He wished that he had more to tell his mother, but she would be happy to have him back regardless. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he arrived back home, he found his mother sitting on the couch. She smiled and came to him right away to give him a hug. “You’re back earlier than I expected,” she said. “How did it go?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick gladly hugged his mother, wishing he had better tidings to share. As it was, there wasn’t so very much to say. “The ladies seemed quite happy to be there,” he fibbed. 
 
      
 
    “Even Lady Noelle?” his mother asked, raising an eyebrow in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Yes. Though I suppose that she shall be ready to quit the place soon. She does always seem a bit restless.” 
 
      
 
    Another thing he liked about her. She didn’t settle and she didn’t suffer fools… God, he wished that he could help her be happy. 
 
      
 
    It was difficult to be a gentleman and a friend to a lady without society stepping in the way and saying that it was somehow not correct. He supposed that when she was married it might be deemed more acceptable but wasn’t so sure about that either. That conversation with Alphonse the previous night had really left him feeling drained. 
 
      
 
     “And how was the duke?” his mother gently prodded him, wanting to know everything about it. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick thought about the best way he might word the way that the Duke of Cumberland had appeared to him. It was not easy to find gentle words for the man who was certainly as grumpy as ever. “Quite feeble,” he said honestly, “and rather reliant on his son.” 
 
      
 
    That was something else that gnawed at Rodrick. Alphonse spent all of that time in London and visiting other places, doing things with anyone but his father. Meanwhile, his father was the most vulnerable and needy that he had ever been. 
 
      
 
    He thought that if his father for some reason became like the duke in temperament, he would still do whatever it took to ensure that he was as healthy and comfortable as possible always. He wouldn’t leave him alone so often. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick knew that he shouldn’t judge. As Alphonse had said, he was below the duke and the marquess, so he was being impertinent to even assume that he could know what was right for them. He really hadn’t forgotten himself when he offered advice to his friend, though: he never forgot the years they’d spent together, supporting each other… 
 
      
 
    Perhaps he was being too rash in his insistence that Alfie behaved differently. It was one thing to advise him; it was quite another to tell him what to do. He may not have been happy with Alphonse’s actions, but they weren’t his to control. 
 
      
 
    He must surely know that his father’s time is coming, he thought. That’s the only reason I can think of for his change. But shouldn’t that mean he’s spending more time at Stone Hill Manor, not less? 
 
      
 
    Rodrick’s mother was staring at him, admiring his face. He wondered if she could somehow tell how sad and fatigued he felt. 
 
      
 
    He went upstairs and into his room so that he could take a bit of a nap and try to forget the events of the past day. Clearly, nothing good would come from him attempting to meddle, so he would have to just let things be and see what came of it. He’d become so tense about everything and he felt in need of a break. 
 
      
 
    He thought that perhaps he ought to pay a visit to town there and see what kind of people he could meet in the town of his birth and home. 
 
      
 
    The rest of his day back at home settled into doing normal things again. He gratefully ate a calm dinner with his mother and worked on some things in his study, managing their funds and the like. He may not have owned an estate, but this manor was his responsibility and he was going to be a good son and take care of it. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick didn’t even think about going into Hertford until the following day. He rose fairly early and after breakfast with his mother, he went for a stroll down to the little sleepy town. It was close enough that he didn’t bother hiring another carriage. 
 
      
 
    Besides, he wanted to keep a closer eye on his expenses. 
 
      
 
    The town was quaint. There were all of the usual things, like a butcher shop, a few inns, a bank… Little houses that seemed to house more people than could possibly fit in them. 
 
      
 
    I can’t really imagine living here like this, he thought, realizing that even if he didn’t have a title, he really did belong to the aristocracy. He was still the grandson of an earl. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick saw several young ladies walking around Hertford, but none of them caught his eye or captured him in any way. None of them gave him that spark that he felt between himself and Lady Noelle… 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it is hopeless, he thought. I’m out here looking for something that I’m just never going to find. 
 
      
 
    He supposed that he should be the way she told him that she must be – dutiful to his family and an adherent to what society expected of him. He was never going to find a bride who was anything like Lady Noelle, and that simply had to be enough. 
 
      
 
    One would get nowhere dreaming for something that would never happen. I don’t have to find a wife today, he told himself. But I should be more attentive to this town and stop setting my sights on London. 
 
      
 
    As much as Rodrick enjoyed that world, he was merely a visitor there. He did not belong there the way that James did. And he must remember that or he was going to keep finding himself disappointed. 
 
      
 
    He walked back to Wildhill, making mental plans to visit the town again as soon as he knew more of what he might do there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Noelle was more than glad to leave Stone Hill Manor in the morning with her sister and mother after the big conversation in the drawing room with the Duke of Cumberland. She especially wasn’t keen to stay there anymore upon learning that Mr. Edwards had left earlier. He came here just to see me, didn’t he? 
 
      
 
    She didn’t believe that she was flattering herself. Everything about his behavior indicated that Rodrick had only been there at the Duke of Cumberland’s estate because he knew that she was there. 
 
      
 
    On the ride back to London, all that Catherine would talk about was Lord Drake. Their mother did absolutely nothing to discourage her, either, which made Noelle feel quite aggrieved. “Isn’t it sweet how he cares for his poor father?” Catherine asked in a simpering sort of voice. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he seems like such a gentle and kind soul,” their mother agreed, looking from Catherine to Noelle. “What did you make of him?” she asked her curiously. “I noticed that you were rather quick to exit the room while the old man was there.” 
 
      
 
    “You missed so many great stories,” Kitty said, pouting a little as if she had worked on them or told them herself. 
 
      
 
    Noelle shrugged a shoulder. “I felt a bit uncomfortable, honestly. I didn’t think that Lord Drake or indeed his father were very kind to one another.” 
 
      
 
    She wished that she could impress upon them how much she felt as though Lord Drake was actually a charlatan who only enjoyed hearing the sound of his own voice as he made up stories. She didn’t believe that he took great care of his father, and she felt as though there really was no love lost between them.  
 
      
 
    But of course, there was no delicate way for her to say any of this, so she just kept it to herself. 
 
      
 
    Noelle supposed that she really didn’t know their situation. But if her father were as sick as his father was, she surely wouldn’t leave him at home alone all of the time. And she would’ve perhaps done more to make sure he was warm in that drafty old room. 
 
      
 
    She wondered if she was the only one to feel this way and if she was going to be expected to just keep quiet about it for the remainder of her days. Goodness, I hope that Lord Drake won’t be relevant to me for the remainder of my days… 
 
      
 
    When their coach at last arrived at their London townhouse, the three ladies were quite asleep. They woke up and wearily climbed down from the coach, walking inside and going straight up to their beds. After long naps, they were able to better greet the rest of their family, who surely were filled with questions. 
 
      
 
    Noelle most looked forward to seeing her father again. She wondered if she might be able to tell him of her discussion with Mr. Edwards, or if it would be met with as much annoyance as if she had told her mother. I could perhaps tell Emily, she thought. 
 
      
 
    Emily would understand, even if she was unable to help her. 
 
      
 
    During Noelle’s ‘nap’ she mostly just lay in her bed and let her mind wander. She felt drained but full of imaginative ideas. She wondered what life was like for the Duke of Cumberland and Lord Drake. 
 
      
 
    Did they ever speak to each other when there weren’t guests around? Why had they had their apparent falling-out? Did Mr. Edwards know the answers to these questions? 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know how she was going to go about telling her parents the conclusion that she had reached. She knew that they were going to be terribly upset with her, but there didn’t seem to be anything for it. I cannot marry a man that I do not love. 
 
      
 
    When she could lie there in her bed no longer, Noelle stood up and smoothed her skirts, brushing her gentle waves out of her hair before twisting and pinning it back up into place on her own. She didn’t want to rely on servants to style her own hair. She felt like being a rebel in every way now, she was so frustrated. 
 
      
 
    She left her room and met Catherine unexpectedly in the hall. How fortuitous. I have much and more to speak with her about. 
 
      
 
    Now she could speak with her sister in more privacy, too, if she planned it right. “Kitty, would you mind if I talked with you for a moment?” she asked her, inviting her into her own room this time instead of going into Catherine’s room like last time. She who owns the room has the upper hand. 
 
      
 
    Catherine looked at her quizzically, but she consented and followed Noelle into her room. Noelle quietly closed the door so they would not attract attention to themselves. The rest of the family didn’t seem to be up yet. 
 
      
 
    “What is this all about?” Kitty asked her, sitting on Noelle’s bed. She didn’t seem quite as peeved as she had last time, but Noelle knew that she’d been that way before largely because she’d forced her into a kind of scathing commentary on her actions. This time, for her part, Noelle was being much calmer. 
 
      
 
    Noelle sat beside her on the bed, trying her best to appear friendly instead of as if she was interrogating her. “Why do you never speak of dear Lord Edwards anymore?” she inquired. “He used to be all that you wanted to talk about.” 
 
      
 
    Looking down at her knees, Catherine tilted her head a little bit. She was frowning slightly, but she didn’t seem angry or particularly bothered by her sister’s question. “I’m not sure that I know what you mean.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle did her best to keep her temper even. “You’ve been quiet about him and all you talk about these days is Lord Drake. I worry that you are ignoring a perfectly kind and sweet gentleman. He surely adores you,” she added. 
 
      
 
    Catherine sighed. “Does he?” she asked. “He doesn’t show me as much attention as Lord Drake does.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s largely because he’s shy,” Noelle replied, smirking a little bit. There was no way that Kitty didn’t know that about the man. One of the things that made him extra sweet was that he was modest and retiring. 
 
      
 
    Catherine didn’t seem entirely convinced that this was the way of it. “I still think that he’s very sweet, but Lord Drake has shown me such attention. He really does like me, Noelle.” 
 
      
 
    Her elder sister frowned, giving her a dark sort of look but she retained her temper. “That’s as may be, but you’re not supposed to receive his affections. Mother and Father have a plan for you and a plan for me. You know that.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, everyone’s always going on and on to me about plans and rules,” Catherine complained. “No one ever stops to think about what I want.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded her head a little bit. “Welcome to being a woman in 1805.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t mean to be snippy towards her sister, but she felt like they’d been through all of this before. Even though she did not have an interest in Lord Drake, that didn’t mean that Catherine could just pursue him instead. Lord Drake was supposed to marry the eldest daughter, not a younger one. 
 
      
 
    First sons of dukes married the first daughters of dukes. That’s how it was supposed to work. Catherine was forgetting the order of things. 
 
      
 
    “The viscount would be a wonderful husband for you,” Noelle pressed. “You should have everything that you could ever want with him. He would let you completely be yourself, I just know it.” 
 
      
 
    But there didn’t seem to be any convincing Catherine at this moment. Sighing a little, she went and opened the door so they could venture downstairs together and see what the plan was for breakfast. Their parents were sitting together in the drawing room, deep in the middle of a discussion. 
 
      
 
    Their sisters were nowhere to be found, but Noelle had an idea that she knew where they were: Anna and Beth were surely fussing over which dresses they ought to wear down, and Emily was obviously reading a book somewhere out of sight. Noelle smiled fondly when she thought of the rest of her sisters, but Catherine… 
 
      
 
    Catherine was starting to be a real menace. 
 
      
 
    “Did you have a nice time at Stone Hill Manor?” their father asked then, looking pointedly at Noelle, which caused her cheeks to immediately go pink. He knew how she felt and he’d likely been discussing those feelings with her mother. 
 
      
 
    Nodding eagerly, Catherine smiled at him. “Oh yes, Father. That home is so beautiful. And rather gothic, in an enchanting way.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s certainly gothic,” Noelle muttered. In truth, the castle made her think of a horror story. And she thought the old man didn’t exactly help to change that. “I was rather on edge the whole time.” 
 
      
 
    “Noelle, you’re no fun,” the duchess said, smiling at her in a way that said she was making fun of her. “I think the duke’s home was quite lovely. They were very kind to let us stay there a few nights and take in its splendor.” 
 
      
 
    If Noelle hadn’t been face-to-face with them while they discussed this, she surely would have rolled her eyes. But as it was, she just sat there on the couch, keeping mum about her feelings the rest of the conversation. 
 
      
 
    To her relief, her younger sisters didn’t have more than a vague interest in Stone Hill Manor or the marquess who lived there. They wanted to know what it had looked like and who had been there. There hadn’t been any other ladies – not counting the maids – so the young girls quickly lost interest in the topic. 
 
      
 
    Noelle was more than happy to move on to other subjects. 
 
      
 
    “I had some enjoyable conversations with Mr. Edwards again,” she told them with a genuine smile on her face for perhaps the first time since coming down the stairs. “He is always a delight to see.” 
 
      
 
     Their mother looked upon her with raised eyebrows. She didn’t seem at all surprised that Noelle had brought Mr. Edwards back into the conversation but she still seemed as if she wished she wouldn’t. “He always seems to appear at these functions, doesn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, he’s close friends with Lord Drake,” Noelle said with a slight shrug. “Don’t forget, the first time I met Mr. Edwards, the marquess didn’t even deign to participate in our ball. I think it speaks well to the gentleman’s character – Mr. Edwards’s – that he appears when he is invited. Wouldn’t you say?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle looked across the room at Emily who had entered shortly after her and she could see that her younger sister was smirking and doing her best to hide it. 
 
      
 
    “I must say that I can’t say much about his character,” the duchess said thoughtfully. “I suppose he seems a nice enough gentleman.” She continued to eye Noelle suspiciously even as she said these more supportive words. 
 
      
 
    That night, as Noelle was lying in her bed, she felt like she’d achieved some minor success. Even though her mother still strongly preferred Lord Drake, she was bringing her around to the thought of Mr. Edwards as at least a dear friend… 
 
      
 
    No one could have known that night, as they slept in their beds, that Catherine was packing a valise. Noelle was disturbed from her sleep in the early hours of the morning and she rushed to the window to see the shadowy figure of a man on the porch below.  
 
      
 
    All of a sudden, the front door opened and Catherine ran out into the night with the gentleman, into a dark carriage. The carriage rolled away and Noelle ran out of her room and down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    I don’t have to wonder who that man was, she thought, shocked and horrified. “Mother!” she cried out loud enough to wake the whole echoing house. “Mother, Kitty has flown!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Everything started out normally for Rodrick. He woke up early and got to work on a few things on his bit of land and then he went for a walk into Hertford. When he returned home, he was surprised to see James there. 
 
      
 
    He could see right away that his cousin was in a state. James was frantically pacing the room and as soon as he saw Rodrick come into the drawing room, he rushed over to him. “She’s gone,” he said in a shocked, slightly vacant sort of voice as if he had somehow been deflated of air. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Catherine has run off with that degenerate Lord Drake!” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick’s mouth fell open. He’d never heard his cousin speak in such a manner. I should’ve known that something like this would happen, he thought miserably. 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry, James,” he said sincerely, not knowing what else to say. He didn’t have any way of fixing this. He’d tried hard to prevent it, but it clearly hadn’t been enough. 
 
      
 
    James was much more upset than even Rodrick had been able to anticipate. He knew that, if such a thing really did happen, his cousin would be sad, but he didn’t expect this pacing, pulling at his hair or these helpless looks coming from Jamie. 
 
      
 
     “Where do you suppose they’ve run off to?” Rodrick asked. 
 
      
 
    It felt like such a limp and unhelpful thing to wonder, and of course, they could likely guess, but he wanted to find out what James was thinking. He was clearly imagining the worst possible scenario. The worst possible scenario in his point of view. 
 
      
 
    “Probably Gretna Green,” James said, running his fingers through his dark hair. “Isn’t that popular amongst the scoundrels of society?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick frowned, disbelieving that Alphonse could do something so insensible and so hasty. For what purpose would he have done such a thing? Does he truly think that he is in love with that foolish girl? 
 
      
 
    “Her father wrote to you?” 
 
      
 
    James nodded his head. “He must’ve thought that I ought to know. Not that it does any good knowing. He asked for me to be discreet, and of course I will be.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, Eleanor came into the drawing room. She looked as though she’d been disturbed by the sound of them talking. Voices tended to carry in their cottage unless they were a mere whisper and James wasn’t concerned about being quiet for once. 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening?” she asked, looking from her son to James. “What’s wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Catherine has run away with Lord Drake,” Rodrick told her. “He came to their house last night while everyone was abed and they rode off together to lord knows where but it’s pretty certain that she is gone.” 
 
      
 
    Oh God, please let her be married to him now. If they have run off and haven’t gotten married… The scandal was bad enough as it was, but this kind of thing could kill a man from worrying. 
 
      
 
    The duchess must be in such a state, he thought sympathetically. He’d never quite liked the Duchess of Salisbury but that was only because she’d never acted particularly fond of him either. That didn’t mean that he could not empathize with her now. 
 
      
 
    “That rat of a man,” he said then. “Putting that poor family in such a terrible position. I hope by God that they have married and they will take their place at Stone Hill Manor shortly.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick had to wonder if the old Duke of Cumberland knew anything about it either. He likely didn’t take too kindly to being left alone yet again. That was, unless Alphonse simply brought the girl back to be with him at his estate… unaccompanied. 
 
      
 
    The more that he thought about it, the more agitated he became towards that girl. Her family really hadn’t been much of a help in this and now poor James was heartbroken and abandoned. He couldn’t blame the family, but he could certainly be annoyed at them for not doing more to prevent this. 
 
      
 
    I know that they were aware of the way the young lady was with him. They were always talking together, always carrying on… Always rather indecent considering that James was right there. 
 
      
 
    Hang it all! I’m going to pay them a little visit. James is too full of sorrow to speak with them but I really must. Perhaps I can help them in their time of grief. 
 
      
 
    He could confer with them, too, about where the two might have gone. And whether or not it really was too late. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll not be gone more than a day,” he said to them. “And then we shall have a better idea of what more might be done. In the meantime, Jamie, do try not to fret too much; you are and have always been deserving of better.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick climbed into a coach and rode to London, to pay a visit to the family in Grosvenor Square. As they approached, he recalled the time that Alphonse had stopped in at his own apartment instead of going to the party… They’re not in his apartment there, are they? 
 
      
 
    The very idea horrified him. He didn’t think that the marquess would stoop so low, but then again, he had whisked a girl off into the night like some kind of beast. Rodrick pushed the thought from his mind for the moment as he got out of his coach and walked up to the front door of the Salisbury townhouse. 
 
      
 
    The door was opened by a butler and then he was invited in. Rodrick went into the sitting room and waited for the duke and duchess to join him there. This was the first time he’d come to their home completely unannounced. After the night they had, I shouldn’t be surprised if they’re not keen on receiving guests. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick waited there for some time with no sign of the duke or duchess. Then suddenly Lady Noelle came into the room. She froze in the doorway and didn’t appear to have received any warning from a servant about his arrival. 
 
      
 
    She stared at him with her mouth partially open in a little ‘o’ shape. Rodrick willed himself somehow to not be overcome with amorous thoughts about her. They had bigger concerns right now. 
 
      
 
    He stood up and gave a little bow. “Good evening, Lady Noelle,” he said to her politely. “I came as soon as I heard.” 
 
      
 
    At first, he hadn’t noticed anything unusual or different about her appearance or demeanor, but upon further inspection of her lovely face, he could tell that she had been crying. There was a little red to her eyes and the tops of her cheeks glistened with freshly fallen tears. Rodrick had spent so long stewing over Lord Drake and Lady Catherine being at fault and now he realized that Lady Noelle was caught in the middle of it all. 
 
      
 
    And she was mourning the fallen sister. As well as her own damaged prospects. 
 
      
 
    If James was informed of the sordid affair, then that meant that rumors were now flying around London about Alphonse and Lady Catherine – if indeed she was referred to as a lady anymore.  
 
      
 
    “It was good of you to come,” Lady Noelle said, coming into the room and sitting cautiously on the nearest wing chair. He knew at once that she was attempting to keep her distance from him. 
 
      
 
    He sat down in the wing chair opposite, regarding her with sympathetic eyes. “I know that there is not much that I can do, but I want you to know that if I can do anything… I should like to do it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle nodded her head, seemingly unconvinced. She leaned forward and got some tea from the tray on the table. He hadn’t even noticed it there until now. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick could never be angry at her. She never meant for her sister to meet Alphonse, let alone start off the flirtation. He recalled how cautious she always seemed when Lady Catherine and the marquess stood together talking just for each other’s ears. 
 
      
 
    If their mother was at all upset with Lady Noelle, then she simply didn’t understand how everything occurred as he did. He was there at the ball and he saw how disappointed Noelle had been when Alphonse never arrived. Her sister Emily had been there as well, Rodrick recalled. 
 
      
 
    He figured that she was not really upset because her sister had stolen the gentleman from her. No, he knew her much better than that. She was upset because her mother was upset at her, and she was upset because her little sister was gone. 
 
      
 
    It was no great surprise that Lady Noelle cared about her sister. She was probably so worried about her, especially because she was distrusting of Lord Drake as it was. 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping to speak with your father,” Rodrick said gently, watching as she sipped at her tea with such a sad and distant look on her face. “You know that my cousin is just devastated by this news.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle nodded vaguely. “My father will be downstairs soon. He’s arranging a search party for them, but I don’t know how much hope there is…” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick’s frown deepened. He hated to see the lady like this. The light was gone from her oceanic blue eyes. 
 
      
 
    He wished that he could give her a hug, but of course he knew how impertinent that would be. 
 
      
 
    Just as he was thinking this, Lady Noelle stood up, setting her cup down on the table as she did so. “I’ll go see why he’s been delayed,” she said to Rodrick. He noticed that even though she was clearly saddened, she was still treating him kindly. 
 
      
 
    She left him sitting there in the drawing room.  
 
      
 
    After a few more minutes, the Duke of Salisbury appeared. He seemed just as somber as Lady Noelle was, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks even though it had only been a day since Lady Catherine’s flight had taken place. 
 
      
 
    He sat down in the wing chair that Lady Noelle had just vacated. “Good evening, Mr. Edwards,” he said. “I daresay that I wish we could be meeting again under much more pleasant circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick, of course, had risen up from his chair at the sight of the duke in the room and he slowly eased himself back into his chair once the gentleman had sat across from him. “Good evening, your Grace. Indeed, this is most troubling news for all of us.” 
 
      
 
    The two gentlemen sat together and discussed what each of them had made from the hurried departure of Lady Catherine into the abyss. Rodrick explained that he believed Lord Drake to have taken her to be married away from parental authority. The duke expressed his hopeful agreement with this. 
 
      
 
    “It seems to me that Lord Drake was tired of waiting for approval that he certainly would not have received. The man was supposed to wed my eldest daughter, you understand. Catherine is not much more than a child still.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded. She certainly acts it much of the time. “Yes, your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    “We must be relieved that Fairfax is not an imbecile. He’s an honorable gentleman, even if he has made a grievous, very grievous mistake indeed. I have no doubt that he has run off to marry my daughter and they shall reappear soon.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed a little then. “Of course, such thoughts do little to calm the hearts and nerves of our families. Please do let your cousin Lord Edwards know that this was never our intention. Would that I had a better child to give him as a wife!” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded again. He could think of one daughter of his who would make an excellent wife, but he would never suggest it. Besides, a duke wasn’t going to be willing to give his daughter away to an earl. Even a well-liked one. 
 
      
 
    As ever, he thought of Jamie before he thought of himself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
     Noelle was terribly distraught when she realized both the reality and the severity of what she’d witnessed down below her window. Her little sister Kitty had run off with a man. It didn’t matter which man it was, really; she was ruined and her family was going to be tarnished because of her. 
 
      
 
    It would have been bad enough had it been any other gentleman, too, but the fact that her shadowy accomplice had been Lord Drake made Noelle even more despondent. He was supposed to marry Noelle, or not and move along… He was never supposed to go after Noelle’s younger sister. 
 
      
 
    And poor, sweet Lord Edwards. I was only just telling her that she must remain true to him. I never could have imagined… 
 
      
 
    Oh, but perhaps this wasn’t planned. Perhaps he came to her and invited her to go with him. Kitty did always lose her head whenever she was invited to something personally. 
 
      
 
    Noelle had spent the entirety of the following day with her family, pacing about the sitting room and trying to think of how all of this had happened. While she thought of that dreadful, lecherous man, her mother greeted her with scorn for not being better at securing him herself. “If you had done what you were willed, this would not have happened.” 
 
      
 
    A fine time to begin blaming me! Noelle cried hot tears as she walked around the room. She could feel Emily, Anna, and Beth’s eyes on her.  
 
      
 
    “It’s not my fault and you know it.” 
 
      
 
    Still, Noelle couldn’t help but think that if she had somehow been more like Kitty had been with the gentleman, he would’ve taken an interest in her. She just didn’t think she could’ve ever stomached being a simpering fool like her sister had always been when they were around him. Also, it seemed as though Lord Drake had made up his mind about her before he’d even met her. 
 
      
 
    Noelle spent much of the day fretting over things she couldn’t change. She worried about her sister and she had a growing fear that everyone now hated her. Mother blames me, Lord Edwards likely hates our entire family… the same goes for Mr. Edwards. 
 
      
 
    She never doubted that Mr. Edwards would stand on the side of the Viscount of Easton. They were, after all, as close as brothers. Even though he was friends with Lord Drake – despised, abhorrent man! – he was far closer to his cousin. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, she wished that she could speak to Mr. Edwards now. And then she had a horrible thought. Mr. Edwards probably never wanted to see her again.  
 
      
 
    After the family meeting in the sitting room, Noelle retired to her bedroom. She wanted to be left alone, but she wished that she didn’t have to feel so lonely whilst being so. She stayed upstairs in her room for about an hour, trying and continually failing to work on some sketches. 
 
      
 
    Her creativity was sapped by her sorrow and her worry. Noelle left her drawing board in her room and went back downstairs to see if she could find her parents. When she found them, they were deep in conversation in her father’s study and she was too nervous to disturb them. 
 
      
 
    The only information that she could catch from their conversation was that her father was thinking of arranging a search party with some friends around town. Noelle didn’t think that this was a bad idea, though she thought it was highly unlikely that the marquess would be careless enough to hide somewhere nearby everyone they knew. 
 
      
 
    When she walked into the drawing room, her jaw nearly fell to the floor. There was Mr. Edwards, sitting in one of the wing chairs with a weary and sorrowful look on his face to match her own. He immediately stood up from his chair as soon as he saw her standing there. 
 
      
 
    She wished that she could go to him and throw her arms around him. He seemed just as overwhelmed with emotions as she felt. And she also noted that there was a change in him. 
 
      
 
    He had a strange look in his dark green eyes. He did not seem entirely pleased to see her, and this just about broke her heart. She left him there as soon as she could gracefully do so. 
 
      
 
    She went to her parents and gently interrupted their discussion so she could inform her father that they had a visitor. “Mr. Edwards is here and wishes to speak with you, Papa.” 
 
      
 
    Her father left the room in a hurry so as to not keep Mr. Edwards waiting. Meanwhile, Noelle tried to think of what she might be able to do to help her family. This scandal was rocking them at the moment and she wished like anything that things could return to normal. 
 
      
 
    She decided that the best thing to do was to go spend time at Lydia’s estate. The new Lady Andrews would welcome her with open arms, she was sure. If there was anyone alive who could understand her feelings and her plight, it was her best friend. 
 
      
 
    Noelle somehow managed to sleep that night. It felt a bit queer to be sleeping upstairs while Mr. Edwards was still downstairs speaking with her father, but she didn’t think she was expected to wait up. She wondered what the gentleman proposed to do in order to help. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, she had Edith help her into a pretty day dress as quickly as possible, and then she went out to hail a hackney carriage. She rode to the Viscount of Kent’s estate and was shown in at once. 
 
      
 
    Lydia greeted her with a tight hug. “It’s so good to see you,” she said with a small, sympathetic smile. 
 
      
 
    The two ladies sat down together in Lady Andrews’ drawing room. The estate house was lovely and modest, much like the happy couple. Noelle smiled appreciatively, recognizing how well everything in Lydia’s life had fit together. 
 
      
 
    “I knew that I just had to come to you,” Noelle said, feeling ridiculous for needing the comfort of her friend. It was embarrassing; the whole situation with Lord Drake was embarrassing. “I don’t seem to have any friends at home anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia’s little smile turned into a slight frown. She looked at Noelle with large, sad eyes. “I’m sure that’s not true.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded her head earnestly. “Oh yes, it is,” she said. “My mother blames me for my sister and my father is so disappointed, and now Mr. Edwards thinks that I’ve helped his poor dear cousin be wronged.” 
 
      
 
    “Has anyone actually blamed you?” Lydia asked her. “Or are you just assuming that’s how people think?” 
 
      
 
    Looking down at her hands in her lap, Noelle sighed a little. “No, it’s just what I think they think of me,” she confessed. But she knew her mother well enough to at least know what she thought of her. 
 
      
 
    And she’d actually yelled at Noelle about it.  
 
      
 
    She’d assumed her father’s disappointment, though. “I think I might just be disappointed in myself. My father is more concerned with where Kitty is than what I may or may not have done wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia continued to look at her sympathetically. “It makes sense that they would be worried for her, the poor dear. Do you suppose that she has gone off to Scotland with Lord Drake?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, we can’t be sure, but that seems most likely to be the case.” Noelle wished that Catherine had at least given her some kind of warning before leaving. As angry as she felt towards Kitty, she hoped that she would see her again so that she could get some answers. 
 
      
 
    Lydia looked thoughtful. “Well, I guess that we should be grateful that Lord Drake ran off with her to get married and not to go explore Europe or something.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle’s eyes widened a little. “Goodness! I really hope that that is not the case… though she could use the education that would provide her.” 
 
      
 
    Two of Lydia’s servants came to them and placed some coffee and cakes onto the coffee-colored wooden table in front of her and Noelle. They both smiled at the servants and Noelle found herself completely taken aback once more by the fact that Lydia was now a titled member of London’s aristocracy. 
 
      
 
    “Do you feel any different?” she asked her. She simply had to know, though she didn’t wish to pry and be rude.  
 
      
 
    Lydia took a sip of coffee and smiled shyly at her. “What? Being married, or being a Viscountess after being Miss for so much of my life?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle giggled a little, helping herself to a bit of cake. “Both, actually. What’s it like to be married to a viscount, Lady Lydia?” 
 
      
 
    It amused her so. Now they both got that title, though Lydia’s status was somewhat lower than Noelle’s. Not that such a thing mattered or would ever matter to either of them. 
 
      
 
    Lydia thought about her question for a few moments, which gave Noelle some time to enjoy her piece of cake. 
 
      
 
    “I honestly think that being married to dear Stephen has been more of a change for me, and a good one at that.” It felt odd to Noelle to hear Lord Andrews referred to by his first name, though she supposed it made sense for his new wife to call him by this name. It showed an intimacy that Noelle often wondered if she would ever properly find with a gentleman of her own. 
 
      
 
     “Do you feel like you are a viscountess?” Noelle asked her. 
 
      
 
    Lydia shrugged, smiling at her still. Noelle noticed that the glow she’d had on her wedding day still remained. “I think it’s a title that essentially means I’m the Viscount of Kent’s wife, doesn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    That was a good point. Ladies never got titled on their own, unless one was lucky enough to be the King’s only daughter or something like that. Noelle would never be able to be the duke, and that meant that she’d only ever be a duchess someday. Like her mother. 
 
      
 
    Except that I doubt very much that I shall ever really be like my mother.  
 
      
 
    Noelle left her friend’s home not long after. “I’m coming to London tomorrow with Lord Andrews and I would love to see you. There is going to be a ball at Lord Prescott’s home.” 
 
      
 
    This was the first that Noelle had heard of this, and she didn’t have to wonder long as to why. She supposed that her mother had been far too agitated by the recent events to inform her of it. “I would love to attend with you, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The two friends smiled and gave each other a parting hug until the morrow. 
 
      
 
    As Noelle rode the carriage back home to Grosvenor Square, she wondered what her mother would say about their not being invited to the Prescott ball. But at least I have been invited. I do think that it’s about time I was seen around town without having the thought of having to marry that dreadful Lord Drake looming over me. 
 
      
 
     It pained her to think it, but in ruining herself Kitty had paved the way for Noelle to find happiness for herself somewhere. There were enough handsome and nice gentlemen in town. She was confident that she would find a good one for herself soon. 
 
      
 
    She wished that her parents would allow her to marry Mr. Edwards, but she thought the chances of that were nonexistent.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    No matter what Rodrick said, James was still inconsolable. Eleanor watched as Rodrick went to Westwood to be with him, knowing that he needed company now more than ever. The old earl wasn’t going to be much in the way of company to him right now. 
 
      
 
    “I know that I should’ve done more,” James said to Rodrick, currently the saddest person to ever drink brandy. “I should’ve made my feelings known to her parents. I should’ve proposed marriage the first moment that the idea came to me.” 
 
      
 
     Rodrick shook his head. “You didn’t know that something like this would happen. It’s not your fault. I should’ve warned you when I first suspected that Alphonse was misbehaving.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, I thought it was a bit odd that he kept being so interested in spending time with me. It was only because the ladies were with us, wasn’t it?” James laughed softly and ruefully, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    It was easy for them to sit there and blame themselves, but the real man to blame was Lord Drake. Rodrick never knew that the man could be so shameless and brazen with his desires. Alphonse clearly didn’t care about anyone but himself. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not sit at home feeling sorry for ourselves,” Rodrick said. “We ought to go out on the town and see what sort of enjoyment we can find.” 
 
      
 
    At first, James seemed disinterested, but then after some thought, he nodded his head. “Perhaps we should go to Lord Prescott’s ball,” he suggested. “It’s not exactly an escape from the ennui of the ton, but it would be better than sitting in and staring at your face all night.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled a small, amused smile at Rodrick. 
 
      
 
    Laughing, Rodrick clapped him on the back. “Sounds like a plan to me,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    There were a few hours before the ball was supposed to start, which was good for Rodrick because it would give him the necessary time to get ready for it. He was grateful to James for reminding him of the ball because he had quite forgotten about it. He knew that he’d casually sworn off going to such engagements, but that had been before this terrible ordeal. Besides, his cousin needed his companionship now more than ever. 
 
      
 
     “I’ll go change,” his mother said to him excitedly when he informed her that they would be attending after all. “This is exactly the kind of thing that James needs right now!” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was pleased to see how confident she was. He wasn’t so sure if spending time in society would make James feel completely calm and better, but it was far better for him to show his face than it was for him to just hide away at home for the rest of his life. 
 
      
 
    He made a good point, too, Rodrick thought. He never actually proposed to the chit, so it was possible that not that many people knew that they were once… Yes, we’re probably safe from any judgment or skepticism. 
 
      
 
    He changed into a fresh suit that was suitable for an evening ball. Initially, he hadn’t thought of bringing his mother along again but her excitement convinced him that he shouldn’t leave her out. She did enjoy going to balls with him and James, even if she ended up having to catch up on sleep for the next day and a half sometimes. 
 
      
 
    As soon as his mother was ready, she and Rodrick got into a hired coach and rode it over to Westwood so they could collect James. His father, as usual, elected to stay home with his dogs and his hobbies. He wasn’t a social person; it was good that James went out and met people, even though he was shy. 
 
      
 
    He will be a good earl someday. He’s personable, even if not the most talkative. He’s a good listener. 
 
      
 
    The two-hour ride to London was mostly spent by them looking out of the windows and daydreaming about who they might see at the ball. It had been quite a while since the last time they’d spent time outside of the Fletchers’ circle.  
 
      
 
    When they arrived at the city mansion where the ball was held, Rodrick got out of the coach and assisted his mother down from it. They walked inside the splendidly decorated house and admired the glinting gold that surrounded them. None of them knew what the ball was actually for but they were not going to question a party. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smiled at everyone that he saw in the ballroom. There were quite a few elegantly dressed young ladies that he thought about venturing to ask for a dance, but then he reminded himself that he was primarily there to support his cousin. James smiled a little when he saw everyone gathered as well, but he seemed reticent to actually go up and talk to anyone. 
 
      
 
    He’s gone right back to being too shy to talk to people, Rodrick thought with a shake of his head. I hope he’s able to break that soon. “There are plenty of nice-looking ladies here tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Of course, he meant that to mean that they were ladies who seemed to be kind and charming. He thought that there were a few fair young women, but none really caught his eye. He realized then that he was still subconsciously – or maybe consciously – comparing the ladies to the Fletcher ladies. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick went to the table that held bottles of wine and some punch and he poured himself a glass of port. Right as he turned around from the drinks, his eyes fell on Lady Noelle across the room from him. She was standing and laughing pleasantly with her friend the Viscountess of Kent. He thought that she was trying her best to keep up the pretense that all was well with her and her family. 
 
      
 
    “Blast,” he muttered under his breath. He took a sip of his port and wondered how long it might take her to notice that he was there, staring at her and trying to stop himself from staring… 
 
      
 
    Her eyes happened to wander over to him and then they were looking at each other intently, neither of them actually moving over so that they could converse. 
 
      
 
    James came over to him at the refreshments table. “You know, the strangest thing just happened. I thought I saw Lady Noelle Fletcher at this ball.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick looked at him and then subtly nodded over in the direction of Lady Noelle, standing there beside Lady Andrews. James looked over and then back at Rodrick with a surprised expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Did you know that she was coming?” James asked. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick shook his head, keeping his voice down. “No, I just looked over and there she was.” 
 
      
 
    James smiled at him. “Well, what a coincidence,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was surprised to find that he was so cheerful about it. Apparently, the sight of Lady Noelle didn’t bother James even though she was the sister of Lady Catherine. Rodrick wondered if maybe he’d been a little quick to think that the rest of the family was in the wrong just because Lady Catherine had behaved poorly. 
 
      
 
    He looked back over and Lady Noelle was still looking at him, and seemingly still talking to her friend. I think that they’re talking about me now, he thought guiltily. Hopefully, she has more to say about me beyond my being associated with Alphonse. 
 
      
 
    Finally, he decided that they’d stared at each other from across the room for long enough. He finished drinking his port and placed the empty glass on the table behind him before walking over to the pair of ladies. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick bowed low and offered his hand to Lady Noelle. He was relieved and grateful when she placed her hand in his. He bowed to her and then rose up to his full height again in order to gaze upon her once more. 
 
      
 
    “Hello again, my lady,” he said to her politely, giving her a sincere smile that he’d been holding back ever since he first saw her. “How have you been? I hope your family has been doing well since last we met.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle blushed a bit and he regretted even mentioning that awful occasion. Everyone had been so distraught then. She probably didn’t wish to recall it. 
 
      
 
    But all the same, she smiled at him as if she was overjoyed to see him at this ball. “I am so glad to see you again, Mr. Edwards. I wondered when we might cross paths. This town is not so large, however.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled a little and nodded his head. “That’s true. At least the ton is not very big.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been doing well… Things could certainly be better,” Lady Noelle added. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick wasn’t surprised that things could be better, but it was a good sign that she said that she was all right. He had a feeling, though, that she wasn’t telling him the entire truth. When he looked at her, he saw a lovely girl who was tired and ready to settle down with a sensible gentleman instead of having to deal with all of this rubbish. 
 
      
 
    “How have you been?” she asked him then, turning his question back on him. “I see that you’re here with James. How is he doing?” She asked this question so gently, as if James could hear them talking from all the way across the wide expanse of the ballroom. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smirked and shrugged a shoulder. “Oh, you know me; I’m mostly affected by what affects my friends, so I’ve been feeling a lot of things lately.” He leaned in towards her to add, “Mainly that the ton is not all that it’s cracked up to be.” 
 
      
 
    To his delight, Lady Noelle threw her head back and laughed. It was impossible to not smile in her company. She really did seem to be doing well, all things considered. 
 
      
 
    “That is very true,” she agreed. “All it ever seems to do is get people into trouble.” 
 
      
 
    It was then that Rodrick remembered that the Viscountess of Kent was there beside her. He was delighted to see that she was smiling at him and nodding her head along with Lady Noelle. They must be in agreement if they’re best friends. 
 
      
 
    And she not very long ago was untitled like me. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick had to wonder at that. Why had he never paid attention to Lady Lydia? She was quite enchanting in her own way. 
 
      
 
    He supposed that it was mainly because their paths didn’t cross very often. She didn’t often get invited to balls that were held by the nobility. And it was actually unusual that he went to them. 
 
      
 
    I suppose that not everyone is fortunate to have someone like James to invite them along. 
 
      
 
    Looking around, Rodrick leaned in to say something into Lady Noelle’s ear. He hoped that no one was paying attention to the pair of them, but he highly doubted that they would be noticed. They were at a party thrown by near-strangers this time, and perhaps that was what made it feel easier. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose that it might be impertinent if I were to ask you for a dance, Lady Noelle?” he said as a question. He was very much afraid of her refusing him, but he felt that it was coming. 
 
      
 
    She beamed at him and nodded her head. “I would like that very much.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Noelle took his hand again and he led her out to where several others were dancing to the music played by a string quartet. James offered a dance to Lady Andrews and she also graciously accepted a friendly dance as her husband was busy elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick happily danced with Lady Noelle and wished that their situation was better. Now that her family was more sensitive regarding him and James – and their unfortunate friendship with Alphonse – he didn’t know how often he’d get the chance to be with her now. He hoped that he could hold on to her for as long as possible. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Noelle was elated to be dancing with Mr. Edwards at the Prescotts’ ball. Even Lord Edwards was dancing with Lydia, which was so kind of him because otherwise, she would have been standing on the sidelines by herself. She hadn’t been sure about this ball at first, because she was so tired of going to balls, but it was proving to be quite a lovely one. 
 
      
 
    It especially helped that the rest of her family wasn’t there to judge her or force her to avoid Mr. Edwards all night. If her mother knew that she was dancing with him now instead of dancing with any other eligible, titled bachelor in the room, she would have been livid. Fortunately, Lydia was not the kind of friend who would tell on her. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t help herself from thinking that Mr. Edwards was best friends with Lord Drake and the whole reason that she’d met him in the first place was that the marquess was supposed to be her first dance. It seemed as though so much had happened since then. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so pleased to see that your friend couldn’t make it,” she commented casually. “Though I do wish that he’d bring my sister back.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards seemed to freeze. He stared into her eyes and looked a bit wounded. “I think it’s safe to say that he is no longer my friend.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded a bit. “That’s probably for the best. He won’t be missed at these parties, wherever he went.” 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t believe such harsh words were coming out of her mouth. She’d more or less banished him from any parties that she should attend. Not that it was up to her, but people likely wouldn’t invite him if she and her family were invited; she knew that. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards looked quite sad but he continued to dance with her which she was glad about. She felt as though she was coming across as blaming him and that wasn’t how she meant it. “Honestly, I would be much happier attending these balls if I knew that you’d be there and he wouldn’t be.” 
 
      
 
    “That was certainly the best ball that I’d ever been to,” Rodrick softly said to her, gazing into her eyes. “Until this one, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle felt her cheeks get hot as she smiled up at him, gazing back into his eyes. She suddenly had the strangest thought: she wished that he might kiss her. But of course, that would not be allowed. 
 
      
 
    We’ve had quite enough of that sort of thing to last us a while, she thought. She didn’t wish to bring more scandal and shame on her family’s good name. 
 
      
 
    Oh, but the thought of kissing Mr. Edwards was such a pleasant one. It made her feel warm and tingly all over. She loosened her grasp of his hand, suddenly fearing him a little. 
 
      
 
    She felt as though he had some strange power over her. He made her think and want things that she’d never thought or wanted before she met him. Even in her wildest dreams… She’d dreamt of freedom, but she’d never thought of this. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything all right?” he asked her, sensing from the expression on her face that something might be wrong. They continued dancing together but something between them had definitely shifted. 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded and then shook her head. “It’s fine,” she said. “It’s just… everything is so mixed up, you know?” 
 
      
 
    She thought that of course he would understand. Somehow, he seemed to understand her better than anyone else. Possibly even better than the lady dancing to their left. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” he said, nodding back at her and giving her another one of his charming and captivating smiles. She could tell that he cared for her, even after everything, and she really hoped that that would never have to change, even when they were inevitably looking at each other from across the dance floor at her future wedding. 
 
      
 
    After one dance together, Noelle decided that she really should move away from the gentleman or else people were surely going to talk. Everything became gossip in this town, and gossip traveled fast. “This is a lovely party, but I’m tired,” she said to Lydia, and it was only slightly a lie. 
 
      
 
    Lydia looked at her as if she’d taken the words from her mouth. “Yes, you probably should get back home before your parents begin to worry about you.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t really her parents that she was worried about, but now that Lydia mentioned it, Noelle realized that they might indeed be wondering what became of her. She’d left the house with the intention of spending time with her oldest friend but she’d ended up crossing paths with Mr. Edwards and Lord Edwards all over again. 
 
      
 
    We really can’t stop meeting, she thought and she was unable to keep from smiling. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Lydia asked her as they clambered into their carriage. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing,” Noelle replied with a bit of a giggle. “It’s just that I appreciate how small our society has become. You never know who you might meet at parties and sometimes it’s exactly who you were hoping for.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia gave her a knowing look and nodded. “I daresay that I was worried when I first saw him there, but then I saw the way that you lit up like a torch and I knew that it was quite the opposite of a bad situation.” 
 
      
 
    She grinned at her then and Noelle felt herself blush anew. She clutched Lydia’s arm. “Oh, Lydia, I wish that you were a part of my family and you could talk some sense into them.” 
 
      
 
    Lydia gently placed a hand on top of Noelle’s on her arm. “I wish I was really a part of your family, too. I should love to be your sister for real.” 
 
      
 
    The carriage arrived outside of Noelle’s townhouse before she wanted it to and the two friends hugged each other farewell. When she went inside, her family was gathered in the sitting room. Her mother looked like she was relieved to see her, which felt nice at first until Noelle recalled why it might be that her mother was concerned about her now. 
 
      
 
    “How is Lady Andrews?” the duchess asked her. “She’s settling into her new life, I trust?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle nodded. She sat down on the sofa, next to Emily. “Yes, I think so. We went to a ball tonight, hosted by Lord and Lady Prescott, though I never actually saw them there.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” her mother said, sounding somewhat disappointed to have neither been invited nor even heard of the ball that evening. “Well, it was good of her to invite you along. It would be wonderful if you could meet a gentleman yourself now…” 
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t have to wonder why her mother trailed off like that. Now that I’ve lost the one prospective fiancé that I had, she thought. I should just get right back out and present myself to suitors. 
 
      
 
    There hadn’t been that many eligible men at the ball that she could recall, though she had to admit that she hadn’t been paying attention to any men other than Mr. Edwards and his cousin Lord Edwards. She hadn’t attended the party with the intention of finding a husband for herself. If anything, she’d been hoping to take her mind off of all that. 
 
      
 
    Lydia had understood that. She wanted her to go with her and have some fun after a stressful and sad few days. 
 
      
 
    “You have to admit, dear, that if even Lydia can marry a nobleman,” her mother went on, “you certainly should be able to meet a suitable husband.”  
 
      
 
    The atmosphere in the room was tense. Noelle noticed that no one else that was gathered there was talking and they all seemed to be frowning and looking down. No one wanted to counter the duchess or try to speak up for Noelle. 
 
      
 
     “It has of course never been my intention to not meet good gentlemen at these balls,” Noelle said. “I met Lord Edwards and Mr. Edwards and they have remained good friends to this family.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah yes, the same gentlemen who invited Lord Drake into our lives,” the duchess said harshly. 
 
      
 
    This is uncalled for. She wanted me to meet the marquess. How quickly she forgets! 
 
      
 
    “You instructed me to meet Lord Drake,” Noelle stated. “In fact, that was the very reason for my meeting Mr. Edwards the way that I did. We were both looking around in expectation. And then he informed me that Lord Drake actually had no intention of coming. Which saved me a waste of a night,” she added rather defiantly. She thought that if Mr. Edwards was there, he would be proud of her. 
 
      
 
    But he also would be upset at my mother’s accusation that this all is somehow his fault. 
 
      
 
    The duchess stared at her and sighed. “The point is,” she said, “that now your friend is a viscountess and your little sister is a marchioness. Where does that leave you, Lady Noelle?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle’s face heated up. She did not really appreciate this – what felt like a trial in her family drawing room. She stood up from the couch and, though she was hungry from not eating much at the ball, she went upstairs to her room in order to be away from her mother. 
 
      
 
    She fell onto her bed as soon as she was safely inside her bedchamber and she cried for several minutes. She felt so helpless and hopeless. Everyone in her life just seemed to be out to get her now. 
 
      
 
    It seemed impossible to go on living if things were now forever altered because of her sister. And the trouble was that Noelle also greatly missed her. She wished that she could talk to her about what had happened, what Catherine had been thinking… 
 
      
 
    Realizing that this wouldn’t be an impossible thing for her to do, Noelle got out of her bed and quickly went to her desk. She got out some paper and her pen and began to write in earnest. 
 
      
 
    Nobody in the family or any of their friends knew where Lord Drake and Catherine could’ve gone, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t try one of the tried and true addresses that she knew Lord Drake wouldn’t completely abandon: Stone Hill Manor. 
 
      
 
    Dearest Kitty, 
 
      
 
    I am writing this to you first of all because I wish you to know that you are missed and thought about most ardently by me as well as the rest of our family, though they may never admit to it. What you have done was indeed a shock to all of us and Mother especially is very displeased with you, but I’m not angry with you. I know why you did it and in fact, I feel that I must thank you for saving me from a fate I did not wish for myself. 
 
      
 
    Where have you gone? We’ve gleaned by now that you have run off with Lord Drake, and indeed we hope that you have married him. You must understand that it wouldn’t do if you are not married to him. 
 
      
 
    I do not expect that you will write back to me right away. All I expect is that you will return, and we can discuss everything that has occurred. 
 
      
 
    Everything is fine at home; all anyone ever talks about here is you and Lord Drake. You got what you’ve always wanted. You now get far more attention than I should ever wish for. 
 
      
 
    And you’re not even here with us! 
 
      
 
    Best wishes, love and kisses, 
 
      
 
    Noelle 
 
      
 
    Gently she folded up her letter, pressed a seal to it, and handed it off to one of the maids in the hallway. She trusted that they would be able to have it delivered to Stone Hill Manor before the next day was out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Rodrick very much enjoyed seeing Lady Noelle again and he hoped that another occasion soon might bring them together. All things considered, she looked quite well. Much better than the night he visited Grosvenor Square. 
 
      
 
    James had enjoyed himself as well. During their carriage ride back to Hertfordshire, all he could talk about was how happy he was that Lady Noelle seemed to have recovered from her sadness and shock. “Upon my word, I admire the girl; I wish I was as able to move on as she is.” 
 
      
 
    “You seemed quite happy to dance with Lady Andrews,” Rodrick said with a smirk. “I saw some smiles from you again at long last.”  
 
      
 
    His cousin blushed a little bit and he smiled at Rodrick. “She is a dear woman. I remember seeing her at the Salisbury ball. It’s so nice that we shall be able to see her more often now that she is married to one of my peers.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, it would be wonderful if we could see her more often,” Rodrick agreed. He thought that the ball had been a great example of how much fun such events could be if people didn’t remain so stodgy about titles and appearances. Everyone at that ball had been friendly regardless of rank or class. 
 
      
 
    Lord and Lady Prescott were an older couple who didn’t have any children of their own. Rodrick wondered what the Earl of Somerset – for that was Lord Prescott’s aged father – planned to do for an heir. There was gossip that they had a male family member down the lineage who could be given the title of Viscount once Lord Prescott ascended, but like other London rumors Rodrick had to be skeptical of it. 
 
      
 
    They apparently did have a large family outside of the peerage, however. Rodrick had noticed that quite a few members of their gathering had been unfamiliar to him and they all seemed to share the same facial features. Not that I was fully paying attention to the Prescotts. 
 
      
 
    He thought again of Lady Noelle and wished that there was a way to devise another chance to see her. Now that her family was going through the terrible loss of a daughter and sister, he didn’t imagine that it would be so easy for her to get away. Unless Lady Lydia was invited and brought her as her companion. 
 
      
 
    Now that Lady Noelle had lost Lady Catherine into the night, she would be in need of a new companion when she went to balls. This new partnering made sense to Rodrick, though he was not really in the habit of trying to orchestrate friendships in this manner. It was surely not his place to try to control anyone. 
 
      
 
    As he thought this, he recalled the things that Lord Drake had said to him. You forget your place because we were boys together. Rodrick supposed that it had been easy to let it slip from his mind at times that he was not on equal footing with anyone with whom he spent his time. 
 
      
 
    But the thought of trying to run off into Hertford and create a new social life for himself was wearying. Just thinking about having to essentially start all over again made him tired. He would rather sit at home with his books and his mother for the rest of his life. 
 
      
 
    He looked over and noticed that James was giving him a strange, thoughtful sort of smirk. Rodrick raised his eyebrows at his cousin. “What are you plotting over there?” 
 
      
 
    “You know,” Jamie said, putting his arm around Rodrick’s shoulders. “I was just thinking that having those ladies visit that day several weeks ago was so invigorating, not just for me but also for Father. Would it not be a grand idea if we were to host a ball of our own here at Westwood?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was not quite convinced that it would be a good idea. He knew his uncle well enough to know that he might spend the entirety of the ball out of doors. “Uncle Alex is not the most social person for that sort of event…” 
 
      
 
    James laughed a little. “It is true, but just because he is writ down as the host does not mean that he actually must be present. For example, did you see Lord Salisbury at his ball?” 
 
      
 
    “We saw him when first we entered.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but he stayed there in his study all of the night, helping himself to his own supply of spirits.” James grinned at the memory. “He didn’t feel it necessary to spend time with all of his guests. And I don’t think that it’s necessary for my father to be where he doesn’t wish to be.” 
 
      
 
    There was no doubt in Rodrick’s mind that his old uncle wouldn’t have a problem with his son hosting a ball in the estate house. As long as he can be out back scaring away all of the wildlife with his hounds, Rodrick thought, amused. He would be sure, of course, to come in for food and that’s when most of the guests would notice him. 
 
      
 
    “I think that this is a grand and masterful idea,” he said then. “I hope that I shall be invited?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” James said with a laugh. “And I’ll be sure to pass on an invitation to the Lady Noelle Fletcher as well.” He winked at Rodrick. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was amazed at this sudden change in his cousin. Not more than a day ago, he’d been so forlorn and Rodrick didn’t think that he’d ever see Jamie laugh or smile again. And now here Jamie was, excited and mirthful. 
 
      
 
    There must be something that he’s not telling me. Some reason that he is so extra-eager to throw a party here. Rodrick wondered if perhaps Jamie and Lady Noelle had been drinking from the same well of magic mead. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick enthusiastically helped his cousin write and send out invitations for a ball at Westwood to take place on the Friday hence. He smiled when he had occasion to write the name Lady Noelle Fletcher onto her paper. 
 
      
 
    On the day of the ball, Rodrick’s mother was once again thrilled to be going to spend time with her beloved son and nephew. “I haven’t seen dear Alexander in quite a while,” she said as Rodrick walked with her, arm-in-arm through the lovely greenery of the Westwood estate on their way to the mansion. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not likely to see much of him tonight either,” Rodrick said, only half-joking. “I have a feeling that he will be spending most of this ball out of doors.” 
 
      
 
    His mother smiled. “He never really was a social butterfly. Your father was the one who often convinced him to come out of his shell.” 
 
      
 
    She stopped walking for a moment so she could reach up and place her hands on Rodrick’s cheeks. She smiled up at him now, a tinge of sadness there in that smile. “You really are so very like him.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick felt a tinge of sadness himself then and he forced tears to not enter his eyes. Just barely. He hoped that that might be true. 
 
      
 
    They walked together to the front door and they were merrily welcomed in by one of the earl’s butlers. “Mr. Edwards and his mother, Mrs. Eleanor Edwards,” the butler announced to the people who were gathered in attendance at the ball.  
 
      
 
    James came quickly over and gave his cousin a friendly handshake. He was grinning and he stepped aside, revealing a fetching young lady who’d been there behind him. “Rodrick, please allow me to introduce you to Miss Rosalyn Tate,” he introduced. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Tate, this is my cousin and dearest friend, Mr. Rodrick Edwards.” 
 
      
 
    The young lady smiled and gave a little curtsy. She’d clearly been taught to do such a thing when greeting the nobility, but she did so for Rodrick just in case. He smiled at her and offered his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Delighted,” he said to her. She placed her hand into his and he bowed to her as she smiled back at him. Who was this young lady? He’d never seen her before. 
 
      
 
    His mother was standing there beside him with a rather strange expression on her face. She looked as though she recognized this young woman but couldn’t think of where. 
 
      
 
    Miss Tate had reddish-blonde hair and big, quite innocent-looking blue eyes. She very much appeared like an angel to Rodrick, though of course he did not really know anything about her character. He didn’t wish to make assumptions about anyone, lest they do the same about him. 
 
      
 
    He had to wonder if James had been introduced to her earlier and had decided that he liked her enough to introduce her to Rodrick. For a fleeting moment, he wondered if James thought Miss Tate would be a worthy match for him but then he noticed the look in his cousin’s eyes as he stood beside the young lady. 
 
      
 
    James was completely enamored with her. It came as a surprise to Rodrick because it really hadn’t been that long since James had been pining for Lady Catherine. He supposed that there could be more to the reason that Jamie didn’t propose than he let on. Perhaps he’d also been in love with this girl… 
 
      
 
    Rodrick didn’t think so, though. It wasn’t like his timid cousin to entertain romantic thoughts about two women at the same time. He’d been so passionate in his love for Lady Catherine; it couldn’t be so that he’d felt that way whilst also pining for another. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you two meet?” he asked James then, in a friendly and slightly playful way as if he was merely chiding the other man and not actually very curious. 
 
      
 
    James blushed as he smiled. “We met the other day at the Prescott ball. Miss Tate is a cousin on Lady Prescott’s side.” 
 
      
 
    Ah. Perhaps related to the future heir, Rodrick thought. The whole thing amused him more than anything. 
 
      
 
    Imagine being a cousin or the like to a titled man, only to discover that you are heir to a title yourself! Rodrick wondered what that would feel like and supposed that it would be similar to what happened to Lady Andrews. 
 
      
 
    Except she got an even better deal out of it. She got to marry someone that she loved and who loved her tremendously. He had no doubt about that. Lord Andrews had matched with her the way Rodrick wished it could be for everyone: they met at a perfectly normal party. 
 
      
 
    He awoke from his reverie and smiled approvingly at the pair of them. They did look quite nice beside one another. “Miss Tate, this is my mother, Mrs. Eleanor Edwards.” 
 
      
 
    While the two women greeted each other, Rodrick’s eyes scanned the room for any sign of Lady Noelle and her family. He hoped very much that they would come to the ball, for now he did indeed feel like an odd man out. Even Jamie had found himself a mate. 
 
      
 
    As kind and lovely as she is, I don’t wish to spend the whole night only dancing with my mother, he thought good-humoredly. He didn’t think that his mother had any interest in dancing at her age. Indeed, she seemed hopeful that she would find Uncle Alexander somewhere in the mansion. 
 
      
 
    Now that James had found a new light of his life, Rodrick supposed that he could calm down a little with regard to the treatment of his cousin by Lady Catherine. He was not looking forward to seeing the rest of the family very much, but he was ever hopeful that he would be able to dance a while with Lady Noelle. 
 
      
 
    He knew that it wasn’t really something that his mother wanted, but then neither was Lady Catherine supposed to run off into the night with Alphonse Drake, but there they all were. Nothing was going according to plan. So, he thought that he might be able to make the most of that. 
 
      
 
    What was one more dance? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Noelle was ecstatic when she received the invitation, directly from Mr. Edwards no less, to a ball at Westwood. Her parents and younger sisters were also invited, which thrilled her as well because normally Beth and Anna didn’t get a chance to attend balls like this, in fancy mansions in the country. The only balls they attended were in the city for the London Season. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to be on your best behavior, of course,” she said to the two of them as she braided Anna’s hair before pinning it up. If there’s one thing she wished to do for them, it was teaching them to be self-sufficient. “A lot of important people will be there.” 
 
      
 
    Beth giggled whilst Anna rolled her eyes. “We’re already always on our best behavior,” Anna countered. “We haven’t been raised to be any other way.” 
 
      
 
    The ladies’ maids worked to help the two younger girls get dressed in satisfactory evening gowns. Edith had already assisted Noelle with her dress – the lovely green one that matched Mr. Edwards’s eyes. She knew that he wouldn’t even notice but she still thought it would be a nice touch. 
 
      
 
    She would not have chosen to purchase this dress were it not for the fact that it made her think of him. 
 
      
 
    The duchess wasn’t so sure about the fact that they were certainly going to see the man again, but she softened at the thought of visiting with the old Earl of Montgomery and exploring Westwood to see if it was everything her daughters had told her about. “I shall be sad to see Lord Edwards knowing what a horrible trick Catherine played on him,” she said while they rode in their carriage to Hertfordshire.  
 
      
 
    “I think he is doing well,” Noelle said to her, smiling reassuringly. “When I saw him the other evening, he was in good spirits.” 
 
      
 
    “He deserves all of the best,” the duchess said, sighing and looking out of the window. Noelle knew that this meant he deserved better than Catherine.  
 
      
 
    Who knew? Perhaps he would meet someone today and they would be able to finally put the entire affair behind them. It would be wonderful to see Lord Edwards happily married after such an ordeal. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t received a letter or any sort of word from Kitty, which didn’t entirely surprise her. She had more or less told her sister that she didn’t have to write back if she was busy, but she hoped that she would. Why does she hide even from me? 
 
      
 
    Noelle wondered if Catherine thought that she was upset at her for ‘stealing’ Lord Drake. But surely Kitty knew that Noelle had no interest in him! She’d told her as much… 
 
      
 
    That was likely her cue, she thought, wishing that she hadn’t been so swift to inform her of her feelings – or indeed non-feelings – for the man. Catherine usually wasn’t so rash, though. Perhaps she really does love him… 
 
      
 
    Catherine was usually such a trouble-maker that it was difficult to know how she really felt about much of anything. 
 
      
 
    The carriage arrived outside the front of Westwood and the family disembarked. The Duke of Salisbury admired the mansion and nodded his approval. “It looks as well-maintained as ever,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “The Earl of Montgomery may be a reclusive fellow, but he takes care of his properties,” the duchess said, smiling at the thought of the old man. 
 
      
 
    For Noelle’s part, she was surprised that her mother gave any thought to the earl. He hadn’t struck her as particularly interesting, though she supposed that it was more to do with the fact that the only person who really spoke to him was Lord Drake. He loves hunting and it’s seemingly the only thing he ever wants to talk about, she thought. 
 
      
 
    The family was invited inside by Lord Edwards’s friendly butler and then they all joined the throngs of people who were milling about in his impressive ballroom. She didn’t recall it from prior engagements but she supposed the room didn’t make a good place for quiet conversation. After fetching herself a glass of water, Noelle gazed around the room in the hopes of meeting a pair of familiar green eyes. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, she caught sight of Lord Edwards and there, at his side, was none other than Mr. Edwards. Noelle grinned uncontrollably and crossed over the wooden floorboards to join him on the other side of the room. As she approached, she noticed the pretty lady on Lord Edwards’s other side. 
 
      
 
    Before Noelle was able to say anything, her family came along behind her as if they were acting as her entourage now. She really wished that they wouldn’t. The last thing Noelle needed was to be further embarrassed by her family’s antics. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Lord Edwards,” her father said to the gentleman, nodding his head politely. “We heard from our daughter Noelle here that you were getting along all right and we just wanted to come to you at once and pay our respects.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle couldn’t be entirely sure, but she thought she noticed a slight bristle in Lord Edwards as he regarded her father. The two men shook hands but he didn’t seem entirely pleased by what he’d said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure that I’d describe my feelings as ‘all right’, but I’ve managed to get by,” he said curtly. “It’s quite a lot to get sorted out, you understand. Lady Noelle has been a good help to me, of course… As well as Miss Tate.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded in a gesture towards the young lady at his side. 
 
      
 
    Noelle was surprised to discover that the woman who stood there with him was not Lady Tate. How peculiar that he should be standing here with an untitled woman and an untitled gentleman. She blushed to think of Mr. Edwards in that way, though. 
 
      
 
    To her, he was so much more. She wondered if that was the way it was for Lord Edwards too, regarding Miss Tate. 
 
      
 
    Wouldn’t it be nice if we all could forget about such nonsense? She inwardly laughed at the idea. There was no way that England was going to do away with her stately titles. 
 
      
 
    “How do you do, Miss Tate,” her mother greeted the woman. Noelle could sense the distaste in her voice but she didn’t believe that anyone else would be able to notice. She was often a scornful woman, but she wasn’t entirely impolite. 
 
      
 
    If she was, then they should never have been invited to anything, nor would they have been able to receive guests to their own events. Her father was personable but balls and fetes were more the duchess’s specialty. 
 
      
 
    Miss Tate greeted them all gracefully and Noelle noted that she had quite an elegant and almost regal air about her despite not being a part of the nobility. “It is so nice to make your acquaintance,” Noelle said to her, giving a small curtsy. “I don’t believe we’ve ever met.” 
 
      
 
    “Miss Tate and her family were at the Prescotts’ ball,” Mr. Edwards informed her with another of his warm, friendly smiles. She didn’t think that she could ever tire of looking at him. She was glad for any excuse to spend more time in his company, even if her parents were right there at her back. 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” Noelle said in response to his explanation. “But that makes sense. How fortuitous that you and Lord Edwards should have met.” She smiled at Miss Tate. 
 
      
 
    She looked from Lord Edwards to Mr. Edwards and then she had a strange thought. Suppose that I am wrong and Miss Tate has been chosen to be Mr. Edwards’s dance partner? Oh, how I hope that this is not the case! 
 
      
 
    There was no indication in Mr. Edwards’s demeanor, but the gentleman was always so sweet that it was difficult to know who he might fancy and who indeed he was merely being polite towards. She liked to think that she fully understood his mind, as he always seemed to understand hers, but she could not be sure. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I thank God for that,” Lord Edwards said to her, beaming from Noelle to Miss Tate. “I must admit that for a while there, I didn’t know how I was ever going to go on, but now I have quite forgotten to feel anything but glad.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle looked over at her mother, tilting her head a little in response to this new development. Her mother looked like she’d just swallowed an entire lemon. Whole.  
 
      
 
    Surely, he didn’t mean to marry this girl, her mother most definitely was thinking. She has no prospects, no fortune, nothing to give him! It was impossible for Noelle to keep a straight face when she thought of what her mother was thinking. 
 
      
 
    She may not have known the thoughts of Mr. Edwards, but she certainly knew what her mother thought. 
 
      
 
    “I must say that I never imagined you would go for this sort of marriage,” the duchess said, not caring if this comment was insensitive. “What does your father think?” 
 
      
 
    “Mother!” Noelle couldn’t believe that her mother was vocalizing things like this instead of keeping it inside to complain about later. She was treating the viscount as though he was her child. It was quite inappropriate. 
 
      
 
    The duchess shrugged a shoulder, looking at Noelle as if she was really the rude one. 
 
      
 
    Lord Edwards had gone red in the face, as had Miss Tate. Mr. Edwards, likewise, looked quite annoyed at this outburst. 
 
      
 
    “She doesn’t know what she’s saying,” Noelle said in an effort to soothe them, glaring daggers at her mother. Her sisters stood by and looked down at their feet much as they had the evening of their mother’s big lecture to Noelle in the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    “I know precisely what I’m saying,” the duchess said, lifting her nose into the air in a haughty manner. “It is not wrong of me to confess that this behavior is strange. I don’t know how the Earl of Montgomery feels about this, but I do think that it is most irregular.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Edwards bowed a bit awkwardly. “I daresay that we should take our leave now,” he said as gracefully as he could. “It has been a pleasure to see you again, your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    He bowed to Noelle’s father as well before giving her a pointed sort of look. He escorted Miss Tate away from them and Noelle was left to stand there in front of Mr. Edwards, at a complete loss for what to say. She certainly couldn’t be pressed to explain her mother’s queer behavior, except that she had predicted that she was thinking such things. 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry,” she said to Mr. Edwards, taking his offered arm so they could walk around the ballroom together, as they had done the first evening that they met. It would help them tremendously to get away from her horrid mother, as Lord Edwards had been wise to do. “I promise you that I have no idea where that outburst came from.” 
 
      
 
    To her surprise, he smiled at her and nodded his head. “Oh, I actually think you do. It’s just as you once warned me about: she is displeased by anyone who does not follow the rules of the ton, and anyone who does not have a title.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle blushed clear to crimson. She could not recall if she had ever told the gentleman that about her mother, but he had the right of it. “That is indeed true, which is why she only ever dreamt of me marrying Lord Drake and now she believes me to be a failure.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, she surely doesn’t think that you’re a failure,” Mr. Edwards said to her, shaking his head. “Just don’t think about marrying anyone who is a commoner.” 
 
      
 
    He had a mirthful twinkle in his handsome, glowing eyes. She wished that she might be able to laugh along with him about this, but all she really wanted to do was cry. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Rodrick came away from the ball thinking that Lady Noelle was certainly not to blame for her sister’s behavior. He had been surprised by Lady Catherine’s behavior, but he could see now that Lady Noelle had been just as taken aback as he was. Lady Noelle was nothing like her sister. 
 
      
 
    Poor Miss Tate, he thought as he walked home that night, absent even a farewell from his cousin. James had gone off with the lady and he hadn’t seen him since. Poor Jamie, too. 
 
      
 
    The sadness that met his eyes when he looked at Lady Noelle was all he needed to understand that she was feeling so distraught in this new position in which she was thrust. Her sister had taken her prospective husband away from her and…  
 
      
 
    And what? She prefers the company of commoners such as me. He had to smile a little; she didn’t seem like she was planning to stop that behavior. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was grateful that the daughter really was not like the mother. He supposed that there was more of the father in her personality, though he hadn’t quite had a chance to get to know the duke. He thought it was interesting indeed that both he and Lady Noelle should share traits with their fathers. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Noelle looked very pretty tonight,” his mother suddenly said to him, breaking him from his thoughts. He’d quite forgotten that she was traveling home with him. She’d been quiet as a mouse at this ball. 
 
      
 
    He looked over at her and nodded his head slowly. “Really, she always does,” he replied. “I would be very surprised if she suddenly did not.” 
 
      
 
    His mother was giving him a sad sort of smile. “I know,” she said. “Be careful with that one, love.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick raised an eyebrow at her, but he knew what she meant. It wouldn’t do for him to tie himself to Lady Noelle’s star for she would never be able to be with him. I wonder if I might magically meet a woman the way James did. 
 
      
 
    He still had to wonder if Miss Tate was somehow nobility, she just didn’t know it. He supposed that it should always be a mystery. After all, once she married Jamie, she’d be Lady Edwards anyway. 
 
      
 
    Will the duchess accept her then? Or will she not because she will always know that the girl came from ‘nothing?’ 
 
      
 
    When their stroll came to an end and they arrived back at Wildhill, he could think of nothing more besides going to sleep and hoping for a new day to begin. He had a fitful sleep, dreaming of only Lady Noelle. 
 
      
 
    Let her not avoid me now. Her mother has nothing to worry about. I know my place. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t agree with his ‘place’ but he knew it. 
 
      
 
    A few mornings later, Lord Edwards appeared at his front door. Rodrick greeted his cousin most amiably, glad to see that James was no worse for wear after that awkward conversation and parting. Indeed, James still smiled as if he was too happy to be hurt by much of anything. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a blessed day, isn’t it?” Jamie said to him as he came inside Wildhill and sat with Rodrick in the lounge. “I haven’t seen a fairer day in some time.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick looked at him amusedly as he sat in a wing chair. “I suppose it is,” he replied. “I haven’t really been out of doors much today.” 
 
      
 
    Jamie looked as though he had something that he wished to tell his cousin but he didn’t know how to begin. Rodrick examined his expression and knew that what he saw was good news, whatever it may be. I think I have some idea… 
 
      
 
    “Did you enjoy the ball the other evening?” James asked him expectantly.  
 
      
 
    Rodrick wouldn’t say no, either way, considering that the ball had taken place at James’s estate. He smiled brightly and nodded. “I did. I hope that you did as well.” 
 
      
 
    He figured that James had enjoyed himself or he wouldn’t be so smiley when he asked about it. Maybe he hadn’t been so hurt by the duchess’s words as Rodrick thought he was. Sometimes James did have thicker skin than he let on. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps Miss Tate was able to soothe any sour feelings that he might’ve had after that. At once Rodrick was grateful for her being there. He knew that the young lady could be rather good for him and his broken heart. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, his heart would not be broken anymore if she could continue being there and soothing it for him… Rodrick’s smile grew. 
 
      
 
    James was looking at him curiously and blushing as if he could read his mind. “Indeed, I did,” he replied. “In fact, I have some news that I really must share with you.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick didn’t have to wonder what this news could be. But it was awfully swift of him. He knew that James had been in such a state and he’d been feeling as if it might somehow be his fault, for not proposing marriage sooner, but Rodrick didn’t think that rushing into anything was a good idea either… 
 
      
 
    “I am really fond of Miss Tate,” James informed him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” Rodrick said. This was not exactly news. 
 
      
 
    “I think that I might wish to marry her, but I am not sure if I ought to ask her for her hand already,” James went on. “I am conflicted. But I do think that I ought to tell her how I feel.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smiled at him once more, so relieved to hear that James was still thinking clearly about it after all. “That’s a good plan; there’s no need to rush. I have a good feeling that Miss Tate would be willing to wait.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but I won’t wait too terribly long!” James said passionately, unable to keep the smile from his face for even a moment. “I think I shall court her a few months in order to give it some more time and then I shall go speak with her parents.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick nodded. “A wise idea,” he agreed. 
 
      
 
    He was so happy to see his cousin so happy. He had been so worried for his dear cousin after everything that had occurred, so it was truly a blessing to see Jamie come out of it all with the love that he so deserved. 
 
      
 
    Later on, after James had gone back to Westwood – to send a letter off to his new lady love, Rodrick didn’t doubt – a letter arrived for Rodrick at Wildhill. He received it from Smyth and brought it into his study to read it in private. 
 
      
 
    It came from Stone Hill Manor. 
 
      
 
    “Good lord,” he said under his breath before carefully tearing it open. 
 
      
 
     Dear Rodrick, 
 
      
 
    I find it necessary to write to you and make it known that Lady Catherine and I were married in Gretna Green. We were not together long at all before we were wed, so you may put aside any incorrect notions about what occurred that night. 
 
      
 
    This letter is meant to bring comfort to your family as well as the Duke of Salisbury’s family. I, of course, bear him no ill will, considering who I am now married to. Indeed, we never meant to harm anyone with our affection and love for each other. 
 
      
 
     Lady Catherine is very well with me. We have been on holiday for some time in Scotland, enjoying the sights there and the relaxation that often comes from time apart from family. It was she who bade me to write to you and let you know that everything is well. 
 
      
 
    We have now returned from Scotland and we are home at Stone Hill Manor. The new marchioness is quite happy here and my father dotes on her in ways you wouldn’t believe were real, coming from the old grouch. I hope that it shan’t be long before we see you again. 
 
      
 
    How is your dear cousin? We sincerely hope for the best for him in the future. We never met to slight him in any way. 
 
      
 
    We are planning to have a party here soon and of course you were the first man I wanted to invite. How strange it is, given that you are not a lord of any kind. You’re the lord and chief among my friends. 
 
      
 
    Fondest regards, 
 
      
 
    Lord Drake 
 
      
 
    “Alfie” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick could tell that the man was making every effort to appear cordial towards him. He wondered if this was sincere or if he somehow was feeling desperate now. He couldn’t imagine that Alphonse had many friends at this point. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t want to go to any ball that was hosted at Stone Hill by that man or his new bride. Even if the family and James had moved on, that did not mean that anything was forgiven. It was good to know that they were married and that they’d safely returned from Scotland, but that was the extent of his feelings for them at the moment. 
 
      
 
    “They hope for the best for Jamie,” Rodrick said in a low, angry voice. “Indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” Smyth asked him. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick didn’t realize that his butler was standing in the doorway. He looked over at him and gave a false smile, not wishing his servant to feel concerned for something that hardly concerned even Rodrick. “It’s nothing,” he said to the butler, “it’s just a letter from the most scandalous man in England.” 
 
      
 
    Smyth gave a knowing sort of nod and left the doorway, seeing that he wasn’t needed there for the moment. 
 
      
 
    I wonder if Mother should know that they have returned, Rodrick thought. He certainly wasn’t going to send word of it to James. Now that his cousin was happy with another, Rodrick didn’t wish to mention that girl again.  
 
      
 
    Miss Tate was more of a lady than Catherine Fletcher would ever be. He didn’t care that she was a marchioness now. She had no sense of honor or propriety, as far as he was concerned. 
 
      
 
    He had to wonder if the Duke and Duchess of Salisbury would attend that dreaded ball, however. They likely wished to see their daughter again even if it was under these tarnished circumstances. A daughter was still a daughter; they had not completely cast her out. 
 
      
 
    In fact, the duchess seems to hold her in high regard compared to Lady Noelle, which I shall never understand. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, Rodrick wondered if he should send word to this lady, but he thought better of it. There was a high chance that Lady Drake had sent word to her sister anyway. It was far better for Lady Noelle to receive the news directly from her than from an outsider. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick wished that he could be with Lady Noelle at that moment. He knew that what she was going through couldn’t be very pleasant. Her sister was now married to that man and she had been completely neglected by nearly everyone that was close to her. 
 
      
 
    As much as he wished to write to her, he thought that it would be best to leave well enough alone. He didn’t want to keep getting mixed up in that family and further alienate himself. 
 
      
 
    The duchess was never going to like him and in fact, the more she saw him with her daughter, the more she was going to dislike him. Rodrick knew that he’d been asking for that scorn he’d received for some time. He hadn’t truly been surprised by her words; it was mainly the fact that she’d so brazenly said them for all to hear. 
 
      
 
    Her judgment of Miss Tate was clearly judgment that extended to him as well. The duchess wished for her family to avoid such acquaintances entirely. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, perhaps it was better that Lady Noelle moved on with her life and him with his. That would be the best way to put this horrible chapter behind them. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Rodrick had never been the best at taking even his own advice. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Salisbury asked all of his remaining family to meet with him in the drawing room because he had some news to share with them. Noelle couldn’t help but think that this meeting was going to turn into scrutinizing her some more. She’d grown to truly hate those family meetings… 
 
      
 
    She sat on the couch between Emily and Anna, looking at their father. He seemed so tired and as if he had aged several years since Catherine left. She wondered then if this meeting was about Kitty somehow. 
 
      
 
    Had there been some news as to her whereabouts? 
 
      
 
     “I’ve received word from Catherine and Lord Drake.” Her father held up a piece of paper. “Apparently we have been invited to a ball that they’re hosting at their estate.” 
 
      
 
    The fact that he referred to the place as their estate made Noelle’s flesh crawl a little bit.  
 
      
 
    “A ball?” her mother asked him, sounding an odd mixture of surprised and impressed. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, we will not be going to such a ball,” the duke continued, eyeing his wife. “It would be inappropriate to support their nonsense. We wouldn’t want to bring even further undue attention to this family.” 
 
      
 
    Her mother and sisters – sans Emily, bless her – pouted at this news but Noelle’s heart lifted a bit in her chest. It was surely not a good idea to engage in this sort of thing. She really did wish to stay away from all of the pitying looks. 
 
      
 
    But then she thought of Kitty… Dear Kitty… She remembered how she had written to her and asked for information about how she was and where she had gone to. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps this ball was Kitty’s response to her. It did make sense that Catherine would be eager to show off her new husband and her new life as the Marchioness of Fairfax. 
 
      
 
    As much as it was not the sort of thing Noelle took pleasure in, she actually wished to go to this ball and confront Lord Drake. She could give him a piece of her mind and maybe get some answers from her foolish sister. To be sure, it seemed like the right thing to do in this situation. 
 
      
 
    “I think that we really ought to go, Papa,” Noelle said. “We shall be expected there, not just by Kitty and the marquess but by everyone else in the ton. We would look far better if we were to go to her and stand by her side than if we were to ignore her.” 
 
      
 
    Her sisters and mother all looked at her, not believing that she of all of them had spoken up in favor of going. 
 
      
 
    “People will talk,” the duke said, clearly weakening his guard. “I thought that you of all people would want to be finished with that man.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle shook her head vaguely. “People will talk no matter what we do. I am finished with that man, Papa, but she is my sister.” 
 
      
 
    He regarded her a moment, scratching the beard on his chin with his thumb. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said thoughtfully. “I only wish that we could visit with the one without having to see the other. But at least they’re married.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled at him and immediately went to him, giving her father a big hug. “Thank you, Papa. I’m sure it will be all right now that Lord Edwards has found himself a new lady.” 
 
      
 
    This made her mother frown, but Noelle was tired of caring about how her mother felt. She was never going to agree with her, so what was the point in worrying about such matters? At least her father and sisters supported her. 
 
      
 
    They were all a bunch of romantics, really. Apart from the duchess. 
 
      
 
    The family made arrangements to go to their home in Thornwood in order to attend the ball in Haverhill in a few days’ time. Noelle wasn’t exactly looking forward to returning to that cold cave of a home, but she was willing to visit in order to see Kitty again. 
 
      
 
     The coach ride to Thornwood was long and uneventful, not helped at all by the steady rain that picked up practically as soon as the family had boarded. Noelle gazed out of the window, wishing that she could draw the sights that she saw – the weathered trees drooping low with the weight of the weather, the rolling fields perfect for a run through muddy puddles – but her pen would not be able to draw a straight line for the rocking and bouncing that their coach continued to put its passengers through. 
 
      
 
    On the evening of the Fairfax ball, the rain hadn’t let up. So, for three more hours in the coach, Noelle and her family endured – this time dressed in all of their finery – another dreary ride. I do hope that this ball is more fun than I’ve been anticipating, to make up for this completely soaked journey out here. 
 
      
 
     They were led into the drawing room of Lord Drake’s mansion where they were able to remove their wet coats. A butler and a maid took their wet things and hung them up to dry near the fireplace where there were several other articles hanging. Noelle hugged herself as she stood there in her lilac-colored gown, gazing around the semi-familiar space. 
 
      
 
    I wonder if this is where it all really began, she thought. Did they know while we were here that they were going to do this? 
 
      
 
    She didn’t think that Catherine would’ve been able to keep such a thing from her sister, even if she had wanted to. 
 
      
 
    They all marched out of the sitting room and into the massive ballroom, which Noelle thought appeared just as cavernous and eerie as the other rooms. I wonder where the Earl of Cumberland is…  
 
      
 
    As Noelle gazed around the room, she realized that there was no sign of Catherine or Lord Drake yet. She so hoped that this entire thing had not been a ploy to get everyone together without their actually being present in the house themselves. What would be the point of that? 
 
      
 
     She tried not to give in to fears of the ominous things that this castle-mansion seemed to always give off. Right as she was about to seek out the refreshments table in order to get herself a glass of champagne, a butler flounced into the doorway of the great room. “Presenting the Duke and Duchess of Cumberland!” he announced. 
 
      
 
    Noelle was grateful that she didn’t find a glass of champagne for she surely would have dropped it at the sound of this pronouncement. She looked and saw Catherine and Lord Drake come into the room… Had something befallen his father without anyone else knowing? 
 
      
 
    Happily, Catherine and her new husband came over to Noelle and the rest of the family. Are they really indeed married? Noelle had to wonder, until she saw the glittering gold ring on her finger.  
 
      
 
    Murmurs filled the room but they had no time for that. “Good evening, Salisbury,” Alphonse said to her father. “I regret that you had to find out this way, but my beloved father just passed away. Your daughter, my Catherine, has been such a comfort to me in this dark time.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle blinked at him and then looked at her sister, who had a small and slightly sad smile on her face as she nodded along with her husband. Noelle felt something in the pit of her stomach. Lord Drake was now a duke and her sister had completely eclipsed her. 
 
      
 
    At once, she wondered why she had thought this meeting would be such a good idea. Catherine didn’t need their support, she only wished to gloat and parade in front of them. Noelle could feel her mother’s pride in Catherine as she stood there beside her. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Noelle said to her sister, giving her a hug in spite of herself. Even though she wanted the same attention that Catherine was now receiving, Noelle could still be happy for her. “My little sister is a duchess.” 
 
      
 
    Something about that didn’t sit entirely right with her, but she pushed such thoughts away for the time being. The man was old and ill. It’s not difficult to believe that he has died. 
 
      
 
    “I know!” Kitty beamed excitedly at her. “I assure you that I certainly didn’t set out for this, though I knew that it was an eventuality.” 
 
      
 
    “It was more than an eventuality,” the new Duke of Cumberland said with a mysterious smile. He remained unchanged since the last time Noelle had seen him, alas. “I knew that he was fading from us.” 
 
      
 
    Did you indeed? Noelle thought, narrowing her eyes at him. And just how much of that did you have a hand in? 
 
      
 
    She was not going to try and convict the man for murder. She did not have any proof and she’d had more than enough of thinking about him as it was, so she let this idea drop. “My condolences,” she said instead, lowering her gaze so that she might at least appear sad. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” he replied, taking her hand and giving it a kiss. “You are a dear sister to Catherine and now you shall be a dear sister to me. I just know it.” 
 
      
 
    The very thought made Noelle feel sick. Still, she graciously smiled at him and gave a little curtsy. “I would like that very much, your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    The words felt repugnant on her tongue. She wished that Mr. Edwards was at this ball, but she saw neither him nor his cousin. I can’t really blame Lord Edwards for not wishing to attend this…spectacle. 
 
      
 
    There was not a great deal of dancing at this ball. Catherine and the duke danced several times whilst everyone else watched. Noelle watched her mother’s face as she watched them and felt that there was no chance this woman would ever care much about what she did with her life now. 
 
      
 
    In a way, it felt freeing. But Noelle had spent her whole life trying to do what was right and what was expected of her. She’d lived her whole life expecting to marry a nobleman who would continue her family’s legacy and give her little future lords and ladies.  
 
      
 
    Now all of that had gone up in smoke. And her mother never once even glanced at her. 
 
      
 
    She was glad that Kitty had secured a man as wealthy and high-ranking as the duke was, but she couldn’t help feeling as though all of this could have happened in a proper way. It was also irrational and absurd, but she felt liberated. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she could get away, Noelle went to the refreshments table just outside of the ballroom. She got herself a glass of champagne and sipped it while observing some of the other people at the duke and duchess’s ball. She didn’t really recognize anyone else who was there, which made her believe that they’d invited a lot of people in the duke’s inner circle.  
 
      
 
    Surely, she didn’t know everyone in London, Noelle thought, remembering her modesty. She was glad to know that Catherine was going to be introduced to new people. She just wished that they would remember the people in the Salisbury circle as well. 
 
      
 
    If I shall be forced to come to balls that she holds and my friends are never there, then I don’t know what I shall do. Noelle thought that the duke would not neglect to invite Mr. Edwards to his parties. And that’s when she wondered if perhaps Mr. Edwards had been invited, he just decided not to come. 
 
      
 
    Noelle was sad when she thought about what he and Lord Edwards must still be going through. It was terrible to know that the town was continually talking about them. She knew that the same thing was going on about her and would continue to do so for some time considering that she was still unmarried and therefore a prominent member of the ton. 
 
      
 
    She just hoped that Mr. Edwards wasn’t avoiding her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Rodrick chose not to go to Alphonse and Catherine’s ball on principle. He wanted to support James by not spending further time with that abominable man. Of course, he likely wouldn’t be able to avoid him forever, but he would certainly do his best to avoid Alphonse as long as possible. 
 
      
 
    His mother was sad that she was forced to miss out on a good time at Stone Hill Manor, but as soon as they heard that the old duke had passed away, she figured that she might not have had anyone there to talk to. “Surely the Duke and Duchess of Salisbury wouldn’t have gone, and dear Alexander wouldn’t have been there, so I would have been the lone old woman sitting in a chair in the corner.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh Mother, it pains me to hear you talk that way. You wouldn’t have been sitting in a corner by yourself. I should have sat there beside you and kept you company.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick wasn’t sad that they hadn’t gone, but he did feel sorry for his mother. She was fond of parties, even if she did act as though she was too old to attend them. James, of course, had no interest in attending as he was too busy with Miss Tate these days. 
 
      
 
    And if he doesn’t go, I don’t exactly feel the need to attend, Rodrick thought. 
 
      
 
    He had to admit that it did feel strange to sit out a ball, especially one that was hosted by his friend. But Alphonse hadn’t really thought about his feelings when he spoke so harshly to Rodrick and ran off with his cousin’s intended…  
 
      
 
    He should know that there were consequences for his actions. 
 
      
 
    On the evening while the ball was taking place, Rodrick chose to spend some time with his Uncle Alexander. They went for a long walk through the trees beyond Westwood. The old man was more interested in trying to find wildlife than in actual conversation, but Rodrick thought that this was perfectly all right because he had a lot on his mind. 
 
      
 
    I hope that Jamie won’t neglect his father and spend all of his time with Miss Tate now. He shouldn’t start acting like Alphonse acted towards his father. It was not such a surprise to Rodrick that the old Duke of Cumberland had died. 
 
      
 
    He, of course, couldn’t be sure if it was because of Alphonse not being around to take care of him; it could’ve just been an ailment of being old. But Rodrick did have to wonder if Alfie’s absence contributed. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t going to try to blame his friend for the death of the old man, though. It was a fleeting thought that he quickly cast aside. Alphonse may have had a lot of faults, but he was no murderer. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was quite taken aback when word reached him a few days after the event that the Duke of Salisbury and his entire family had indeed attended the ball. He couldn’t believe it at first that Lady Noelle would go to a ball that was hosted by the man. Rather than simply accepting this rumor as fact, he decided that he really ought to send her a letter. 
 
      
 
    Sitting at his desk in his study, much like he had when he received the letter from Alfie, he held a pen to his paper and thought of what to say for some minutes before he actually wrote anything down. 
 
      
 
    Dear Lady Noelle Fletcher, 
 
      
 
    It grieved me to hear that you attended the ball that was hosted at Stone Hill Manor. I thought that you might sit it out because of all of the trouble that the now-called duke caused you. I know that your sister was there as well and you may have missed her, but I wonder if somehow by doing this you have encouraged them. 
 
      
 
    I did not attend this ball because I knew that my cousin James would not wish me to. After everything he did to Jamie and all of the calamity he put him through, I cannot blame Jamie for feeling that way. He has moved on and has thoughts of Miss Tate to entertain him now. 
 
      
 
    Please tell me that you shall reconsider attending such parties. I believe you to be one of the smartest, most honorable ladies in the whole of England so I hope that you shall not let me down in this regard. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
      
 
    Mr. Rodrick Edwards 
 
      
 
    He hoped that it wasn’t too formal of him to sign his whole name including the mister but he wanted to make sure to remain proper. If he showed her the proper respect that she deserved, she may take his request more seriously, he believed. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that this concern was rather presumptuous, though. A few days went by and then he, in turn, received a letter from the lady herself, written in her beautiful handwriting. He could scarcely believe that the lady had deigned to actually write him back, and in such a short amount of time. 
 
      
 
    He had Smyth come with him to the study with the letter in hand, and then Rodrick sent the butler away to find some fresh paper for the response he would surely need to send. He sat at his desk and gently opened the paper to read what Lady Noelle had written. 
 
      
 
    Dear Mr. Edwards, 
 
      
 
    Please let me assure you that my attending the ball was not something that I did for my own enjoyment. Indeed, it did not turn out to be a very good time for me. I did it for my sister Catherine. 
 
      
 
    I wished to support her because my family was firmly prepared to not go. For all of her follies, she is my beloved younger sister and it felt wrong of me to avoid seeing her again when she has been very missed here of late. As you know, I am the eldest child in my parents’ home and now I feel as though I have been forever overshadowed by this little sister. 
 
      
 
    When I attended this ball, I was quickly made to feel as though there was something wrong with me. My sister, though glad to see me, was not very grateful to me for forgiving her – or at least trying to. My mother was once more swept up into the duke’s web and I fear that she shall always be enamored with him as her most favorite son-in-law. 
 
      
 
    It grieves me indeed to read of your sorrow at my attending. I swear to you that I did not mean any harm to you or your cousin by going. I thought only of my sister’s newfound happiness and I didn’t wish to distance my family from her. Despite her poor judgment, she is still a beloved and dear sister. 
 
      
 
    Fondly, 
 
      
 
    Noelle Fletcher 
 
      
 
    Rodrick appreciated first of all that she had signed her name without ‘Lady’ attached to it. He felt that she’d signed her letter as she would to an intimate friend. Can it be that she thinks of me in that manner even now? 
 
      
 
    He didn’t quite know how to respond to her sweet and thoughtful letter. He felt ashamed of himself for assuming that she had gone to the party in order to spite him or James in some way. He should have known that it had all been for her sister. 
 
      
 
    And now that he read her account, he saw that she had not had a happy time of things. The poor girl… Rodrick knew that he should never think of a lady like her as ‘poor,’ but he couldn’t help himself in this instance. 
 
      
 
    To be somehow demoted by her family and cast aside once her sister married Alphonse… Rodrick never could have predicted something so cruel from the duchess. He knew that she could be quite cold and calculating about certain things, but he’d never known her to completely give up on one of her children. 
 
      
 
    He made a note to speak with his mother about this at some point soon, seeking her motherly advice. He knew that his own dear mother would never cast anyone in her family aside like that, especially not because of a title. 
 
      
 
    But then, Mrs. Edwards had never worried her head about such things. He was forever appreciative of that. 
 
      
 
    Smyth came into his room, tearing him from his rather sad thoughts, and the butler gladly handed Rodrick a fresh stack of papers. Rodrick thanked him and then placed the papers onto his desk, producing one so that he could begin his letter back to Lady Noelle. 
 
      
 
    It was helpful that his butler stayed right there on hand because it would make the process of sending this new letter off all the easier. 
 
      
 
    Dear Lady Noelle, 
 
      
 
    Thank you ever so much for your letter and explanation. I must say first off that I am sorry for ever judging you or your actions prematurely. I see now how wrong I had assessed things.  
 
      
 
    I did not know that your family had been so adamantly against you going in support of your sister, nor did I understand your mother to be so dismissive of you now that the duke has married another. This is not fair to you, nor is it fair to your sister. I daresay that I care more for you than for the duchess’s feelings, but still, I can see how it might cause a rift between all involved. 
 
      
 
    How unfair as well it is for whatever future husband you shall certainly find for yourself! Not yet married to you but already cast aside as less of a worthy son-in-law than the Duke of Cumberland. I can promise you, as his oldest friend, that he is not worth such high praise, even in his best moments and moods. 
 
      
 
    Ever since that fateful night that he stole away with your sister, I must confess that I have been at odds with him in my heart. As dear an old friend as he is to me, I do believe that these actions have forever ruined our chances of ever being as close as we once were. 
 
      
 
    I know that my position is nothing compared to yours. For me, quitting the friendship of a man such as him is easy, but for you I know it is quite the opposite. Would that I knew a decent lord so-and-so that I could introduce you to. 
 
      
 
    Since I can produce no such lord for you, might I at least invite you to come stay at Wildhill for a few days? My mother shall, of course, be here to be your companion and friend and keep things decent. You know that I shall remain as decent and gentlemanly as I have always strived to be. 
 
      
 
    You needn’t reply but I shall take your arrival this coming Saturday afternoon as your acceptance of this invitation. 
 
      
 
    As always, I look forward to seeing you again. I hope that your journey shall be peaceful and easy for you. I shall instruct my servants to have the guest room prepared for your stay. 
 
      
 
    Fondest wishes, 
 
      
 
    Rodrick Edwards 
 
      
 
    He’d signed his letter in this fashion and folded up the paper without even thinking of it. He thought about trying to correct this error as soon as he realized it, but then he decided that if she was being a bit informal then so could he! 
 
      
 
    He handed the letter to Smyth and bade him to get it delivered to Lady Noelle as quickly as possible, so she would have plenty of time to prepare for her visit to Wildhill. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    The invitation to stay at Wildhill excited Noelle to no end, not least of all because she thought that Rodrick’s home was so beautiful and intriguing. Her heart leaped as soon as she read his letter. “Mother, Mr. Edwards has invited me to visit his manor again,” she informed the duchess. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure that her mother was going to approve this visit, especially now that it was more known that the duchess was not fond of Mr. Edwards. But her mother did not think that it was such a bad idea. It was always a good thing when Noelle left the house. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be close to Westwood,” her mother pointed out. “Perhaps you can give our good wishes to Lord Edwards. It was such a shame that he wasn’t present at Catherine’s party.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle did her best to prevent herself from rolling her eyes. She did indeed hope that she would see Lord Edwards again, and perhaps his shy but sweet father, the Earl of Montgomery. She really did bear them no ill will. They were victims of the Duke of Cumberland’s deceit as much as she was. 
 
      
 
    She hoped that he might still be courting Miss Tate. She seemed like such a pleasant and gay creature. There was something so romantic about how they met. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t care what her mother said; meeting someone like Miss Tate seemed far better than being forced into matrimony by one’s parents. 
 
      
 
    Edith and Catherine’s old lady’s maid helped Noelle pack up a valise for her stay at Wildhill. For a time, the duke considered going along with her, but then his wife prevailed. “His mother will be there to make sure that they both behave themselves.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle appreciated that her mother said both in case Noelle would try anything. She had to smile at the very idea. She’d never so much as hugged the gentleman before, though she certainly had wanted to. 
 
      
 
    She got into a hired coach for the journey all the way back to lovely Hertfordshire. For the duration of her ride, Noelle chose to rest her head against the back cushion of her seat and rest. She wanted to have energy in order to explore more of the lovely land that existed there. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she arrived at Wildhill, the butler enthusiastically showed her inside. She sat on the couch in the sitting room and waited for her host to greet her there. After a few minutes, his mother appeared instead. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Edwards beamed at Noelle and happily went right to her, sitting beside her and taking her hand. “It is wonderful to see you again, my lady,” she said politely. 
 
      
 
    Noelle appreciated the older woman very much. It felt as if she had another mother with her, but a mother who was much less concerned about each person’s rank and place in society. Mrs. Edwards was far more relaxed than the duchess would ever be. 
 
      
 
    “It’s so good to see you again, too,” Noelle sincerely said to Mrs. Edwards, smiling at her. “I hoped that I would find myself back here at some point.” 
 
      
 
    “Rodrick will be so glad to hear that you said that,” the older woman said enthusiastically. “He always worries that this place isn’t as fine as his uncle’s estate, but I think he is being quite silly. This manor is exactly the home that we Edwardses need.” 
 
      
 
    As lovely as Noelle thought Westwood was, she’d always loved the cottage-style manor house even more. She couldn’t quite explain why. She thought it might be the fact that it was situated in such a sweet little forest area. 
 
      
 
    She knew that Westwood had forests behind it as well, but it was nothing like the fairytale-like, idyllic spot that Mr. Edwards had for himself. Noelle wondered if his father, the late Mr. Edwards, had built the home himself or if it had been passed down for generations like Westwood no doubt had. 
 
      
 
    Before Noelle had long to ponder the home, the man of the house appeared in the doorway of the sitting room. He grinned the handsome grin that she knew and was deeply fond of. She smiled brightly back at him and stood up from the couch in an effort to acknowledge his presence. 
 
      
 
    He performed his usual polite bowing and then he invited her to go for a walk with him. “I imagine that you’ve had your fill of sitting down in drawing rooms or standing in ballrooms. A walk in nature should help you clear your thoughts of all the unpleasantness.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at him appreciatively and nodded. Though she wished that they could go off alone, she didn’t mind that his mother was accompanying them. After all, it wouldn’t exactly do if anyone should come upon her alone with the man, even if they were only going for a walk. 
 
      
 
    “I would very much like that,” Noelle said in agreement. They strolled out of the back door of his manor house and into the beautiful green fields beyond. 
 
      
 
    “You know what Lady Noelle was just saying to me before you came into the room?” his mother asked with a grin. “She said that she prefers Wildhill to Westwood. She loves the nature that surrounds this place.” 
 
      
 
    She looked pointedly at Noelle. “Isn’t that so?” 
 
      
 
    Blushing a little, Noelle smiled and nodded her head. “Yes,” she replied, looking from her to Mr. Edwards. “I have been hoping to return here to Wildhill if ever the need arose.” 
 
      
 
    He was looking at her with an expression of disbelief on his face. “Well then I am very glad that I invited you here,” he said. “I thought that perhaps Westwood might be more appropriate at first, but I didn’t want to assume that Lord Edwards would be around for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Lord Edwards has been spending much of his time with Miss Tate,” Mr. Edwards’s mother informed her. 
 
      
 
    Noelle smiled, surprised but ever so happy to hear it. “And indeed, he should,” she said. “I can’t recall the last time I saw a couple so suited to each other.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards nodded his head, seemingly glad that she had made this assessment. “So, therefore, you can imagine my surprise and consternation when your mother said what she said about commoners.” 
 
      
 
    Looking down at the ground in front of her as they strolled along the expanse of Westwood land, Noelle blushed a little and nodded her head. It pained her to even remember that her mother had said such things. She was embarrassed that the duchess was so closed-minded about such trivial things. 
 
      
 
    “She doesn’t really know what she is talking about,” Noelle told him. “She’s always been a tad spoiled and she has indeed never wanted for anything, so how can she ever understand that the vast majority of people are not as fortunate?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at her thoughtfully, clearly appreciating her candor. His mother looked a bit shocked as she explained this. It was probably not common for a lady to tell such stories about a duchess. 
 
      
 
    Noelle was just so tired of pretending that everything was as she wanted it to be. She was tired of having to follow what the ton dictated, and she was tired of letting other people control her life. It had gotten her nowhere. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t imagine that no one had ever thought that people like her and the duchess were spoiled. In fact, she thought that perhaps part of why Mrs. Edwards looked so shocked was because she didn’t expect Noelle to confirm her beliefs.  
 
      
 
    “I wish that there was something that I could do, some magic incantation that I could recite that would allow me to leave the ton for once and for all,” Noelle said to Mr. Edwards. “For I believe that titles are pointless and don’t matter at all in the end.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards gazed at her appreciatively. “I believe the very same thing,” he replied. “All that they seem to do is get people all in a fuss over nothing.” 
 
      
 
    His mother was watching the two of them with a funny sort of expression on her face. She appeared as though she had something on her mind. Noelle didn’t know what she could be thinking but she thought that it had to be something good. 
 
      
 
    “Well, while we’re out here, I think that I should pay a visit to dear Alexander,” his mother said. Noelle wondered if she was trying to give them an excuse for some time alone. But Mr. Edwards did not pick up on this. 
 
      
 
    “A splendid idea,” he replied, looking from his mother to Noelle. “What say you to a visit to Westwood? I thought that my cousin would be too busy to entertain this weekend, but it turns out that he is at home.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle smiled and nodded her head, excited to see Lord Edwards again. She hoped that this man would be at least as forgiving as Mr. Edwards had been towards her. She didn’t believe that Lord Edwards was angry at her for the horrible words that her mother had said to him and Miss Tate. 
 
      
 
    “Why, I think that’s a wonderful idea,” she said in agreement.  
 
      
 
    Since they were already walking along the land belonging to the Earl of Montgomery, it wasn’t a very long walk before they were at the front door of Westwood, waiting for a servant to invite them inside. As soon as this happened, they were sitting inside the drawing room, awaiting Lord Edwards or perhaps his father – though Noelle did not expect the reclusive gentleman to come greet them of his own volition. 
 
      
 
    Mother would likely think that this is very improper of him, she thought. But she never was the most compassionate person. This fact should surprise no one. 
 
      
 
    Noelle wondered if this anger towards her mother was all, in fact, genuine or if some of it was misdirected anger at the Duke of Cumberland still. After all, he was the person who had really sullied her belief in titles and societal rules. Before everything had happened, she’d thought her mother was entertaining and harmless. 
 
      
 
    She supposed that Catherine’s hurried wedding and disappearance had made everyone quite a bit distrusting of one another. She hoped that things would go back to normal soon, now that Catherine was confirmed to be safely back at home from their trip to Scotland.  
 
      
 
    Before too long, Lord Edwards appeared in the room. Miss Tate was with him, and they were also joined by the Earl of Montgomery, who seemed a great deal friendlier than he had been the last time Noelle met him. She wondered if Miss Tate had some kind of power to her that put everyone at ease.  
 
      
 
    Noelle rejoiced that the young gentleman was now so happy with his new match. She walked back through the grass and trees with Mr. Edwards and his mother after spending a considerable portion of the afternoon with Lord Edwards, his father, and their guest. 
 
      
 
    She was quite sad to quit the manor after such a short stay, but Mr. Edwards assured her that she would be invited back, and soon. “Thank you so much for coming to spend some more time with me,” he said to her appreciatively. “I hope that it shall not be too long before you are here in Hertfordshire again.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall always be willing to come provided that you invite me,” Noelle said to him with a grin. She got into her coach and waved farewell to him and his mother. How strange it is that this pleasant little cottage should now feel more like home than the townhouse in Grosvenor Square where I have spent so many a Season! 
 
      
 
    There was no accounting for it, really, other than the important facts that the cottage was more pleasantly located and the members of the household all the more kind and enjoyable for her to be with. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was so very sad to bid adieu to Lady Noelle after her short stay at Wildhill. He thought that her every visit was a pleasant one and so carefree that it was often easy to forget that the lady was a member of the noble class at all. To be sure, she certainly acted like a lady, but she was so easy-going and fun to spend time with that he thought of her more as a member of his intimate circle of friends and family than as a high-ranking person in the ton. 
 
      
 
    As soon as her carriage was on its way back to London, he wished that he could send along another invitation to stay at his home. He couldn’t think of another occasion for her to do so, other than because he wished to spend more time with her. Walking through the woods behind his house with her had been quite enjoyable and he wondered what such an excursion should be like if his mother did not join them. 
 
      
 
    He felt that such a thing would be scandalous. He was not supposed to go off wandering with a lady without a chaperone! Her father would never allow such a thing. 
 
      
 
    Ah, that is so, but I can still dream about it, Rodrick thought. Days spent alone with her, getting to know some more of the thoughts and dreams in her own mind. Getting to know her away from the maddening crowd. 
 
      
 
    Such a thing was currently his biggest dream. Rodrick had never asked for much out of life, but he wished like anything that Lady Noelle could be his wife. Discussing titles and the way she disagreed with her mother had got it into his head that she and he saw more eye to eye about such things than anyone he had ever gotten along with before. 
 
      
 
    Even James, his closest friend and confidante, was a viscount and held the rules of society in high regard. His courtship with Miss Tate did not quite change his mind about the ton. He wasn’t going to bow to what everyone wanted all of the time, but he was indeed intending to make her his viscountess and someday take his father’s place as earl. 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s just how it is done,’ James would say. He was not one to try and change things, even though he was currently unabashedly bending the rules somewhat. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick did not wish to pull Lady Noelle out of the structure that had been her life but he saw within her the same longing for happiness, wherever it may come from. He didn’t believe that he would ever find another lady so like him. He didn’t even want to try now that his heart was fully set on her. 
 
      
 
    A few days after Lady Noelle had departed his house, he sat with his mother in the drawing room and tried to see if he could get some advice from her. “I have resolved to propose marriage to Lady Noelle,” he told his mother. He recalled how she had told him to be careful, so he knew that she wouldn’t be entirely surprised by his news. 
 
      
 
    His mother stared at him in shock anyway, and then she smiled at him. “I think that this is a marvelous idea. You probably want to be careful when you do it, though.” 
 
      
 
    She continued to tell him to be careful, but Rodrick didn’t know what that meant! “How should I be careful?” he asked her. “What am I trying to be careful of?” 
 
      
 
    Eleanor sighed softly, though she still smiled at him. “Be careful that she doesn’t break your heart. She is a sweet girl, but you and I both know that things don’t always work out the way that we want them to.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that her mother dislikes me,” Rodrick said. “Even though I just don’t think she knows me very well yet. But her father doesn’t strike me as the sort of person who would tell her no…” 
 
      
 
    “As I say,” his mother said, holding her hands up in a defensive sort of gesture. “I just want what’s best for you and I want you to be careful. She might not hurt you because her parents are controlling her either; she might accidentally hurt you entirely on her own.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick didn’t see how that could happen. Lady Noelle had always been kind and thoughtful to him. Even when she had attended Alphonse’s ball, she hadn’t been doing it to harm him. 
 
      
 
    The trouble was that he didn’t know how he was going to go about asking her to marry him. She’d only just left Wildhill and he didn’t think that her parents were going to say yes to another visit to his house so soon. It would be suspicious if she kept being sent back to his manor house, particularly when there was no occasion for it. 
 
      
 
    He knew that she would love to explore more of the land here. But he had a feeling that her mother would not understand that the way they did. Exploring tall, old trees was not an event that everyone would find enthralling. 
 
      
 
    But he just knew that Lady Noelle would love to learn more about every bit of his manor. And if she grew tired of looking around there, there was a vast history at Westwood that she had yet to hear about. The best one to tell her about the estate was, of course, the Earl of Montgomery. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick knew that his new invitation for her would only appeal to her, but he hoped that somehow her parents would consent and go along with it.  
 
      
 
    Sitting at his desk in his study, Rodrick got out some paper and quickly wrote a letter to the lady, thinking that if he was denied this visit, he was going to keep trying until her parents permitted her to go to Wildhill again. 
 
      
 
    Dear Lady Noelle, 
 
      
 
    I know that it has not been very long since you were last here with me at my manor house, but I have occasion to ask for you to return. I have much and more that I want to show you, both of my land and of the land of my cousin. There is so much rich history here in Hertfordshire and I know that you are interested in learning more about it. 
 
      
 
    I hope that this letter finds you well and that you have been feeling much better since last we spoke. I know that it is a tumultuous time right now and several changes have occurred in a brief period, but I know that you shall get through them. You are the most optimistic person I’ve ever met and your smile induces me to smile even now when I am only imagining it. 
 
      
 
    Please, I ask you, do not be alarmed but there is a question that I feel I must ask you. I hope that we may find a private moment so that we may discuss it. I am telling you this now so that you can be prepared and you won’t feel as though I’m surprising you too greatly. 
 
      
 
    I look forward to seeing you again soon. 
 
      
 
    Fondly, 
 
      
 
    Rodrick 
 
      
 
    He’d never signed a letter to a lady like that before, but this time he did not do it as an accident, nor did he wish to alter it. He folded up this letter and refolded it, handing it off to Smyth so that she might receive this letter as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick knew that his mother wanted him to be careful and think this business through, but in truth, he had been thinking about doing such a thing for some time. Ever since he’d met Lady Noelle, she had captivated his heart and soul. She was his closest female friend and someone with whom he wanted to spend the remainder of his days. 
 
      
 
    If that is not love, I don’t know what is. 
 
      
 
    Rather than sitting around hoping for the arrival of the lady, Rodrick walked up to Westwood so he could confer with James. He didn’t think that it would be much of a shock to James to learn that he intended to marry Lady Noelle. He hoped that he wasn’t overstepping, however, since he knew that James intended to propose to Miss Tate. 
 
      
 
    “How strange it is that we should have ladies at the same time, in much the same social circle,” he said to James with a mirthful smile. “Only it does seem as if there’s been some kind of error. You wish to be engaged to a commoner and I, an unfortunate commoner myself, wish to marry the daughter of a duke!” 
 
      
 
    James laughed and nodded his head good-naturedly. “Indeed, I have thought about this many times. I daresay that these titles aren’t always all that they’re cracked up to be, are they?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick laughed along with him. He recalled how he used to tell all of his deepest, inner-most thoughts to Alphonse. He thought that his cousin made a far better listener and was better able to give him blunt advice. 
 
      
 
    “That is the very same conclusion that Lady Noelle and I came to,” he said with a smile at the memory of that moment. “The only people who really seem to care about such things are flirtatious youths and the elderly.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, James laughed some more. “Upon my word, you have emerged from all of this absolutely wittier than ever!” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t know if I would say that I’m wittier, I’m just exhausted from trying to keep up with all of this nonsense. Did you know that at one point I tried to meet people in Hertfordshire?” 
 
      
 
    James raised his eyebrows at him. “Then you really would have found someone like Miss Tate. I have heard so much about her humble beginnings. It truly has made me love her even more.” 
 
      
 
    It was all well and good for Rodrick to talk about Lady Noelle and the upcoming visit, but he wished that the days would go by faster so that he could see her again. He’d never been in such want before, largely because she had attended so many of the same balls as he did. But ever since word got out about her sister marrying the duke, she didn’t go out as much. 
 
      
 
    I wonder what it is that she does for fun when she is indoors by herself. Surely, she must have some sort of hobby. Perhaps she knits like my mother does. 
 
      
 
    He thought right away that this couldn’t be it. Too many ladies knitted and sewed. Lady Noelle was far too unique to do something like that in her leisure time. 
 
      
 
    One of these days, I hope that I find out, he thought. If we ever live in Wildhill together, I hope that she will entertain her hobby in my presence as my mother does. 
 
      
 
    The anticipation was nearly about to kill him when one morning, just after breakfast, Rodrick heard the sounds of hooves at the front of his house. He rushed to the large window in the drawing room and saw a familiar-looking coach. Rodrick grinned from ear to ear and readied himself to greet her. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t going to leave her sitting there and waiting this time. This time, he wasn’t even going to let his butler do the job for him. He stood there in wait at the door, looking forward to her knock most excitedly.  
 
      
 
    The duke and duchess have let her come, he thought triumphantly. Either they do not actually dislike me or Lady Noelle somehow prevailed upon them to allow her visit. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Noelle knocked upon the front door and was amazed to find that it was opened by Mr. Edwards himself. She immediately smiled when she saw him standing there at the door. He even took her valise for her and brought it inside for the butler to carry upstairs to her guest room. 
 
      
 
    “Hello again, sir,” she greeted him in a friendly voice, wishing that she could hug him but gladly settling for a bow again. He looked just as handsome and full of joviality as he’d been when last they met, and perhaps even more so. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Lady Noelle,” he said to her before bowing to her. He still referred to her by her titled name, but there was a twinkle in his eyes that told her that he was basically having fun with it at this point. “I hope that you traveled comfortably.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Oh yes, I’ve gotten quite used to long carriage rides. My father thought that we should have a house in the city because that is where all of the people are, only now we’ve discovered that just about everyone really lives in the country!” 
 
      
 
    They chuckled together about that and then all of a sudden Noelle realized that there was no sign of Mr. Edwards’s mother. She was normally right there on the couch as soon as she came in for a visit. “What’s happened to your mother?” she asked him curiously. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm?” Mr. Edwards asked her. “Oh, she’s quite well. She’s just intently focused on her knitting upstairs right now.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle furrowed her brows a little bit at him. This sounded an awful lot like it was just a made-up excuse for them to be alone together. “I do believe that you’ve been planning something,” she said, vaguely suspicious. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no,” Mr. Edwards said, shrugging his shoulders at her. She felt as though he was putting on airs for some reason, and she didn’t exactly like it. The way that he was acting made her feel nervous. 
 
      
 
    “What is the occasion for this visit, sir?” she asked him then. She didn’t wish to be rude, but she felt as though she had come all the way from London just so Mr. Edwards could look at her. 
 
      
 
    He looked down at his hands. “Would it be permissible if I told you that the occasion is really that I wished to see you again and I got too impatient waiting for someone else to host a ball? I know that this doesn’t really count as a ball, but it certainly counts as another chance to be with you.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle looked at him skeptically. He really was acting so odd. She didn’t know why, but he seemed quite nervous. 
 
      
 
    Has he heard some gossip about me that he wishes that I’d disprove? she wondered. I didn’t think that anyone told gossip about me anymore. She surprised herself by only feeling a little sad about that.  
 
      
 
    She didn’t really need gossip to know what people thought about her sometimes. And sometimes she really wished that they wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards cleared his throat as he gazed at her. She could tell that there was a lot on his mind, but she wished that she could know what it all was. “I know that your parents don’t think much of me,” he began. 
 
      
 
    “It is true that I do not have much in my name. I don’t have a title. However, I do think that my status as a right-hand man for James and my uncle all of these years means that I and my future wife shall never want for much.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle stared at him, wondering where this speech was coming from. It made sense to her that he would never be in want of anything, because the Earl of Montgomery would always be his closest family. But what did this have to do with her? 
 
      
 
    Then she remembered that he’d said the words future wife. She blanched as she blinked at him. She didn’t know how she was supposed to feel about that, what she was supposed to say, because a lady like her was never supposed to marry a man like him! 
 
      
 
    “I think that it is indeed a credit to you that you have the earl and the viscount as members of your family,” she said to him a bit warily. “One is never in want of much when one has supportive family…” 
 
      
 
    He was looking at her so sweetly, still smiling that handsome and perfectly white smile of his. “I would never be in want of anything if I could have you as my wife,” he said to her then. 
 
      
 
    Noelle gasped a little, her breath coming in rapidly as she gazed back at him, unable to believe that he had actually said those words. She didn’t know at all what she was supposed to say now. She’d never received a proposal, but she knew that she must exercise decorum and decency. 
 
      
 
    She had been grappling with duty over devotion for so long in the case of Mr. Edwards – she knew that she had feelings for him and she wished that she could make those feelings known, but she didn’t think there was any hope of her family ever approving. 
 
      
 
    “Surely you would be in want of some kinder words from my mother,” Noelle replied with a slight smile. She was teasing, but only a little. They both knew that it was true that her mother would never let them hear the end of it if this was truly brought before her and the duke. 
 
      
 
    His green eyes sparkled as he looked at her and his smile grew a few inches wider. “I am not afraid of her,” he said. And she fully believed him. 
 
      
 
    Noelle realized that she still had not answered his question and he was waiting to hear an answer. It would be rude of her to stall any longer, even if she felt that she needed to. “Nothing would please me more than to be your wife,” she said to him, batting her long lashes. 
 
      
 
    “It will not be easy, for reasons that you already know, but I think that there truly is no one better suited to me, not in the entire world!” 
 
      
 
    She reached over and took his hand again, this time not expecting it to be kissed. All she wanted was to touch him, hold him, feel him there with her. They were breaking so many rules of the ton, so she wanted to at least be proper when it came to touching him.  
 
      
 
    For now. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Edwards beamed at her. She could tell that he was touched because his eyes had grown in size as well. “I have learned by now that nothing is ever easy, but you get by as best as you can; I am sure that we will get by more than fine.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle couldn’t help herself now. She threw her arms around his neck and they hugged each other. It was a short, loose hug but it felt wonderful and electric to her. 
 
      
 
    “I will go and fetch my mother,” he said to her then, “and inform her of this happy news. She will be thrilled!” 
 
      
 
    He left the drawing room and went up the stairs to find his mother. Meanwhile, Noelle sat back down on the couch, smiling and overcome with emotion. There had been seemingly no occasion for this visit to Wildhill except that, of course, there really had been… a secret occasion. 
 
      
 
    She knew already that this news was going to be greeted with consternation and annoyance by her mother. She could only hope that her father, as understanding as he had truly always been towards Noelle, would approve this union in spite of his wife’s protests.  
 
      
 
    Now I suppose I shall have something else in common with Lord Edwards besides noble birth, she thought with a little laugh. The difference, of course, was that he got to keep his title whereas she would be giving hers up. She did believe that bothered her mother more than anyone else. 
 
      
 
    Before long, Mr. Edwards returned with his mother on his arm. As soon as they were in the sitting room, his mother let go of his arm and rushed over to her, sweeping Noelle up in a familial-type hug. Noelle could have cried; she was so overjoyed to be welcomed into this sweet little family. 
 
      
 
    “I am so happy for you both!” Eleanor Edwards said to her. Her eyes were full of glad, thrilled tears. “We must go and let James and Alexander know this news, but first you should settle in.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle smiled at her and Mr. Edwards. She should make herself at home because before too long this beautiful little cottage was going to be her home! She went upstairs to the guest room as suggested and she sat on her bed, much too excited to actually nap but grateful for this respite nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    She took this bit of free time to send a quick letter to Lydia. She wished that she could inform Emily ahead of time but knew that this would be bad form. Everyone in my family should hear this news directly from me in person. 
 
      
 
    So instead she wrote to her best friend, someone she trusted to keep her little secret until the time was right to celebrate. She hoped that this news would someday be celebrated, even if not by her mother… 
 
      
 
    My dearest Lydia, 
 
      
 
    Such wonderful news! Mr. Edwards has invited me to stay at Wildhill and he has just asked me to marry him. I knew that I should receive nothing but scorn from my mother and several members of society, but indeed I have agreed to it! 
 
      
 
    Now I must depend upon the love and kindness of my father. If he wishes to see me happy, as he always claims to, then he shall override my mother’s ridiculous stipulations and allow us to marry. If he does not, I don’t know what I shall do. 
 
      
 
    I hope that you and your husband are well. As soon as we return from Hertfordshire together and have had a chance to speak with my family, I would so love to pay you and Lord Andrews a visit. 
 
      
 
    All my affection and best wishes, 
 
      
 
    Noelle 
 
      
 
    When she left the bedchamber a little while later, she handed off this letter to a passing servant, knowing that Lydia would receive her news well within the day. She was excited to know what her friend thought of it, coming as Lydia did from a similar position as Mr. Edwards. 
 
      
 
    Noelle recalled how her mother had reacted when Lydia married Lord Andrews. There had been no such outcry about ‘commoners’ when it came to them. She was sure that she didn’t know how one couple was different from others. 
 
      
 
    She wondered if it had something to do with the fact that Lord Andrews was a dear old friend of the family, as well as Lydia, whereas her mother didn’t properly know Lord Edwards or Mr. Edwards. Still, this double standard did not sit well with her. All it did was serve to reinforce her belief that such things really did not matter. 
 
      
 
    Titles are made up by people in order to give an appearance of importance, Noelle thought. But what is truly important is what is inside a person’s heart. She wished that her mother could grow and come to understand that Mr. Edwards had the kindest and purest heart. 
 
      
 
    If the duchess could but see that they belonged together… Noelle was determined to marry Mr. Edwards, approval or no approval, but she knew that the man was much too proper to allow that. After everything that he had been through and put up with from her family and the ton in general, Mr. Edwards would still be true to everyone’s wishes. 
 
      
 
    This proved that he was the best man for Noelle’s hand! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    After only another short stay at Wildhill, it was time for Lady Noelle to return home. This time, though, to Rodrick’s delight, he would be traveling along with her. He would ride in a separate coach, but just knowing that they were going to be arriving at the same place filled him with anticipation and hopefulness. 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t been to the family’s townhouse in quite some time. He felt all the more special to have been invited there by Lady Noelle. She clearly wishes for me to speak to her parents right away. 
 
      
 
    It did make sense for him to go at once and ask for her hand before too much further time had passed. Indeed, Rodrick very much wanted to marry her as soon as possible. They had spent practically all of the Season that year with a keen interest in each other. 
 
      
 
    At the end of two hours, their coaches stopped outside of the Salisbury townhouse at Grosvenor Square. Rodrick took a deep breath before stepping out of his coach. He had not packed for a prolonged stay; he didn’t think that was necessary. 
 
      
 
    They will either say ‘yea’ or ‘nay’ and then I shall be on my way. There’s no use in trying to stay around here and get in their way. 
 
      
 
    He had a feeling that his appearance there alone would upset the duchess. 
 
      
 
    Walking towards Lady Noelle, he took hold of her valise so that her coach driver could be on his way. Then he held the door open for her, which shocked the waiting butler to no end. The staff there was going to have quite a lot to get used to when it came to him and how he did things. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick handed off the lady’s valise to the butler, trusting that this man would be able to take care of her things better than he could just then. He didn’t even know where her bedchamber was, let alone where her discarded clothing should be placed. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Lady Noelle had rushed off in search of her parents. Rodrick went into their sitting room and sat on the edge of one of their chairs, holding the hat that he’d worn on his travels in his hands and passing it from one hand to the other in his nervousness.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t know what he had been expecting, but he was surprised to find that he was waiting alone in a room now. He hoped that her entire family wouldn’t come in to interrogate him. He wasn’t prepared for that. 
 
      
 
    Right as he was telling himself not to panic, a butler came into the room. “His Grace, the Duke of Salisbury,” he announced. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick sat up straight in his chair before standing as soon as the duke came into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, that’ll do, Geoffrey,” he mumbled as he walked into the room towards Rodrick. Then he reached out a hand for the young man who stood in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Bowing low, Rodrick took the offered hand and they shook. The older gentleman had lines on his face but his blue eyes were still bright and alert. He really did seem like a genial sort of gentleman, as Rodrick had always heard that he was. 
 
      
 
    It pleased him to see that the duchess was not joining them in the room for this discussion. He had a feeling that Noelle was somewhere upstairs getting an earful from her mother on his behalf, and that did not make him particularly proud.  
 
      
 
    “It is so good to see you again, Edwards,” Lady Noelle’s father said to him. As soon as he sat in the chair opposite, Rodrick knew that he could sit and he swiftly did so, still perching on the edge of his seat in case someone else of importance should enter the room. “My daughter Noelle informs me that you have something you wish to speak with me about.” 
 
      
 
    He did not say this as a question but still, Rodrick felt as though he needed to answer him. “Yes, your Grace,” he replied. “I know that I have come from relatively nothing and I have no land or titles to my name, but as the loyal nephew of the Earl of Montgomery, I believe that I should be able to live a life without want… 
 
      
 
    I have asked Lady Noelle for her hand in marriage and by the good grace of God, she has accepted. As this matter is not up to us alone to decide, I, therefore, knew that I must come in haste upon her return here so that I may ask you for her hand. Your Grace, may I be so fortunate to call your beautiful and devoted daughter Lady Noelle Fletcher my wife?” 
 
      
 
    The duke looked at him thoughtfully and for a few rather uncomfortable moments, Rodrick wasn’t at all sure what he might say. “This is indeed a matter that my wife and I have discussed at great length,” he said to him. “It has been no surprise to us, over these many months now, that our daughter is most infatuated with you.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick looked at him in surprise, his eyes growing rather wide in his disbelief. They’ve been talking about us for months? But wasn’t she meant to wed Alphonse? 
 
      
 
    He supposed that just because they were aware of Lady Noelle’s so-called infatuation didn’t mean that they planned to let her abandon her prior engagement, such that it was. They likely hoped that she would get over the infatuation instead. Rodrick, for his part, had been unaware of the lady’s feelings for much of this time, believing instead that she viewed him as a dear friend only. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” he said at last, afraid to look the duke in the eyes. “I sincerely wish for you to know, in that case, upon my honor, that I did not know of any of that. I can only attest to my own feelings.” 
 
      
 
    The duke raised a hand to quiet Rodrick. “That’s quite all right, my boy.” He smiled now and Rodrick suddenly had a sense that this discussion could very well turn out in his favor. 
 
      
 
    “Although my wife does not agree with this, it is ultimately my decision to make – along with Noelle’s – and I believe that only good could come from a union between you two,” Salisbury concluded with a smile. “Though she may lose her title here, I expect that she shall remain no less than a lady to you.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick was so elated that he felt as though he might fly straight out of his chair and into the sky. He only wished that Noelle was there with them so she could take part in this happy celebration. “She shall be no less than a goddess to me, your Grace,” he vowed. 
 
      
 
    The duke nodded his head. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear, my boy.” He had such an amiable, fatherly way about him that Rodrick already could tell that he would be a wonderful man to call his father-in-law. 
 
      
 
    The two men stood back up from their chairs and shook hands, smiling. Rodrick thought that it was a bit strange to speak and act in this manner as if Noelle was a piece of land instead of a human, but he was not going to fight every last bit of London propriety. 
 
      
 
    Soon after, the duke took his leave and Rodrick was left there in the sitting room again, only to be joined a few moments later by Noelle and her mother the duchess. 
 
      
 
    Noelle came right over to him and took his hand, smiling so happily. She’d clearly been given the news by her father that he had consented to this marriage. The duchess, unsurprisingly, did not seem anywhere near as pleased. 
 
      
 
    When Rodrick looked at the woman, he could see that her mouth was in a thin line. She looked at him with searching eyes, as if she was looking for some sign on him that he could be worth more than he’d once appeared to her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Rodrick, isn’t it wonderful?” Noelle asked him, giddy with the day’s news. He gazed over at her and wished that he could kiss her. Such an action must wait until they were wed, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t imagine doing so now, in front of her mother! 
 
      
 
    “Upon my word, I could hardly believe your father at first when he consented,” he said instead to Noelle, smiling lovingly at her. “He said, too, that he has known of your love for me for some time.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle looked down at the rug on the floor and blushed a lovely shade of pink. He wondered if he should have mentioned it, only he thought that it was incredibly sweet when he heard about it. It had never happened to him before, of course – a lady like her being infatuated with him while he felt the same way about her. 
 
      
 
     “I did try to not be too obvious about the way that I felt,” she said. “I never came forward and told my parents that I wished to break the time-honored traditions and marry you instead of the Duke of Cumberland.” 
 
      
 
    “I should say not,” the duchess suddenly piped up. “If you had, your father and I would have been quite cross with you. But… after the actions of the Duke of Cumberland and your sister, it seems that we are not quite on the same footing that we once were.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick could hardly believe what he was hearing from Noelle’s mother. It was evident that she remained aloof about him, yet she was coming around to the idea of her daughter marrying him anyway. He didn’t know what had changed her mind about him, but he was ecstatic to see this slight but promising transformation of her attitude. 
 
      
 
    Though this admittance that she and the duke could no longer expect Noelle to marry Alphonse was not quite an acceptance of Rodrick as the right man for her. “I have heard on more than one occasion that ‘the heart wants what it wants,’” the duchess went on. “If this is indeed the case and you two really do love each other… I won’t try to stand in your way. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t wish for any of our girls to be unhappy, either in their lives or in their marriages,” she concluded. “I see now that Noelle will be very happy with you, regardless of what I say about this.” At this, she gave a small but amused smile. 
 
      
 
    Noelle let out a little squeak in her emotion at her mother’s acceptance. Rodrick knew that this was something she had never expected. She’d been fully prepared to run off with him if her parents refused, and he was quite grateful that it did not have to come to that. 
 
      
 
    She went to her mother and gave her a big hug, and then Rodrick took the duchess’s hand and gave it a grateful kiss. “I thank you, your Grace. This means the world to me – to us.” 
 
      
 
    The duchess nodded. “Yes, I know it does. Please do not forget this kindness in the future when I may be bothersome at times.” She gave a little wink. 
 
      
 
    He looked from her to Noelle and he could see that his beloved fiancée was blushing anew. He didn’t know what mortified her more – the knowledge that Rodrick knew about her feelings regarding her mother already or the knowledge now that she hadn’t been as secretive about those feelings as she’d thought. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick did his best to just laugh a little and nod his head as though he was playing along with a joke the duchess had just told. “I won’t forget,” he said to her. He didn’t believe that she’d ever let him. 
 
      
 
    The duchess soon left them and then they were alone for a brief time, just Rodrick and Noelle, smiling as they gazed into each other’s eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Word passed quickly throughout the ton – as it often did – that Mr. Rodrick Edwards was engaged to marry Lady Noelle Fletcher. The response surprised everyone involved when it proved mostly to be positive. Though Rodrick did not have a noble birth, he was known to be an honorable gentleman of good lineage and status otherwise. 
 
      
 
    His father had been a man of great renown and many friends throughout England. Everyone who knew him came forward if they could in order to vouch for this man’s character and proclaim that his son was surely likewise a good man. Noelle was impressed and pleased by this but no one was more so taken aback and astonished than the Duchess of Salisbury. 
 
      
 
    Not a week had gone by before they received a letter from the Duke of Cumberland requesting a visit. “I should like to have you all over to my home in Stone Hill at your earliest convenience,” he wrote. “Her Grace and I are quite eager to see dear Rodrick and her sweet sister Noelle again.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle was surprised to hear such words from the Duke of Cumberland – Alphonse. It felt unusual to her to ever refer to him as that new name. Now that he was her brother-in-law and her fiancé’s close friend, she supposed she was allowed this bit of familiarity. Especially since he’d referred to her in such a way… 
 
      
 
    There was no figuring out the man, though. He had been surprisingly stern in such matters before, Rodrick told her. “Out of nowhere, he objected to my calling him Alfie, even though it is the name I have called him since we were boys in school.” 
 
      
 
    They agreed that he was a rather odd man, but that it didn’t necessarily mean that he was a bad man. “We should go see him,” Noelle said to her parents. “It has been a while and the last time was not the best circumstances for either party.” 
 
      
 
    Her parents didn’t argue with her and the family made plans to go spend a few nights in Haverhill at Alphonse’s castle. Noelle wasn’t looking forward to being there again, but at least this time Rodrick would be there right by her side. That was a comforting thought. 
 
      
 
    I need never feel alone again now that I have him, she thought. It still felt as though she might wake up from this wonderful dream at any moment.  
 
      
 
    “Isn’t his house very beautiful?” Emily asked her excitedly in the coach on their way. “I wish that I could live in a beautiful old castle like that, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Noelle didn’t quite know how to answer that question, considering how uncomfortable the place had made her in the past. “It is very old and large,” she said bluntly. “I suppose that you would find it beautiful, you lover of gothic fiction, you.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled affectionately at her little sister. She wondered what sort of men her mother would be throwing at Emily now that she would be married. She hoped Emily could find someone suitable for herself like she and Catherine had. 
 
      
 
    One positive thing in all the calamity that had occurred in their lives this Season was that the two sisters had been able to marry whomever they chose. Noelle never could have imagined, when they went back to their townhouse at the beginning of the London Season this year, that her parents would have given them so much freedom in the end. 
 
      
 
    As soon as their coach arrived at Stone Hill Manor, Alphonse greeted the entire family – including Rodrick – with his usual enthusiasm and friendliness. He spoke a mile a minute about how marvelous it was to be with them all again and ‘oh won’t you please consider having the wedding here in our home?’ and ‘my, I can’t recall the last time I saw Rodrick here look so happy.’ Noelle got rather caught up in the whirlwind that was the Duke of Cumberland, but at least he was being kind to her and giving her the attention that he never seemed to want to extend to her. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps now that he’s married to Catherine, he has realized that she is not all that interesting, Noelle thought, trying to keep her giggles to herself.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lord Drake, but I think that we have our sights set on Westwood for the wedding,” her father told him politely. “But it is indeed good of you to offer, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Where is Catherine?” Noelle asked him. “I feel that it has been an age since last I saw her.” 
 
      
 
    In reality, their ball had only been a few weeks prior, but that was a rather long time for two sisters who had been so close when they were growing up together. She used to hear everything from Catherine first before her little sister did anything. Now she never knew what she was up to and it made her miss her all the more. 
 
      
 
    Alphonse got a strange look on his face that she couldn’t quite figure out. “Oh, she is upstairs in bed. The doctor was here a few days ago and he recommended that she stay in bed until she feels better.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle frowned. “Oh no! Whatever is the matter with her?” 
 
      
 
    “The doctor assured us that it is nothing serious,” Alphonse said reassuringly. “She has caught some sort of illness of the stomach but she will be all right with rest. Anyway, she will likely want to come out of bed now that you are here to spend time with her.” 
 
      
 
    An illness of the stomach, Noelle repeated in her mind. She wondered if what was really going on was that Catherine – dear Kitty – was going to have a baby. 
 
      
 
    The family went up the stairs and each of them got settled in their bedchambers. Noelle was grateful to have a room to herself this time. One of the benefits of being a bride-to-be, to be sure. She remembered the last time they had stayed there, when she had been forced to room with her mother and Catherine. 
 
      
 
    There were more than enough rooms in the castle for the whole family plus Rodrick. That means that there are plenty of rooms for children someday. Noelle was amazed that she’d never thought about this before, but it made perfect sense that the Duke of Cumberland would wish to produce an heir as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know much about pregnancy, but it made sense to her that Catherine could be feeling the beginning signs of it. An illness of the stomach indeed. 
 
      
 
    When it was time for dinner, Noelle was so happy to see Catherine join them at the long table in the great dining hall. She looked a bit flushed and tired, but she was also smiling and she seemed so elated to see her family again. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she could get her sister alone, she asked her if she was perhaps with child rather than really ill and Catherine nodded her head, smiling shyly. “It is suspected that that is the case, though the doctor doesn’t wish for me to tell many people in case…” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t need to say anything else for Noelle knew about the dangers that came with childbirth. She gently hugged her sister, excited and hopeful for her. “One good thing about us leaving London soon and moving out to the country is that I should be a little closer to you.” 
 
      
 
    Catherine appeared to be so relieved to hear her say such a thing. “I am so glad that you do not think ill of me. Alphonse was supposed to be your beau…” 
 
      
 
    Noelle shook her head at her. “Really, Kitty, it has all worked out for the best. You got your Alphonse and I got my Rodrick.” 
 
      
 
    She wished that they could stay there longer – something that she previously would not have thought possible for her to think – but the family had other places that they wished to visit. They were having a tour of the country now that they had a wedding to prepare for. 
 
      
 
    “You’re of course invited,” she said to Kitty before they left. “Both of you. I do hope that you can make it!” 
 
      
 
    “We shall certainly try our best,” Kitty replied with a smile, gingerly touching her stomach.  
 
      
 
    Noelle recalled how concerned she had been about this couple, but they surprised her now in how well they got on together. They really did seem to be deeply in love with each other. I suppose that I judged them both too harshly, but it has miraculously all worked out. 
 
      
 
    She wished that she could say that their mother felt the same way. The entire coach ride to Hertfordshire was spent listening to the duchess complain about Catherine being with child so soon and how it had never been a proper match by any stretch of the imagination. Noelle ignored her as best as she could. 
 
      
 
    Their coach arrived at last at Wildhill and Rodrick’s mother was so overwhelmed by the sight of them all as they came inside one after the other, being introduced hurriedly by Smyth. “Yes, yes, I know who they are!” she chirped, going at once to curtsy and hold each of them graciously by the hand. 
 
      
 
    By now, of course, she had received word from Rodrick that the proposal had been accepted, so she knew that they were all going to be a part of her family now but she hadn’t anticipated the arrival of all of them at once. “It is so wonderful to see all of you again, but where on earth will you all be staying?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick grinned. “I have it on good authority that the old man on the hill a few miles away has a few extra rooms,” he said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    And so, it was that the Duke and the Duchess of Salisbury stayed at Westwood and visited a little with the Earl of Montgomery whilst Noelle and her sisters stayed at Wildhill. It would be far easier to plan for the wedding there if she had her sisters right there on hand. 
 
      
 
    There had been such a flurry of excitement in the days leading up to the wedding that Noelle hadn’t quite been able to find a dress for herself, but Rodrick’s mother had a solution. “The sweet little town of Hertford has a dress boutique, I do believe,” she told her. “I am sure that you may find a nice white gown there.” 
 
      
 
    She, Noelle, Noelle’s sisters, and her mother went to Hertford the day after their arrival in town and Noelle was able to find herself a sweet and flattering white dress. It had what looked like little flowers in the lace fabric. She was fortunate to find a veil for herself as well. 
 
      
 
    The morning of the wedding came on the third day there at Wildhill. The ceremony was to take place inside, in the sitting room, and then there was to be a reception in the back, in the lush fields that Noelle loved so very much. She was quite nervous as one of the lady’s maids helped her into her dress. 
 
      
 
    I shall have to send for Edith, Noelle thought as she was dressed. I cannot abandon her to become a lady’s maid somewhere else. Besides, this home could certainly use another servant. 
 
      
 
    Already she was making plans for when she was the lady of the house. She didn’t ask for much, but she longed for her maid and friend to join her. 
 
      
 
    As she was walking into the room for the wedding ceremony, she saw Edith sitting there in the front row, along with several other of the household staff. 
 
      
 
    Noelle beamed at her as she walked past. Now it would be much easier to keep her here at Wildhill. 
 
      
 
    The ceremony went by so quickly yet so beautifully at the same time. A minister from the town of Hertford performed the ceremony for them and Noelle’s nervousness turned into giddiness as she beamed at Rodrick and he placed the gold band onto her finger. 
 
      
 
    The wedding banns were read in Hertford the day before and everyone in town seemed to be thrilled that the handsome and charming son of the late Mr. Edwards was marrying the beautiful Lady Noelle Fletcher. No one in his town thought anything was strange about the union. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the ceremony was over, Noelle and Rodrick rushed out of the cottage as everyone cheered and applauded them. They went into the garden where there was dancing and light refreshments. Noelle was incredulous that she had finally married the man of her dreams and she could live with him in his sweet little fairy tale cottage. 
 
      
 
    She still felt as though any moment she was going to wake up and all of this happiness was going to be proven false. But of course, such a thing did not happen. 
 
      
 
    After the reception ball, Noelle and Rodrick got into a coach and rode off for a nice short holiday in Derbyshire. As much as she loved and appreciated her family, it was exciting to finally be able to get away from them for a while and focus all of her attention on her new husband. 
 
      
 
    She felt like singing when they came back after their brief holiday and Noelle found all of her dresses – and her drawing board – lovingly placed in Wildhill. Edith was there to greet her at the door with a friendly smile and a hug. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, Mrs. Edwards,” Rodrick said to her sweetly, holding her hand as he led her to the couch in the drawing room. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, Mr. Edwards,” she said with a giggle. “What shall I call your mother now, if I am to be called Mrs. Edwards?” 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, his mother came into the room and gave each of them a celebratory hug. “You may call me Mother now,” she replied with tear-filled eyes. It seemed as though she’d been looking forward to telling Noelle that for some time. 
 
      
 
    Noelle had never had a mother like her before, of course, and she was more than happy to be able to speak of her in that manner now. “Very well, Mother,” she said with happy tears of her own. 
 
      
 
    Moving in with Rodrick was an easier than expected adjustment because she had never lived with a young gentleman before and she also had never lived in a cottage – her family always owned grand manors with many rooms for their many daughters. But all of these seemed to not matter at all. This house was a home full of love and warmth for her and Rodrick was in it. 
 
      
 
    “It still tickles me to think that Mother had a change of heart about all this,” she said to him. “That is just not the sort of thing she usually does… Oh, but I shall never forget it as long as we both shall live!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Being married to Noelle was so much more amazing than Rodrick had ever thought possible. At first, it had been all about the difference in living with the young woman rather than just seeing her around at balls and other functions. And then once he got more or less used to finding her in his home, he still had to keep his heart from racing whenever he saw her there.  
 
      
 
    He had lived with his mother for his entire life, so he didn’t need to adjust to sharing his home with another person, which helped things. Noelle, on the other hand, seemed to be getting used to living with fewer people, plus a smaller house. He was quite happy for her when her beloved maid showed up inside Wildhill when they had returned from their trip  
 
      
 
    That had been a rather sweet surprise from her family. 
 
      
 
    Another sweet surprise came in the form of an announcement from Noelle’s sister Catherine a few days after they’d returned from their trip: Catherine was going to have a baby. Noelle had apparently suspected as much but now it was confirmed and she cried with love for her little sister and her future niece or nephew. 
 
      
 
    “I knew that her doctor thought she was with child, but he wasn’t sure yet and was hesitant to let her tell everyone,” Noelle told Rodrick. 
 
      
 
    “How wonderful! You’re going to be Auntie Noelle soon.” He smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    She smiled back at him. “And you’re going to be Uncle Rodrick, you know.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “Oh, that’s right; we’re married,” he teased her. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick put his arm around her and gave her a soft kiss. She melted against him and felt so warm and perfect. He simply couldn’t get enough of her. 
 
      
 
    The Edwardses had a lot of things to look forward to. It was also announced that James and Miss Tate were to be married in a few weeks. “Is it just me or is this the most active Season we’ve had in some time?” Rodrick asked Noelle and his mother. 
 
      
 
    “It is most likely because you’re getting older,” his mother replied with a grin and a wink. “Now that you’re a happily married man, you shall see a great many of your friends following suit.” 
 
      
 
    It struck him as odd that he hadn’t witnessed more of his friends getting married, but Rodrick supposed it was mainly because he didn’t have that many friends. I suppose Alphonse got married, then I did, and now Jamie, he thought, feeling rather sentimental when he thought about the three of them hanging out as bachelors. 
 
      
 
    Not that he longed for the days when he wasn’t married to Noelle, of course. 
 
      
 
    Being married to her was everything he had ever wanted out of life. He would marry her again if he could and it made sense! 
 
      
 
    The London Season ended in the autumn, but that did not mean that there weren’t still parties and balls for people to attend if they so wanted. After all, Hertford had a large number of residents and then there was the even larger span of Hertfordshire. And they were not limited to parties in their own area either. 
 
      
 
    James and Rosalyn enjoyed hosting parties and get-togethers at Westwood; meanwhile, Alfie and Catherine were always inviting Rodrick and Noelle over for visits. Because they were expecting a baby, they did not often host balls at Stone Hill Manor but they hosted smaller gatherings of family and friends. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick noticed that Noelle seemed quite at home with all of these smaller get-togethers of friends and family. She didn’t seem to miss the bigger, more lavish balls of London. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I never really cared for that sort of thing,” she said to him. “I know that Catherine probably misses being able to go to something like that, but by next Season she will likely be a little preoccupied.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled and for a moment Rodrick wondered if perhaps she was envious of her sister. There didn’t need to be any rush in that area, of course. Rodrick wondered if their manor house would be big enough for a family should they ever have children, but he supposed that it had been big enough for his mother and father… 
 
      
 
    “By next Season, we shall probably all be preoccupied,” Rodrick said. “As Mother pointed out to me, now that we’re married, we’re considered too old for the ton to care about us.” He chuckled and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t really matter to Rodrick that going to London no longer held much charm for them. The weather was not really nice enough for traveling all the way to the city, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t have a good time in their own sweet little town. Hertfordshire had a lot of heart to it; that was why it had ‘Hert’ in it, he imagined. 
 
      
 
    When his cousin Jamie finally announced his first big ball of the off-season, in celebration of their recent nuptials, Rodrick was excited to be able to have some fun with their neighbors and friends. It would be good to see some familiar faces from London as well, though he didn’t believe for a moment that anyone would give him a second glance unless it was to look at the beautiful woman on his arm. 
 
      
 
    Jamie chuckled when he stopped by and Rodrick said as much to him. “Really, cousin, you are far too modest. Everyone who knows you likes you far more than you give them credit for.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick smiled and shrugged.  
 
      
 
    James shook his head at him. “Upon my word, Rodrick, you are worth ten of me. Would that I had your grace and charisma.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick blushed a little bit, not fully able to believe his cousin was speaking for others and likewise not believing that James was telling him anything that was true about how he felt about him either. He knew that his cousin was much shyer than he was. 
 
      
 
    Despite his modesty and wariness, Rodrick went to the ball at his cousin’s mansion with Noelle. They were delighted to see Rosalyn as well, and before long the two ladies had rushed off to sit and chat on a dais together. Rodrick smirked a bit as he watched Noelle excitedly go off to speak with James’s new wife. 
 
      
 
    It does make me happy to see her with another new friend. The two ladies were essentially cousins-in-law now and Rodrick hoped that they might end up being like sisters, as Noelle’s sisters all lived quite a distance away from her now. Rosalyn, the new Viscountess of Easton, didn’t come from a large family so she was quite pleased to have Noelle as a new sisterly friend as well. 
 
      
 
    Before long, several more guests arrived and the two ladies came back over to stand beside their husbands and help greet everyone. Noelle’s family was invited, obviously, and Rodrick appreciatively said hello to each member, starting with the duke and going all the way to Lady Beth. “You look well, sir,” the duchess complimented him with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick beamed a bit back at her. “Thank you, your Grace. That’s because I have this lovely lady in my life.” He turned his smile to Noelle. 
 
      
 
    “He always likes to flatter me,” she said with a soft giggle. 
 
      
 
    “As he should,” her mother replied. 
 
      
 
    James and his father had spared no expense for this ball. It was a bit like a delayed reception, so when the small orchestra arrived and set up in one corner of the ballroom, Rodrick wasn’t surprised so much as he was delighted. As soon as the music began, he and Noelle joined in a Scotch reel. 
 
      
 
    They laughed a lot and had a grand time at James and Rosalyn’s ball. It felt wonderful to be relaxed about such things. Now that they were married, they were free to be who they really were. 
 
      
 
    “I have to say, Mrs. Edwards, that not having to call you Lady all the time has made things so much easier,” Rodrick quipped as they strolled home together after the ball.  
 
      
 
    She surprised him by taking her slippers from her dainty feet and walking through the grass without them. “I never really thought that it suited me.” She smiled at him and scrunched up the bridge of her nose a bit as she did so. 
 
      
 
    Every time Rodrick looked at Noelle, he felt like he fell in love with her all over again. Surely this is the way that it’s meant to be. 
 
      
 
    “I think this life suits you, though,” he told her, leaning in as they strolled so he could give her a kiss. 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Noelle met him and his mother at the breakfast table with a proposition. “I haven’t seen my friend Lady Andrews in a great while,” she said. “Do you think that I can invite her here?” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick knew that Noelle had a lot of pride in her new home. She was always excited about showing the cottage off to anyone who came to visit, so it made sense to him that she wanted to show Wildhill to Lady Lydia. He smiled at her and nodded his head. 
 
      
 
    “It’s your home, my dear, you may invite whomever you like,” he replied. “But I appreciate you asking me.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled at him and took his hand. “This was your home first. That’s why I love it so much.” 
 
      
 
    There was a relaxed attitude to Noelle now and Rodrick really liked it. He’d adored her proper, ladylike manner, of course, but he felt that she’d really flourished now that she was living at Wildhill with him. It wasn’t as if she was a different person, but she was somehow more herself. 
 
      
 
    Likewise, Rodrick felt whole now that he was married to her. He was Mr. Rodrick Edwards, married to the love of his life. 
 
      
 
    Also, it seemed strange to him but, in some way, his status in the ton had changed. He had not gained a title, but he had gained respect and admiration just the same. He didn’t worry about such things, but it was nice all the same to be given friendly smiles and nods as he walked by in society. 
 
      
 
    Lady Andrews came over to visit in the afternoon one day. Rodrick heard the knock at the door and watched as Noelle set aside her most recent drawing – of her sister Catherine with her ever-growing belly – and she went to answer the front door herself. Smyth didn’t even get exasperated about such things anymore. 
 
      
 
    The butler could focus on other matters such as introducing guests that they weren’t familiar with or helping them send and receive mail. Rodrick didn’t think the old butler would mind not having to open the door all the time anymore.  
 
      
 
    “My, this is a beautiful home,” Lydia complimented, gazing around Wildhill Manor. She smiled from Noelle to Rodrick. 
 
      
 
    He went to her and took her hand, giving it a polite kiss. He smiled back at her. “It’s lovely to see you again, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle and Lydia sat in the drawing room for a bit with a tray of tea. Rodrick sat with them but he didn’t bother them so they could gossip in peace. He almost wished that Lady Lydia had brought her husband with her just so he would have another gentleman to speak with. 
 
      
 
    I suppose that I shall always be surrounded by ladies, he thought. That’s not such a terrible fate. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to tour the land?” he heard Noelle ask Lydia. “This really is a beautiful estate, even if I do say so myself. And we’ve got the best home on it.” 
 
      
 
    “I still find it amusing that she prefers this little cottage to my cousin’s mansion,” Rodrick said, standing up when they did so. He strolled outside with them while the ladies happily chattered away.  
 
      
 
    Lydia admired the foliage behind Wildhill and she smiled but she didn’t seem as impressed and delighted by everything the way that Noelle still was. Rodrick appreciated his wife the more he spent time with every other lady. And he appreciated her more and more besides. 
 
      
 
    “When you first met me, what did you think of me?” Noelle asked him that evening after Lydia parted with a promise to return the next time there was a ball at Westwood. That home still eclipsed his for everyone else but Noelle. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick looked at her as they sat together on the couch in the sitting room. His mother had already gone off to bed. “I thought that you were the prettiest lady I’d ever seen and that there was no chance in you ever wanting to talk to me, let alone dance with me at that ball.” 
 
      
 
    She giggled a little, her blue eyes sparkling as she gazed at him. “And what do you think of me now?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “I think you’re the most beautiful lady I’ve ever seen and I ask myself every minute how I got lucky enough to be able to talk with you, let alone dance with you.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle blushed a little as she smiled at him. “It almost seems like you had that answer prepared.” 
 
      
 
    “You enjoy asking me about back when we first met,” he replied. “And I know that you won’t accept a weak answer just because you’ve asked so much.” 
 
      
 
    He reached an arm around her and pulled her in close to him so he could kiss the top of her chestnut-colored head. “Our story doesn’t change; it just becomes better written each time we reminisce about it.” 
 
      
 
    Noelle gave his cheek a kiss. “I think that you should have become a poet or a playwright like William Shakespeare. You certainly always find pretty ways to word things.” 
 
      
 
    Rodrick had never really thought that about himself before. He’d never really bothered to search himself for hidden talents. But if Noelle said that he could do something, then he believed he could. 
 
      
 
    They passed the rest of the evening like this, sitting together on the couch and watching the embers slowly fade in the fireplace. When they became sleepy, they went up the stairs together, tiptoeing past his mother’s room so they wouldn’t disturb her slumber. 
 
      
 
    Rodrick’s favorite time of night was when he and Noelle lay in each other’s arms, whispering conversations back and forth to each other until they fell asleep. Tonight was no different than any other night. He enjoyed the sound of her voice as it got softer and eventually turned into the quiet breathing of peaceful sleep beside him. 
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    A Message from Abby 
 
      
 
    Dear Reader, 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed every page and I would love to hear your thoughts whether it be a review online or you contact me via my website. I am eternally grateful for you and none of this would be possible without our shared love of romance. 
 
      
 
    I pray that someday I will get to meet each of you and thank you in person, but in the meantime, all I can do is tell you how amazing you are. 
 
      
 
    As I prepare my next love story for you, keep believing in your dreams and know that mine would not be possible without you. 
 
      
 
    With Love, 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    A great expanse of mahogany desk stretched between young Cecilia Prescott and the solicitor rifling through her father’s old papers. As he looked up and met her gaze, she felt an even greater distance there in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    He was trying to tell her and her mother something, and it was something he didn’t think they’d appreciate. 
 
      
 
    “Pardon me, Mr. Combs,” said Cecilia, “but I am afraid I’ve missed your meaning. Are you saying my father was in some manner of financial trouble?” 
 
      
 
    The portly solicitor cleared his throat and fumbled awkwardly with the papers yet again. 
 
      
 
    “The worst manner, I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    Beside her, Cecilia heard her mother gasp. The Dowager Viscountess of Holden, Lady Sophia Prescott, had grown accustomed to life without her late husband over the last arduous year, but Cecilia knew the loss of her current comforts would be a devastating blow.  
 
      
 
    Cecilia felt again the sharp pain of her father’s loss. He’d never been particularly affectionate, but he’d provided safety and oversight. She felt keenly deprived of those in his absence.  
 
      
 
    “Last year you said he’d left his fortune to me, his only daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” Mr. Combs cleared his throat. “A truly unusual occurrence, as I’ve already mentioned.”  
 
      
 
    “He had no male heir,” Lady Holden interjected. “And he did specify my daughter in his will.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia knew what he meant by unusual, but found herself again frustrated by the morays of society that found her promotion as her father’s heir to be so remarkable.  
 
      
 
    In truth, she would have cared little for the money if it hadn’t been for her mother, who fretted often about the possible loss of status after her husband’s passing. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve no argument on that point, Lady Holden,” the solicitor seemed to have at last gained the confidence necessary to speak, and placed his hands palms down on the top of the desk.  
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, the Viscount’s debts proved more serious than I imagined. It seems he engaged in a bit of unrecommended speculation, and the company in question has gone under.” 
 
      
 
    “How much?” Lady Holden asked. 
 
      
 
    “How much what?” 
 
      
 
    “How much was wagered on this doomed company?” Cecilia filled in for her mother, whose face was growing alarmingly pale. 
 
      
 
    “All.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia felt an icy panic growing inside her.  
 
      
 
    She thought of the Carlsons, a well-respected family in Chesire with whom she’d grown up. She’d seen the Carlson boys at dances, and chattered away with the two youngest daughters. Their father had seemed to be very successful, throwing lavish parties and hosting grand hunts during the season.  
 
      
 
    Then, quite suddenly, they were out of society. Rumors spread quickly in London and the surrounding area that the grand Carlsons were penniless, surviving in a small cottage after they lost house and estate in a reckless gamble.  
 
      
 
    Cecilia realized with horror that this was her situation, and that of her mother. Vaguely, she refocused on the solicitor, who was explaining the breadth of their misfortune.  
 
      
 
    “There is no more to draw on, and I’ve drained the last of your account to repay the Viscount’s innumerable debts.” 
 
      
 
    “Are the debts settled then?” Cecilia asked. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Combs ventured a coarse laugh, and then stopped when he saw the two women staring at him with earnest eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m afraid not. His debts were many, and he did not leave enough to settle them aright.” 
 
      
 
    “We are penniless.” Lady Holden said the words softly, and they hung unrefuted in the cold air of the office. “We will lose everything.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you suggest we do?” Cecilia asked the solicitor as calmly as she could manage. 
 
      
 
    “It is my job to give you the facts, not a remedy,” Mr. Combs said. “But if I may venture an opinion, your daughter is not an unseemly girl. You still have a title. Perhaps some kind of worthy union could solve the issue on the table.” 
 
      
 
    “Marriage?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes. Surely you could find a man of title and wealth who could offer you reprieve from your current troubles.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia winced inwardly. Though marriage did seem the most obvious way out of such financial ruin, the solicitor’s immediate recommendation struck her as both unoriginal and frightening.  
 
      
 
    The Dowager Viscountess had been offering hints for some time now about the marriageability of her only daughter, pushing Cecilia into the arms of wealthy and titled gentlemen. Cecilia had always been able to avoid imminent proposals by pleading her youth or the possibility of a better match.  
 
      
 
    Now, she knew such arguments would hold no water with her mother. They were poor, and poor women should not expect better matches.  
 
      
 
    For her part, Lady Holden’s eyes lit with hope at the solicitor’s suggestion, and that light followed the two women long after they’d left Mr. Combs behind in his heavily-curtained office.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You look lovely tonight, my dear,” Lady Holden said, giving her daughter a good look before the two settled themselves in the carriage for the short drive over to the Sinclairs’ manor.  
 
      
 
    Cecilia Prescott was still a blushing nineteen years of age, and, though petite, cut a striking figure at local events.  
 
      
 
    For years, her rich brown curls and piercing grey eyes had been sought after by the lads of the county, and more recently by the respectable sons of titled aristocrats and landed gentry.  
 
      
 
    She was slim, and even in the mute grey dress that she wore in respect for her father’s passing, she looked like a vision. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mama.” 
 
      
 
    She settled her cloak about her shoulders and rested her hand on the door sash with a sigh.  
 
      
 
    “It feels odd to be travelling to the Sinclairs’ ball as though we are the equals of every person in the ball room.” 
 
      
 
    “We are more than their equal,” Lady Holden sniffed in response. “You are a lady, and I am the Dowager Viscountess of Holden. They are lucky to have such people in attendance.”  
 
      
 
    She fiddled with the lace at her throat. “And if you’re speaking about our earlier conversation with Mr. Combs, I hardly think skipping the first ball of the season a good way to keep the news of our precarious financial situation from prying ears.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t keep it quiet forever, Mama.” 
 
      
 
    “We can keep it quiet long enough. If anyone finds out, it will ruin your prospects of marriage, my dear. Our only chance now is for you to find a reputable, titled man with a bit of wealth on the side.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia smiled in outward allowance, but thought back on the line of suitors she’d seen of late.  
 
      
 
    She hadn’t minded the sweet boy from Manchester, although he’d been rather simple and not an elegant conversation partner.  
 
      
 
    Then there was the baron who’d found himself with quite a few gambling debts and was willing to settle them all with an illustrious marriage to a titled lady such as herself.  
 
      
 
    Aside from the obvious truth that such an alliance in retrospect would have left both penniless, Cecilia had found the baron both preposterous and ignorant. She was glad to be rid of him.  
 
      
 
    More recently, her mama had been pressing her to meet with an untitled man of vast wealth who owned a collection of periodicals in London.  
 
      
 
    The lack of title wasn’t as much of an insult to Cecilia as the man’s undeviating view that women were only good for needlepoint and the planning of grand parties.  
 
      
 
    “I understand my duty,” she said with a sigh. “But even if I were to find such an elusive gentleman, surely he would be unwilling to pursue an attachment once he learned the truth of our financial situation.” 
 
      
 
    “That is where love comes in,” Lady Holden said, as calmly as if she were talking of the taking of tea at midday.  
 
      
 
    “You must do your best to be winning and amiable, Cecilia. Try to remember all that we taught you, and what your governess encouraged you to emulate from Fordyce’s. That is the sort of thing that entices a man to deep affection.” 
 
      
 
    “’Nature appears to have formed the faculties of your sex, for the most part, with less vigor than those of ours,’” Cecilia began quietly quoting the sermons in question, her gaze still fixed outside the door sash.  
 
      
 
    “’Observing the same distinction here as in the more delicate frames of your bodies.’” 
 
      
 
    She turned to her mother with a faint smile. 
 
      
 
    “It would seem Fordyce has not the faith in feminine mental faculties to — how did you put it? — ‘entice a man to deep affection.’” 
 
      
 
    “You’re taking him out of context, I’m sure.” Lady Holden folded her gloved hands with quiet dignity. “And you can’t deny that women are the weaker sex, in need of a firm hand and a strong provider.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia nodded absentmindedly.  
 
      
 
    In truth, she found Fordyce and all sermonizing men like him to be adding little to the world of literature and thought.  
 
      
 
    He was trying desperately to hold the rising stars of womanhood in their proper place in the parlor, and she found his argument both unappealing and unoriginal.  
 
      
 
    For herself, she appreciated the helpful advice of lesser known etiquette books, and even these she preferred to set aside in favor of modern poets and the epics of old.  
 
      
 
    She drew her mind back to the conversation in the carriage, and found her mother still speaking about her earlier comment. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just that kind of opinionated stubbornness that will lose you the affections of the gentlemen in attendance tonight. The death of your father has given us the perfect opportunity to show you’ve softened in the last year.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mama,” Cecilia didn’t protest. 
 
      
 
    “If you can get a man to fall in love with you, he will not mind assuming your father’s debts.” 
 
      
 
    “I think you have far too high an opinion of the virtues of the male sex,” Cecilia said wryly. 
 
      
 
    “On the contrary, I find their hearts fickle and easily swayed by a pretty face.” 
 
      
 
    A pretty face. It was a familiar phrase for Cecilia. She had never, in all the long line of men at her door, found a single one who’d been drawn to aught but her title and the luminosity of her eyes.  
 
      
 
    Once, when she was but a girl of sixteen, she’d formed a strong connection with the son of an untitled but wealthy member of the landed gentry.  
 
      
 
    Young Mr. Phillip Larson had everything to recommend himself. He was handsome and clever and well-read. When he first began to pursue Cecilia, she’d been delighted at the prospect of long conversations and witty banter.  
 
      
 
    It soon became apparent that while the gentleman treasured her title and the loveliness of her face, he did not want her to weigh in on matters of the mind or society. 
 
      
 
    It felt remarkable at times, that ladies were encouraged to broaden their minds with reading and conversation, when their ultimate end was to pretend simpering idiocy and vanity for the sake of a wealthy husband’s ego. 
 
      
 
    “I need to hear you say it, Cecilia.” 
 
      
 
    “What, Mama? Pardon me, my mind was elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “As it often is. I need to hear you say that you are with me on this. Tonight is an excellent opportunity to show me you are serious about doing your part to uphold our family’s legacy.” 
 
      
 
    “Mama, I will do what is necessary,” Cecilia said, her heart heavy. 
 
      
 
    The drive leading up to the Sinclairs’ manor was lined with bobbing lanterns. Even before the carriage came to a halt, Cecilia could hear the music and tinkling laughter of guests over the steady rhythm of the horses’ hooves.  
 
      
 
    She stayed back a moment whilst her mother exited the carriage in a cloud of amber silk. Then she herself stepped out onto the folding step, resting a moment there as the footman steadied Lady Holden.  
 
      
 
    It was at that moment of pause that Cecilia glanced up and caught a glimpse of a man riding along the lane crosswise to the party.  
 
      
 
    She only saw him for a moment, and then caught a few glimpses of his form through windows in the ivy hedge. He seemed so tall and free.  
 
      
 
    Free… That was the real draw, she realized, stepping down onto the pebbled path with the assistance of the now unengaged footman.  
 
      
 
    If only someone like that would ride into all this charade and take her away to a place where all her father’s debts and her mother’s expectations couldn’t reach her. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Holden!” she heard above her, and looked up in time to see Lady Sinclair in the greeting line at the door. Her voice came faintly over the sound of the revelers. “It’s so good to see you, and out of mourning as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it is a new season, though I try to remain decorous of course,” Lady Holden said as they approached. 
 
      
 
    “Is Miss Prescott here?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I’m chaperoning her revels this evening. May I ask, who is in attendance?” 
 
      
 
    “The Duke of Belshire’s son is here, and a few noteworthy Mormonts, I believe. You should see the train on Lady Dowding’s dress, it’s woven with imported silk, I’m told.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t all silk imported these days?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we are certainly delighted to have you in attendance, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia walked up the stairs, steeling herself for the lights and laughter within.  
 
      
 
    The idea of a handsome prince was a little fanciful, even for her. She thought how her father would have teased her.  
 
      
 
    “It’s all those books you read,” he had always said when he was alive. “You’ve got worlds of nonsense at home in your head.” 
 
      
 
    Reality is nothing like fantasy, she thought, pushing the man on the horse and the freedom he symbolized from her mind.  
 
      
 
    She took a breath, and went to join her mother on the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Robert Fanning lowered his quill to the paper and paused for a moment before drawing a thin line and shifting the page across the desk to Mrs. Norris, who sat shivering on the opposite side. 
 
      
 
    “Do you require a cloak, Madame?” he asked kindly.  
 
      
 
    She shook her head, and he went on to point out the line at the base of the page.  
 
      
 
    “If you will sign your name here, Mrs. Norris, we will take your petition before the court. I looked at your documents, and it seems you have a legitimate claim that your employer has withheld proper wages.” 
 
      
 
    The cook was elderly, and frail. She’d come in with hardly any hope left, on the chance that the rumors about Fanning & Parnum helping the destitute were true. 
 
      
 
    “But what about peers of the realm? The Lord Bartnam is well-connected.” Her hands shook on the wool of her shawl. “He told me he would drag me into ruin if I told of his misdeeds.” 
 
      
 
    Robert felt a twinge of anger at the other man’s blatant misuse of his power. 
 
      
 
    “It will be necessary to connect you with a barrister of good social standing in the court, but I’ve a few who owe me a favor. He won’t appear in the Court of Chancery, but I’ve good hope we can negotiate a settlement outside the courtroom.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve nothing to bargain with.” 
 
      
 
    “I have his good standing in society and the threat of the community getting wind of his mismanagement. For a man of his vanity, it should be enough.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Norris looked up with hope in her weary eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You think I will get my wages?” 
 
      
 
    “I think I can get you what you’re owed, and more. You have kept diligent documentation, Mrs. Norris.”  
 
      
 
    Robert came out from around the desk and helped his client to her feet. “I’d like to see you back in a week to finalize the case. Would you like me to send the carriage?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I can get a ride with the grocer again.” 
 
      
 
    “Send notice if that changes and we’d be happy to help.” 
 
      
 
    He helped her down the stairs, one at a time, and then into the carriage, tucking a fur blanket around her knees.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lord Lothmire,” she said. “Your kindness is much appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    “You have nothing more to worry about under my care,” he said gently, stepping away from the carriage and closing the door.  
 
      
 
    When he climbed the stairs back into the office, he met his partner, Roger Parnum, on the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “You get the cook settled?” 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Norris’ case is something we can handle, I think.” 
 
      
 
    The older man frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Robert, you know she won’t be able to give us a high percentage of the profits. Just because you’re set for the future doesn’t mean the rest of us don’t need to earn our daily bread.” 
 
      
 
    Robert knew he was referring to the recent death of Charles Fanning, Robert’s older brother. The unfortunate sickness that stole Charles had inadvertently left Robert with the title of Earl of Lothmire, and an impressive sum of money.  
 
      
 
    “Cases like this win the trust of the people, and give us a good position in court,” Robert said. “It’s good for business, and you can’t tell me your business hasn’t been prospering since you added ‘Fanning’ to the awning.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let your ego be too significant, my dear Earl,” Roger said, feigning insult. “Why a wealthy man such as yourself would ever put himself through solicitors’ studies is beyond me.” 
 
      
 
    Robert smiled, following Roger into the top floor of the office and gathering the papers he’d left strewn on the desk.  
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t planning to be an heir.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” his partner said, seating himself in one of the low Sheraton chairs and pulling out his pipe. “Just a hardworking lad who stumbled upon a fortune.”  
 
      
 
    Robert fell quiet. It was a familiar avenue of jest with his partner ever since Charles’ death, and at times it grated on him.  
 
      
 
    He loved the law, and even with his new title and money he knew he would keep advising.  
 
      
 
    Roger Farnum knew it as well, and despite his bluster and feigned jealousy, Robert new the other man was glad for his aid. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” he said, picking up a small missive stamped with the Duke of Belshire’s seal. It was shuffled beneath some of Mrs. Norris’ papers.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, your man brought that in earlier. Said it was important — urgent, perhaps — but we had so much to do with the Norris case and then the indictment hearing before that.” 
 
      
 
    Robert reached for a letter opener while his friend rambled on. 
 
      
 
    “Really, Robert. I ask you to look over case files and you are lackadaisical at best. Here you have a letter from this family friend—” 
 
      
 
    “—Godfather—” 
 
      
 
    “—and you’re on the edge of your seat.” 
 
      
 
    “There has been some unpleasant business,” Robert mused out loud, scanning the letter as he went.  
 
      
 
    It read that the Duke’s son, a man Robert had known his whole life by the name of Gerard Mormont, Marquess of Malbrook, had fallen into a bit of trouble. It did not specify what kind. 
 
      
 
    Robert bristled as he read. Gerard had been a thorn in his side since the two were boys.  
 
      
 
    The Duke had taken to Robert from the start, holding his industrious nature up in contrast to Gerard’s laziness many a time. The Duke went out of his way to invite Robert on trips and teach him the necessary skills to succeed in the world of business, and that clearly infuriated Gerard.  
 
      
 
    Robert remembered one time when the boys were but eleven and twelve years of age, respectively, when Gerard had been so filled with jealousy after Robert was invited to join a hunting trip, that he loosed a shot into the Duke’s prime hound and ever afterward blamed Robert for the offense.  
 
      
 
    Robert, unwilling to further fuel the fires of jealousy, had kept silent and accepted his punishment bravely.  
 
      
 
    “Gerard will grow wise with time,” the Duke always said. 
 
      
 
    But luxury and title had worked a toxic effect on the young man, and as each year passed, he grew more spoiled and reckless.  
 
      
 
    The Duke’s hand in this most recent missive was heavy with the pressure of anxiety, and his words were unmistakably urgent. 
 
      
 
     “I must be away at once.” 
 
      
 
    “My friend, surely this is not a fortuitous time? Rest the night and leave in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “No, they are in London at their townhouse. I will go directly.” 
 
      
 
    “What could be the matter?” 
 
      
 
    Robert had ridden to the Marquess’ aid before, for a financial squabble that had threatened the family with unpleasant gossip. He suspected it would be something similar, but didn’t trust his partner with the details. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a private matter, I’m afraid. You will of course press no further, Mr. Parnum?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.”  
 
      
 
    The other man rang the bell, waving his hand dismissively at the doorman who appeared.  
 
      
 
    “Please bring Lord Lothmire’s coat and hat, and bring round his horse. He has to leave at once on urgent business.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As he neared the Belshire townhouse, Robert thought foremost of the Duke.  
 
      
 
    He felt a great debt to his godfather. Even before Charles’s death, the old man had been there for both boys, raising them like his very own sons.  
 
      
 
    He’d provided them references and opportunities to train and grow in their talents, and after Charles’s death, the Duke had been there to help Robert shoulder the burden of becoming a new Earl, and all that entailed.  
 
      
 
    A short distance from the townhouse, he passed the stately Sinclairs’ manor, fully alight with music and laughter and twinkling lights.  
 
      
 
    He’d heard of the dance, but hadn’t any desire to attend. It was one of the many fripperies of the opening of the season, and he’d had his fill of simpering maids and insistent parents.  
 
      
 
    Still, he glanced in at the gate as he rode by… and there, in a small pool of lantern light, he caught sight of a brown-haired girl dressed in a slip of silver-grey cloth. Her foot was descending from the carriage - her slender arms were white against the dark vehicle.  
 
      
 
    She looked like the North Star in a sea of meaningless constellations. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, he thought about turning his horse down that pathway and arriving, unsuitably attired as he was, at that ball he’d so despised moments before. Then, he remembered the Duke, his work, and his own new title.  
 
      
 
    Life was too complicated for North Stars at present. He rode on. 
 
      
 
    He left his horse at the foot of the townhouse stairs and bid the boy there take it back to the stables. He entered the house with a heavy heart. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Lothmire, what a surprise.” The butler let him in, and showed him to the library where the Duke was sitting by the fire, his back to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace,” Robert said, his voice low.  
 
      
 
    “You came.” The Duke of Belshire rose quickly, his once-handsome face now racked with worry. “I wasn’t sure you could get away.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything for you.” 
 
      
 
    “You see, there seems to be a bit of… trouble,” the Duke went straight to the point, “and I had hoped you’d be able to bring it to a swift and silent end.” 
 
      
 
    “What is the matter?” 
 
      
 
    The Duke cast a glance at the two footmen positioned against the wall. He lowered his voice even further. 
 
      
 
    “It is a peculiar thing, but I’m afraid it needs to be handled rather discreetly. Would you mind…?”  
 
      
 
    He motioned to a slip of paper and a quill lying nearby. 
 
      
 
    Robert nodded agreement, and the older man moved past him and scribbled a few words on the slip of paper. He turned, holding it fast in his fingers. 
 
      
 
    “It is about Gerard. I don’t want you to think less of him,” he seemed reluctant to part with the note in his hand. 
 
      
 
    Robert thought it would be hard, after everything he’d experienced at the hands of Gerard as a boy, and later as a young man, to think less of Gerard than he already did. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace, I only wish to help. It is not for me to have an opinion one way or the other.” 
 
      
 
    This at last put the Duke’s mind at ease, and he extended the paper with trembling fingers.  
 
      
 
    Robert took it and read it with an increasingly sinking heart. 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    “The matter must be settled fast. You see there is a timeline on the thing.” 
 
      
 
    Robert tucked the note into his pocket.  
 
      
 
    “I will arrange it on the morrow if it is at all possible.” 
 
      
 
    The Duke sank bank into the chair as though he’d recently survived a great trial. He waved indistinctly at the farthest footman, and the man brought him two glasses of sherry. The Duke offered one to Robert, and he took it.  
 
      
 
    “There’s only one thing for it,” the old man said, drinking deeply and staring into the flames. “We have to get him into a respectable marriage.” 
 
      
 
    “Marriage may not solve this particular problem,” Robert said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “It has to. I demanded it of him.” 
 
      
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
      
 
    “He is agreeable enough. He does not think he has done any wrong.”  
 
      
 
    The old man glanced at the drink in Robert’s hand. “He’s at the Sinclairs’ now. I told him he had to find a wife this season, and his solution was to go to the nearest ball in search of her.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a terrible plan.” 
 
      
 
    “He needs to find a respectable lady.” The man looked up with sudden eagerness. “Could you go and make sure he settles on a woman of good standing?” 
 
      
 
    “Tonight? I would not be expected.” 
 
      
 
    “You are the Earl of Lothmire. You are always expected.” 
 
      
 
    “The Marquess has never been much moved by my opinion, Your Grace.” Robert set the sherry aside, bowing. “But if it would put your mind at ease...” 
 
      
 
    “It would indeed.” 
 
      
 
    Robert took his leave, his thoughts weighted with sober review. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The lights and corridors of the Sinclairs’ manor were disorienting, and reminded Cecilia of the first overwhelming ball she’d attended as a much younger girl.  
 
      
 
    Now, it all seemed a bit gaudy, and she navigated the platitudes and proper bows and curtsies like a woman trapped in a dream.  
 
      
 
    “Miss Prescott, how lovely to have you in attendance this evening, and what a pleasant evening to open the season.”  
 
      
 
    It was a young man her mother had introduced; she couldn’t at first remember his name, but knew she’d met him two seasons ago at one of the closing balls. Fredricks, was it? 
 
      
 
    “It is a lovely night,” she agreed. 
 
      
 
    “I was sorry to hear of your father’s passing.” 
 
      
 
    “You are kind.” 
 
      
 
    “May I prevail upon you for a dance later? It would be my honor.”  
 
      
 
    Cecilia looked at the man’s face. He seemed pleasant enough, but vacant, like an unwritten book.  
 
      
 
    The thought of walking to the dance floor on his arm, talking harmlessly about the weather and the latest harmless gossip, and pretending interest the whole time seemed an interminable torture.  
 
      
 
    And yet, she knew the luxury of denying dances did not belong to recently ruined young women with inherited debts. 
 
      
 
    “A dance would be lovely.” She bowed her head ever so slightly, turning at the tinkling laughter of a young woman behind her.  
 
      
 
    “Miss Prescott, I presume?”  
 
      
 
    The woman was tall and lithe, with sparkling blue eyes and shimmering blond hair. Her gown was elegant, fashioned of white silk and trimmed with pearls.  
 
      
 
    “You presume correctly.”  
 
      
 
    Cecilia felt the honorable Mr. Fredricks melt away from view, and turned her full attention on the vision before her.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Sinclair told me to find you and befriend you at once. I’m Lady Lucy Mormont.” 
 
      
 
    Recognition hit Cecilia in a wave and she blushed. “Of course. Your father is the Duke of Belshire.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. My grand connection until I married my dear Italian count, but I wouldn’t trade my Carino for a host of Papa’s admirers.” 
 
      
 
    It was all a bit forward for Cecilia, but despite herself she felt a wry affection for the woman before her.  
 
      
 
    Lucy Mormont wore her wealth and title with the effortless confidence of a woman who’d grown up knowing no hardship or uncertainty.  
 
      
 
    With a sharp pang, the thought reminded Cecilia of her own financial troubles, but she kept her face in a relaxed smile and let Lucy control the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “It’s really shocking we haven’t met before,” Lucy said, sipping something out of a crystal-stemmed glass.  
 
      
 
    “But I lead such a busy life these days. Always to the coast and back, and the Count has such complicated endeavors in the center of the country.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia nodded, though in truth she was unacquainted with the busy life of the Mormonts outside of local gossip.  
 
      
 
    She and her mother had lived a quiet life in the country when her father was alive, and even now they kept to their townhouse more days than not.  
 
      
 
    “It is good that we have met now,” she ventured. “And how are you finding London this Season?” 
 
      
 
    “Dismal, but that’s soon to change now that the night is sparkling and alive again,” Lucy said, taking another sip. “My dear, you seem to be catching eyes all across the room. Please let me introduce you to some of my nearest and dearest.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia pushed aside the sinking desire to flee and allowed Lucy to take her arm and lead her across the bustling room to first one group, and then another.  
 
      
 
    Lucy’s nearest and dearest seemed to be a vast and quickly growing crowd.  
 
      
 
    At one circle, a young baroness seemed particularly taken with Cecilia. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a dear,” she gushed. “You should consider joining me and the Baron in Bath this year. We don’t go up as often as we should, but he’s airing out the house for the summer months. You know how the waters there help with illness.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been two years since I’ve been to Bath,” Cecilia answered. She’d gone with her father in his waning years of health, hoping the fresh air would do him good. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know the Bartletts? Miss Fanny Bartlett is a positive genius on the pianoforte, and she was at many of our gatherings.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t had the pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me you frequented the Royal Crescent and the Upper Assembly Rooms. Papa always loved their architecture but I feel there’s something so stately about it all.”  
 
      
 
    Cecilia knew of both places, but she felt keenly the other woman’s posturing.  
 
      
 
    The reference to architecture and the assumption that all people descending on Bath would have the wealth and connections to spend their time in the Upper Assembly Rooms vexed her deeply.  
 
      
 
    She thought of the gold gilding, the marble staircases, and the whispering silk in quiet passageways. All that was soon to be behind her, if what the solicitor said was true.  
 
      
 
    Likely enough, this baroness would soon be whispering behind her fan about meeting the Miss Prescott once at the Sinclair’s ball. “Of course, that was before their fall in fortune,” she would say.  
 
      
 
    “I did like Pulteney Bridge,” Cecilia answered at last, wistfully remembering the white stone and the pristine river moving lazily beneath. 
 
      
 
    “You must be much acquainted with local walks,” the baroness said, fanning herself. “I’m one for dances myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Come now, Miss Prescott.” Lucy interjected, pulling her new friend gently away. “You can’t give your attentions to the ladies all evening. Let’s see if I can find my brother for you.” 
 
      
 
    She led Cecilia to the corner of the room where two gentlemen stood watching the festivities.  
 
      
 
    Cecilia noticed at once the tallest of the two, a dark-haired gentleman in formal dress with trimmed sideburns and flashing dark eyes.  
 
      
 
    “This is the Marquess of Malbrook, Gerard Mormont,” Lucy said. “My brother.” 
 
      
 
    The tall man bowed gallantly over Cecilia’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “Enchanted,” he said simply, kissing her fingers. She felt a thrill of excitement, and wondered at it. The Marquess seemed not just handsome, but self-possessed.  
 
      
 
    “And this is our dear friend, The Honorable Robert Fanning.”  
 
      
 
    “Lord Lothmire now, sister,” Gerard said with an affected laugh. “You forget yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, Lord Lothmire.” Lucy waved her gloved hand about her face as though dismissing a small annoyance. “He recently inherited the title of Earl of Lothmire.” 
 
      
 
    “How pleasing for you,” Cecilia murmured, finding the second gentleman’s touch to be colder, and more distant than his handsome friend.  
 
      
 
    The new Earl of Lothmire was handsome enough, although he was a bit shorter than the Marquess, and had pale, red-blonde hair and green eyes that seemed to look through her to some distant, more interesting thing.  
 
      
 
    “You must forgive my friend,” Gerard said, raising his eyebrows in a look of shared confidentiality. “He’s a bit preoccupied at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    “With what, pray tell?” Cecilia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Naught of interest,” Lord Lothmire responded curtly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Robert, let Miss Prescott be the judge of that.” Lucy laughed and flashed her charming blue eyes at the solemn man. “Come, tell us what was on your mind.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure my thoughts would only bore you.” 
 
      
 
    “Or perhaps you think us too fragile to comprehend them,” Cecilia interjected with what she hoped was a light-hearted smile. 
 
      
 
    “I would not do you the dishonor.” 
 
      
 
    After a moment’s pause, Cecilia attempted another course of conversation. 
 
      
 
    “What think you of the weather? It is unseasonably warm. I wouldn’t be surprised if we were forced to venture to country cottages a bit earlier than usual this year.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Lord Lothmire said wryly. “Let’s talk about the weather.” 
 
      
 
    Something in his tone caused Cecilia pause. It had been some time since she’d come face to face with such aloof behavior.  
 
      
 
    It was clear that the Earl of Lothmire had no desire to attempt carefree conversation, and it seemed he was reproving her, somehow, for her attempts at just that. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, she was saved from further awkwardness by the warmth and charm of the Earl’s more agreeable friend. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Prescott, would you give me the honor of claiming the next dance?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe it’s a quadrille,” Lucy said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I’d be delighted,” Cecilia answered, relieved to escape the cold stare of the Earl. 
 
      
 
    The two proceeded to the dance floor, where they lined up neatly beside one another across from another couple. Two others stood elegantly on the side, waiting their turn to join in the revel.  
 
      
 
    The music began, joyous and light-hearted, and Cecilia moved through the familiar footwork with ease.  
 
      
 
    “You’re an excellent dancer,” Gerard said, leaning down as they met in the center for a dip and a turn. 
 
      
 
    “You’re too kind.” She smiled, and the two parted for the second couple to pass through. In a moment they were together again, parading around the center of the dance floor. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me, Miss Prescott, what things occupy your passing hours?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you asking if I am accomplished, sir?” Cecilia shot her partner a teasing smile, and he returned it in kind. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve no doubt of that, but I learnt years ago that conversation was expected at events such as these, and I am interested in… your interests.” 
 
      
 
    “A valuable lesson,” she dipped beneath the upheld arms of another couple and then came to rest at Lord Malbrook’s elbow again, promenading forward in smooth movements. “I’ve heard there are some very nice walks in the outlying county near here.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t vouch for them with any certainty. I’m a riding man myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. A lovely occupation on days such as these.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes were suddenly quite close as they turned in a tight circle, and she looked modestly away from their intensity. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you would join me some time.” 
 
      
 
    She should have responded at once, but a certain stillness in her heart held her back. She smiled instead, in what she hoped was tacit agreement, and was thankful for the chance to whirl away into the changing pattern of a temporary partner.  
 
      
 
    When she came back, Cecilia was composed again. She cast a winning smile in Lord Malbrook’s direction. 
 
      
 
    “A ride would be lovely. You could show me your favorite haunts.” 
 
      
 
    “And you? Are you a woman of nature or of the written word?” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t aware they were exclusive loves.” 
 
      
 
    The two came together, hands joined, and then fell apart into a line of four. 
 
      
 
    “Certainly they can walk hand in hand,” her partner murmured. 
 
      
 
    “I love books,” Cecilia admitted. “I find the more I read, the more I want to be out in the beauty of nature.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Malbrook seemed contemplative, and nodded agreement. Cecilia risked a glance at his profile and was pleased with what she saw.  
 
      
 
    He seemed genuinely interested in her, and he’d yet to make a comment about her pretty face or her father’s title.  
 
      
 
    They ended the dance with an elegant bow and he led her from the dance floor back to Lucy’s side.  
 
      
 
    “You make a lovely pair,” Lucy said with a smile. “You should secure her for another dance before the evening gets away from you.” 
 
      
 
    “What say you?” Lord Malbrook asked Cecilia. 
 
      
 
    “I have already promised myself to Mr. Fredricks for the next turn.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I will wait in expectation for you to return,” the dapper man gave an elaborate bow and pressed Cecilia’s hand once more in his own.  
 
      
 
    She glanced past him and caught the Earl’s eye.  
 
      
 
    He’d moved away, and was conversing with an older gentleman in the corner. He cast a severe glance in the direction of the two dancers, and then turned back to his own business.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The night was waning into early morning when Cecilia was at last able to find her mother in a throng of ladies on the edges of the party.  
 
      
 
    The Dowager Viscountess was aglow with the glamour of the highest rings of society, and enjoying the attention due her title. She smiled warmly when Cecilia approached, and bid her take a seat at the table. 
 
      
 
    “You will not believe our good fortune,” she whispered, a bit too loudly for Cecilia’s taste. “I’ve just had words with the Marquess of Malbrook.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  
 
      
 
    “He’s enchanted by you, I can tell it, even if he is too much of a gentleman to say as much. He’s invited us to Clairmont for a few weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “Mama!” 
 
      
 
    “I know. Isn’t it marvelous?” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia felt a little light-headed. It was a good sign, indeed, but the room and the lights and the heat of the evening had thrown her off balance. It all seemed to be happening so fast.  
 
      
 
     “You’ve made quick work of the situation,” Lady Holden said confidentially. “I had high hopes, I admit, but I never could have imagined such a swift conclusion to our situation. The Marquess of Malbrook!” 
 
      
 
    “He wanted me to visit?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and his family will be delighted to see you, I’m sure. They’re sending a carriage round tomorrow morning and the Marquess insists he accompanies you for the ride. He’s positively enchanted, Cecilia. What did you say to him?” 
 
      
 
    “We talked of the area walks and some poems.” She paused, reconsidering. “We also spoke of riding. Nothing of consequence.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s just right, my dear. Conversation of consequence, as you put it, leads to disappointment on both ends, and, in the unluckiest of situations, disagreements.” 
 
      
 
    “Surely one cannot imagine moving through life with no disagreements whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s perfectly plausible. Your father and I were very happily married, and I never indulged in an argument of any sort.” 
 
      
 
    “That cannot be.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a simple trick, really.” Lady Holden smiled, as though thinking of a fond memory. “You cannot do battle if you’re not in the same room.” 
 
      
 
    The glow around the Dowager Viscountess continued as the two bundled into their carriage for the evening.  
 
      
 
    Lord Malbrook followed Cecilia outside and bent low over her hand again, looking up once to catch her gaze with a charming flash of his dark eyes before handing her deftly into the carriage. 
 
      
 
    “How romantic,” her mother sighed. “If you are very careful, Cecilia, you will be a marchioness one day.” 
 
      
 
    Cecilia didn’t bother to correct her.  
 
      
 
    As their carriage pulled out of the Sinclairs’ lane, she remembered the rider she’d seen earlier, and felt her freedom slipping ever further from her grasp.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The steady motion of the carriage lulled Robert into thoughtfulness as it drew ever nearer Clairmont.  
 
      
 
    He’d agreed to accompany Gerard and Lucy to pick up Miss Prescott and the Dowager Viscountess, and now he was regretting it almost as much as he regretted giving into the Duke’s whim and attending the Sinclairs’ ball.  
 
      
 
    He tried to focus on the page of Goethe he was reading, but the words assaulted him. 
 
      
 
    “If the whole world I once could see 
 
      
 
    On free soil stand, with the people free,  
 
      
 
    Then to the moment might I say,  
 
      
 
    Linger awhile… so fair thou art.” 
 
      
 
    The whole world free. He pondered the words, and wondered why they, like everything since the night of the ball, reminded him of the slim girl sitting across from him now.  
 
      
 
    She was wearing a simple brown muslin dress, and her hair was simply arrayed, and yet he found it nearly impossible to keep from stealing glances in her direction. 
 
      
 
    After the ball, Gerard had approached Robert with a singular swagger and asked him what he thought of the little Prescott miss. 
 
      
 
    “She’s a fine lady,” Robert had responded. “We don’t know her well, but I can hardly imagine any man could do better than Miss Prescott.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not any man,” Gerard sent a critical gaze after the Prescotts’ retreating carriage. “But she is a pretty thing.” 
 
      
 
    It seemed the grandest understatement ever to be spoken. The thought of it now persecuted Robert, who had known since the moment he met Miss Cecilia Prescott that she was the silvery woman he’d seen descending the carriage earlier in the evening. 
 
      
 
    “She’s more than a pretty thing,” he’d responded, rather more curtly than intended. “She has some wit too.” 
 
      
 
    “Not an admirable quality in a woman,” Gerard had answered, going for what Robert feared was his fourth glass of wine.  
 
      
 
    “It is one thing to be properly coy; it is another entirely for a woman of lovely face and form to give in to the temptation of verbal swordplay.” 
 
      
 
    “Your father would approve of her title.” 
 
      
 
    “He’d approve of almost anything but my current conquests, and you know it.” 
 
      
 
    That had ended the conversation, and Robert feared now that his efforts to aid the Duke may have done Miss Prescott a disservice. 
 
      
 
    “Naught of interest,” had been his answer when she asked what occupied his thoughts.  
 
      
 
    He winced at the memory. Her words had been sweet, and her intentions innocent enough, but he’d been so preoccupied with the sight of Gerard’s interest and charm that he’d brushed her off.  
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure he’d done the lady a favor by commending her to Gerard, as true as his sentiment was. 
 
      
 
    “I have a thoroughbred, most desirable for both speed and endurance.”  
 
      
 
    Gerard’s smooth voice broke into Robert’s thoughts. The tall man was leaning toward Cecilia. He’d been talking at length with the lady about horses, and, to her credit, she’d been listening attentively. 
 
      
 
    “Are any of your horses trained for the races?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Now, that question shows how little you know of the sport,” the Marquess said with a laugh. “I’m far more interested in the paces of a good canter than an all-out gallop, although the latter is more exciting.” 
 
      
 
    “Come now, Lord Malbrook,” Lucy interjected. “Thoroughbreds were made for galloping. Perhaps Miss Prescott had a point in asking.” 
 
      
 
    “You, who use your geldings for mere locomotion, are not one to speak. A horse is a fine-tuned instrument; a piece of brilliant artwork. You lash it into a harness and ride behind it in a great wheeled box.” 
 
      
 
    Lucy laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Brother, you shouldn’t bore our companion with constant talk about such things. Surely the lady would like to discuss something else?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m quite content,” Cecilia said. 
 
      
 
    Robert caught the same restrained look in her eyes he’d seen the first night they met.  
 
      
 
    She had a sadness about her, buried as it was under her façade of decorum and gentility.  
 
      
 
    He went back to his book, but the conversation intensified. 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to have some balance in your life, Gerard,” Lucy said, her words clipped. “Talk about books or some other such thing.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re quite alright carrying on our own conversation, sister.” 
 
      
 
    “She’ll begin to suspect you have but one love, and that a four-legged one.” Lucy was teasing, but it seemed to have struck a nerve. 
 
      
 
    “You’re one to speak about singularity of purpose, when you take every opportunity to work your Italian count into conversation. You’ve caught him already, you are no longer required to pretend infatuation.” 
 
      
 
    Robert saw Cecilia tense at the harshness of Gerard’s words, and he looked up languidly from his book to put an end to the fight. 
 
      
 
    “I suspect our Miss Prescott isn’t interested in Italian counts or horses.” 
 
      
 
    “You presume too much,” her voice, lovely as it was, had a sharp edge. “I’m fascinated with both.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you’re just being polite.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe being polite is part of the art of conversation. Perhaps if you’d lay aside your book for a moment and join us, you’d gain a bit more practice in the subject.” 
 
      
 
    Gerard positively guffawed. 
 
      
 
    “Well done, Miss Prescott. A bit of wit to put our dear Earl in his place.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be crude, Gerard,” Lucy said sharply. 
 
      
 
    Robert felt Cecilia’s words sharper than he was willing to admit. He cared little for the opinion of others, but was surprised to find that her lack of goodwill injured him.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps if you would all read more books,” he asserted, “you’d have more subjects upon which to converse than that of counts and horses.” 
 
      
 
    Gerard fell silent, and for a moment the carriage had naught but the enduring rhythm of horse hooves and the awkwardness of uncut tension to fill the silence.  
 
      
 
    At last, Cecilia spoke, her words as light as a lady’s should ever be. 
 
      
 
    “I do, in fact, read, Lord Lothmire. Perhaps you would like to discuss books? I’d be more than happy to tell you all about my limited exposure to the written word.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so? And where did a lady such as yourself find time to broaden her mind with extensive reading?” 
 
      
 
    “A lady such as myself?” Cecilia laughed wryly. “Why, we are not often allowed the worthy activities that occupy your sex. What else have we to do but read?” 
 
      
 
    “And yet,” Robert continued, aware that he was nearing dangerous ground, “I’ve been acquainted with few women of standing who have a thorough knowledge of literature and the arts.” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot believe that to be true.” 
 
      
 
    “You yourself have yet to expound on your so-called love of reading. Come, amaze us with your knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    “Said the circus trainer to the dancing monkey,” she said with a sweet smile. 
 
      
 
    Robert felt rising frustration at her insolence, coupled with an appreciation for her ready wit. She was a remarkable woman, and not one to be easily put down. 
 
      
 
    “I did not mean to cause offense.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you not rectify it then? Tell me what is so entrancing about Faust.” 
 
      
 
    “I have not the time,” he thought it the safest answer at the moment. 
 
      
 
    “Then I will venture an explanation,” she said. “What is it that drives our dear Faust into the arms of Mephistopheles? He becomes weary and depressed with his life as a scholar. 
 
      
 
    ”Perhaps we should set aside our argument about whether or not the fellow should have formed an alliance with darkness, and instead we should ask whether he should have been so engrossed in his studies that he formed not the proper human connections who could have dissuaded his incorrect behavior?” 
 
      
 
    Robert opened his mouth to retort, but at present found words failing him. Cecilia was sitting forward in her seat, her eyes bright, apparently unaware of the boredom on Gerard’s languid face.  
 
      
 
    “You give your mind very freely,” was all he could manage. 
 
      
 
    “It is mine to give, is it not?” 
 
      
 
    “At present, perhaps.” He lowered his voice. “But a married woman has not the openness to disagree that you now enjoy.” 
 
      
 
    What he had intended as a warning against Gerard, clearly came across as an example of his own philosophy on the subject, for Cecilia’s face went quite pale, and she chose her next words with acidic care. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot imagine it is the practice of every man to assume upon himself the intellect of his wife. How dull that would be for both.” 
 
      
 
    “Pray, continue.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you much enjoyed conversation with yourself, when you ask the questions you want and answer with words that are comfortable? Perhaps for a time this would be amusing but I can only imagine it would lose the shine of interest before long.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly.” Robert saw where she was going, and could not stop it. He smiled inwardly at the realization that he did not want to. 
 
      
 
    “By that reasoning, if you choose for yourself a wife with no wit or opinions of her own, you are choosing a life of talking to yourself, or arguing just to hear your own voice.”  
 
      
 
    The lady paused, her demeanor once again calm. “How dull that would be.” 
 
      
 
    “I confess I am beaten,” Robert admitted aloud, realizing she’d missed his warning about the Marquess altogether. “I will allow before you that a wife of intellect is more worthy than a peaceful one.” 
 
      
 
    “And all that,” Cecilia answered with a barely-concealed smile of triumph, “from a discussion of your reading material.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh hush, both of you.” Lucy yawned and drew aside the window shade to look out at the passing fields. “There’s nothing so dull as book.” 
 
      
 
    “Hear, hear,” Gerard agreed.  
 
      
 
    Robert scoffed inwardly at the realization that the other man had not been listening to his exchange with Cecilia.  
 
      
 
    It would have been an opportunity for him to show his pretended mettle; come to her defense, and win her opinion. As it was, he’d been lost in daydreams, and missed the exchange.  
 
      
 
    Robert turned his attention back to his book, but he could still see Cecilia out of the corner of his eye, calm and graceful against the window of the carriage.  
 
      
 
    She was beautiful, kind, and clever. Even when frustrated, she had a gentle wit, and he was drawn to her unassuming intelligence.  
 
      
 
    Gerard didn’t deserve her, that much was clear. Whether the dissolute Marquess would win her despite, was still to be seen. 
 
      
 
    Do you want to find out how the story continues? 
 
      
 
    Click on the link below: 
 
      
 
    http://abbyayles.com/AmB022 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Everdale 1819 
 
      
 
    Alston Castle was operating like silk over the back of Frederica’s hand. The house was under control, and she was proud of it. It had been too long since she had been mistress of any house, and though Alston was not her home to run, it was her pleasure to help Beatrice during this time. 
 
      
 
    Frederica was determined that her sister-in-law would have nothing to worry about while she cared for her two new infants. Beatrice could focus all of her energy where it was needed most: on her two beautiful children, the niece, and nephew that Frederica was so proud of.  
 
      
 
    “The drapes in the great hall need cleaning," she instructed one of the housemaids as she passed her in the corridor. "Could you see that they are done today?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, miss,” the woman replied with a nod of acknowledgment before she backed away and carried on.  
 
      
 
    She was relatively new to Alston, a hire made several months ago. It was her first time working in a house such as this and she was adjusting rather well, Frederica thought. 
 
      
 
    She watched the young woman go, and a feeling of pride and accomplishment filled her chest as she observed what her work had done. Frederica was sure her sister-in-law would share her sentiment, but she neither wanted nor needed the praise. Frederica loved being of use again and she was enjoying every moment of it. 
 
      
 
    "Frederica?" her brother's voice called over the sound of her own thoughts. She turned, the hem of her new dress tickling her ankles, and she found Alexander standing there. He was as tall and as handsome as he ever was, considering that he had two infants under his roof. His appearance showed no signs of what might be expected – namely fatigue. 
 
      
 
    “How do you manage to remain so composed with two children ever in your arms?” she asked with a smile as she stepped forward and embraced him lightly. Unlike many men, Alexander took a very active part in his children's daily lives. He was with them every day and was interested in everything about them. He was an excellent father in her opinion. 
 
      
 
    "Why should I not be? I do not wear the children like clothes," her brother teased as he hugged her back. "I am only their father." 
 
      
 
    "And what a fine father you are, Alexander. Father and Mother would be proud," she said with a smile. "I know I am." 
 
      
 
    "Are you?" Alexander questioned as he looked at her tenderly. "Sometimes I wonder if I am doing it all as it should be. I try to remember what Father was like." 
 
      
 
    Frederica smiled and smoothed the collar of her brother's shirt. "You do not need to be our father. You need to be their father, and all that requires is for you to be yourself. I am sure they will love you as much as we all do." 
 
      
 
    "Sometimes it all seems to have happened so quickly. One moment I was living life on my own, and then there was Beatrice and now Clayton and Blythe. I wanted to be the best husband, and now I must be a husband and a father." 
 
      
 
    "And you do well at both," Frederica assured. "I always knew you would be good in those roles. You had the love required for them your entire life." 
 
      
 
    Alexander chuckled. "Did you really think so?" 
 
      
 
    "Since we were children, I knew. I am glad to finally see it come to pass," Frederica assured. 
 
      
 
    Her brother looked at her with such love. It was something she had missed all those years they were apart. 
 
      
 
    "I am happy to see you adjusted so well to being back in England. So many things have happened since we brought you home. I wondered how you would adjust to it all, but you seem to have overcome the past entirely. Just look at what you have done stepping into Beatrice’s shoes for the time. It's wonderful." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," Frederica said with a small smile. "I am just doing what I believe Beatrice would want."  
 
      
 
    "And I know she approves. She was down here yesterday," her brother informed to Frederica’s surprise. Beatrice had hardly left her room since having the twins. They kept her occupied without pause, and sleep was something she was much deprived of. 
 
      
 
    "Was she?" she questioned. "I did not see her. Was it after I was to bed?" 
 
      
 
    "No, earlier than that. She came down only for a moment while the children slept. However, in the end, she was too tired to be of much use and she soon returned to our room," Alexander explained. 
 
      
 
    "Is she sure about the nurse? Help with the children would ease her fatigue," Frederica suggested. 
 
      
 
    "No, Beatrice insists on taking the responsibility entirely upon herself. She does not feel that a nurse would do what she would for Clayton and Blythe, and she is very particular about who she will allow into their lives." 
 
      
 
    Frederica nodded. She could understand what Beatrice felt, and if she were in her place, she would do the same. Frederica had always wanted to be the type of mother who played a part in every aspect of her children's lives. Her mother had done so, and she wished to follow suit. 
 
      
 
    Her mother was raised primarily by a nurse as an infant, and then by a governess as a child, her parents never having the time or inclination to take her care personally. It was that experience that had forged her own thinking of the concept of nurses and governesses and had ultimately transformed it. She wanted to do better for her children and that she had. Alexander and Frederica were evidence of it. 
 
      
 
    Frederica laughed lightly as she looked at her brother. "Who would have thought that we would be here," she mused. "I believe Mother and Father would be very happy to see where we are now. If they could see what their diligence in our upbringing has wrought." 
 
      
 
    "I agree," Alexander replied. "Especially with you." 
 
      
 
    He took her arm and folded it over his as he began to walk with her. Frederica could remember him doing the same thing when they were young, when he took her on long walks around Alston’s gardens the way their mother would have done. 
 
      
 
    "You have been through so much, Frederica, and yet no one would know it to see you. Your recovery in France and your adjustment to being home again has truly been remarkable. I cannot tell you how much joy it gives Beatrice and me to see how well you handle things here." 
 
      
 
    Frederica nodded her head silently, unwilling to share the truth which she had been hiding for many months. It was better for her brother to believe his own desires than to know the truth, especially when life had been so complicated after their return to England.  
 
      
 
    "You are an inspiration," Alexander continued. "A person that others should mold themselves after. Your resilience is amazing and the fact that you bear no ill will is truly astounding. I wish I could say the same for myself." 
 
      
 
    Frederica squeezed her brother's arm gently. "Alexander." 
 
      
 
    "I cannot lie to you. If I saw Chaput this moment, I do not know what I might do to him,” her brother said as he exhaled a long, deep breath. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Frederica answered. “You would do nothing. The man deserves none of your time or your energy. What is past is past, and Francois Chaput is nothing more than that.” 
 
      
 
    “It hardly seems fair that he should be allowed to roam free after all he put you through,” Alexander continued. “He tormented you for so long and then left you in the state I found you…” 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Frederica pleaded softly the moment her brother’s words faltered. “Just forget him. Forget that time. I already have.” 
 
      
 
    The lie was bitter on her tongue, but necessary in her mind. Her brother’s love made it painful for him to remember what she had endured. She did not wish them both to suffer from what Chaput had done to her. It was better for them both that she bore that burden alone. 
 
      
 
    Alexander squeezed her hand again. “As I said. You are more resilient than I am.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not, I assure you. I simply do what I must each and every day, the same as you. I am nothing special.” Frederica sighed at her own words. Nothing special… It was something she felt often but spoke of seldom. 
 
      
 
    “I think you are wonderful, and I dare say that I know others who would agree. You are an asset in our lives and in this house, Frederica. Never forget that,” her brother urged. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t,” she replied. “Now, I believe it’s time that you got to your office. I believe Lord Dulaney is expected any moment and there were some papers you wished to review before your meeting.” 
 
      
 
    Alexander smirked. “As I said, an asset to this house,” he reiterated before he kissed her forehead. “And an asset to me.” 
 
      
 
    “You go do your work, brother, while I do mine,” Frederica replied as she smiled brightly. She released his arm and watched as he turned and headed toward his office down the hall.  
 
      
 
    The day progressed as it normally did now that Beatrice was confined. Frederica saw to all of the meals, deciding on the menu for the day as well as the time they were to be served. She also saw to the chores which needed to be performed. In a house such as Alston there were always things that needed to be done. Then, of course, there was the bakery to consider. 
 
      
 
    Beatrice was busy with her children, but that did not mean she had no time to consider the other aspects of her life. The bakery she secretly owned and managed was important to her and, because of it, she had spent many days determining what items were to be made. It was something Frederica could not assist with as she had no idea of anything that concerned baking. 
 
      
 
    She marched down to the kitchen to see what progress was being made with the pies. They were to be delivered in the morning and Beatrice insisted the filling be done the night before to ensure timely delivery. 
 
      
 
    “Doris," Frederica called upon entering. The woman was standing over a large pot and stirring lightly. Bonnie was kneading the dough and Florence was pulling something from the oven. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lady?” Doris replied in her low tone. 
 
      
 
    “How is everything looking?” Frederica questioned as she glanced over what lay before her. The kitchen smelled divine, full of warmth, with a light hint of sweetness in the air. 
 
      
 
    “We are all on track, my lady. Bonnie’s just pulling the shells out for some of the custards and I’m making the filling for the other pies,” she informed.  
 
      
 
    Doris had become Beatrice’s lead baker after things in the house had changed. Her brother’s desire to fill the house with more life meant Beatrice’s time in the kitchen had been reduced, and when her pregnancy had progressed, eliminated entirely. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Frederica replied. “Do you need anything before I retire for the evening?” 
 
      
 
    Doris’ head shook heavily. “We will be fine here, my lady. We all know what to do. We will finish this lot now and do the rest in the morning, just as the Mistress would like.” 
 
      
 
    “Wonderful,” Frederica said with a smile. “Have a very good night.” 
 
      
 
    "Goodnight, my lady," the three women chorused before Frederica left the room.  
 
      
 
    She liked them. They were hardworking and they never asked for anything, not that she wasn’t prepared to give if they did. They knew their responsibilities and carried them out to the letter, leaving her very little to be concerned about. 
 
      
 
    That night, as she walked slowly up the stairs to her room, Frederica found herself happily fatigued. She sat at her desk and began reviewing her list of chores for the week. It was the same thing every night. She checked off one day’s items and prepared for the next.  
 
      
 
    Her review done, Frederica changed into her nightgown with the assistance of her lady’s maid before climbing into bed. She was asleep minutes after her head hit the pillow. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    He could hear them at it again. The sound of his friends’ animated conversation was normal, but it amused him nonetheless. No matter how many times he heard them, it would never get old.  
 
    Aaron Fitzherbert, Earl of Carmichael, and his sister, Lady Elaine, were two of the most loving and argumentative siblings Liam Somerset had ever met. 
 
      
 
    “I told you, Aaron, that will not work,” Elaine repeated for the third time. 
 
      
 
    “I told you it will,” his friend argued with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    They were in the small dining room of the house the pair had leased for the coming months. Liam was seated at his desk in his room just a few feet away. The door was ajar and he could hear every word that was exchanged. He often stayed in his room to see to matters of his work before joining Elaine and Aaron for dinner. 
 
      
 
    "How many times must I tell you, Elaine, I understand these things better than you do," Aaron continued to protest. 
 
      
 
    “Not this time,” Elaine responded. What they were arguing about, Liam couldn’t tell. It may have been something as simple as the placement of a picture or the best wine to accompany their meal. The two loved to disagree and made a point to do so as often as they could, but it was just their way. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you go today?” Aaron asked. Liam continued to write his letter, still keenly aware of his friends’ conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Into town,” Elaine replied casually. "There was a sale at Marigold's and Louise and I decided to see what they had to offer." 
 
      
 
    There was a momentary silence. 
 
      
 
    “Without me or Liam?” Aaron questioned with a slight note of concern. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Why would I need you?” Elaine questioned nonchalantly. “What do you and Liam know of fabrics? Louise was with me, and there could be no better selector of muslins than her, saving Frederica of course.” 
 
      
 
    Liam’s hand paused in its action. He knew Elaine’s response would not satisfy her brother. Aaron Fitzherbert was not a man who trifled with the safety of others, especially his only sister’s. 
 
      
 
    “Two women alone are hardly protection,” Aaron answered sternly. “You should know better. You are the late Earl of Carmichael’s daughter, a woman of note, people could try to take advantage of that.” 
 
      
 
    Elaine scoffed. “As you said, I am an Earl’s daughter, and the sister of one. Who would dare try to touch me? The title puts me at risk, as you see it, as much as it protects me.” 
 
      
 
    Elaine’s words were only going to propel their conflict. She never saw threats, while Aaron saw far too many. If only they could meet in the middle, then the world would be a peaceful place, but seeing as both considered themselves right in all things, the likelihood of that happening was non-existent. 
 
      
 
    Aaron was a protective brother, as were most men. He was not about to let his sister put herself in harm’s way, no matter how benign she believed her actions to be. Elaine, however, would not allow herself to be restricted either. 
 
      
 
    “Next time you will think twice about such a foolhardy expedition,” Aaron commented. “Take Liam with you or let me know and I will accompany you. You never see the dangers of your actions, and God forbid you should ever have to see one of my warnings come to pass.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not my father,” Elaine replied sharply.  
 
      
 
    “And you are not my child,” Aaron countered. “Now act like a sensible woman and I will not be forced to give such lectures.” 
 
      
 
    Now he’d done it. 
 
      
 
    Liam set his pen aside and moved toward the door. Aaron had just started a war with his words and, if any of them wanted to have a peaceful dinner, Liam was going to need to quell the storm he could already feel brewing from the other room. 
 
      
 
    “Sensible woman?” Elaine retorted venomously. 
 
      
 
    “That is what I said,” Aaron countered. 
 
      
 
    “I have more sense than any of the women you consider,” she replied. “If the women you entertained had half the sense of a bass, they would keep a wide berth from you. You will never marry any of them, yet you continue to flirt as if you would.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not pretend,” Aaron replied coolly. “They are very well aware that I will not and do not intend to ever marry. We simply enjoy each other’s company and the amusement of our conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a cad,” Elaine retorted snidely. 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps," Aaron replied. "But I make no pretense of being otherwise. I am who I am and I will not change. Why should I be denied friendly company simply because I do not wish to marry?” 
 
      
 
    “I beg to differ,” Liam interjected as he raised a hand over his head and leaned against the frame of the door. A smirk lit his face as he watched them. 
 
      
 
    Elaine turned in his direction. “A voice of reason. Probably the only source of male sense in this place.” 
 
      
 
    Aaron scowled at her. “Elaine.” 
 
      
 
    “Aaron,” she retorted snidely. She loved to press her brother’s buttons, but now was not the time for it. 
 
      
 
    “Now, both of you, be so kind as to stop the bickering. You’ll spoil your appetites for dinner, and I am told that the cook has prepared a spectacular feast of lamb for us today,” Liam said. 
 
      
 
    The pair continued to exchange angry looks. It happened once or twice a day. The good thing about siblings such as the Fitzherberts, was that they forgave quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Aaron started it,” Elaine replied. 
 
      
 
    “I did no such thing. It was Elaine’s foolishness that started this argument,” Aaron countered. 
 
      
 
    “Now both of you, stop it. It doesn’t matter who said what or who started this evening’s fracas, the point is that it is time to finish it.” He looked from Elaine to Aaron and back again. Elaine pouted but neither spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Elaine, you know your brother worries.” 
 
      
 
    “He need not. I can take care of myself. I am never careless,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “No one said that you were,” Liam replied as he turned to Aaron and raised an eyebrow at him. His friend was about to speak, but the look stopped him.  
 
      
 
    “You are very capable,” Aaron replied sullenly.  
 
      
 
    Elaine continued to sulk. "You are not a cad," she replied. 
 
      
 
    Aaron smiled. “Just a little bit,” he allowed. 
 
      
 
    “Now, isn’t that better?” Liam interjected as he began to chuckle. “Eased tensions to make dinner easy.” 
 
      
 
    “You have always been good at quelling our quarrels,” Elaine commented as she smiled at him. 
 
      
 
    “You two have far too many,” Liam replied as he stepped into the room fully. He looked at Aaron. “You know you’re wrong, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    His friend’s brow furrowed. “Wrong?” About what?” 
 
      
 
    “About never changing,” Liam continued. “One of these days you will meet a lady whose very presence will alter all your thinking.” 
 
      
 
    A soft laugh filled the room as Aaron leaned back in his seat. “You really believe that?” 
 
      
 
    “I know it,” Liam answered. "There is someone out there for each of us. I believe that, and when you meet that right one, no other matters."  
 
      
 
    “The next thing you will tell me is that you believe in fairies,” Aaron mused. Elaine did not share his sentiment. 
 
      
 
    “It’s better to believe in something than nothing,” she commented as she looked at Liam with a smile. “You were always wiser than my brother.” 
 
      
 
    Aaron chuckled. “Now that I cannot argue with.” 
 
      
 
    "Since I am wiser, why don't we head down for dinner? I could use a taste of the cook's lamb. He does nothing better," Liam suggested.  
 
      
 
    Elaine laughed. “That is the best idea I’ve heard all evening.” 
 
      
 
    “I am inclined to agree,” Aaron answered as he got to his feet to join them. “I’ll lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    Aaron left the room first while Liam and Elaine followed. Liam smiled as he watched him. His friend truly did not believe in love or the possibility of it transforming a life. There was much Lord Carmichael had to learn and one day someone would teach him. 
 
      
 
    Dinner was delicious, as expected. The cook his friends had hired was impeccable. Liam almost wished he could take him home with him when he returned to Marcombe and Edphrey Manor, his family home.  
 
      
 
    The Somersets had long occupied the seat of Marcombe, but not nearly as long as some families held theirs. However, Liam believed five generations was a good start, and one he hoped to continue. He was the fifth Marquess of Marcombe. 
 
      
 
    Liam looked at Aaron over their empty plates that were waiting to be cleared from the table. He smirked. “If you are so adamant that love will not change you, then I propose a wager.” 
 
      
 
    “A wager?” Aaron questioned. “What kind of wager?” 
 
      
 
    “I wager twenty pounds that you will lose yourself to some lady, and that her love will transform you.” 
 
      
 
    Aaron laughed heartily. “Since when are you a betting man?” 
 
      
 
    “Just now,” Liam answered. “I have been considering your adamant opinion that nothing can sway you, and I have never been more confident in the inaccuracy of that belief. Therefore, I do not see this as betting, but as a sure return of investment.” 
 
      
 
    “An investment in my brother?” Elaine questioned. “Usually, I would say that you are setting yourself up for a loss, but since you and I are of the same mind, I think you might win this,” she commented. 
 
      
 
    “Now the two of you wish to wage against me?” Aaron looked at Elaine and chuckled. “Do you wish to take a portion of his bet?” 
 
      
 
    “It is unladylike to gamble. I leave that to you men. However, I will give my opinion that you are going to lose this one, brother. One day someone will win your heart and you will see what I have always said is true… Love changes everything.” 
 
      
 
    "Love changes nothing because love does not exist. This feeling you speak of is just a glamour. Something made up to amuse young women and keep their minds occupied during days of boredom. They chase it relentlessly, hoping to win some man in to participate in their hopes, and sometimes they succeed." 
 
      
 
    Aaron’s cynical nature when it came to love was amazing to Liam. Aaron and Elaine had come from a good, loving family, where their parents doted on one another. Liam wondered why their son would think otherwise when he had witnessed their affection his entire life. 
 
      
 
    Aaron continued. “Good partnerships are established through marriage, or at least one hopes so. Love, however, I cannot attest to. Therefore, I take your wager,” he said as he laid his notes down upon the table. 
 
      
 
    Liam smirked as he placed his notes beside it. “Elaine shall be the keeper of this bet,” as he said as he slid the notes towards her. She took them in her hands and smiled as she looked from one to the other. 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to seeing the results of this,” she commented. 
 
      
 
    “How long shall we let this last?” Aaron asked. “I expect you will get weary of it sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
    Liam smirked. “We have your entire life,” he answered. “Love comes when it is time, and never before.” 
 
      
 
    Aaron scoffed. "I am sorry to tell you but the watch was broken when I was born, my friend. There will be no time for me to marry, I assure you. However, I will gladly take your money. I am sure I can still find a use for it when I'm eighty." 
 
      
 
    Elaine shook her head. "You are incorrigible," she stated as she turned from him. "Shall we play cards, Liam? It has been some time since I thrashed you," she teased. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you wish,” he answered. “I have no plans, and since your brother is here, I garner he has no plans either.” 
 
      
 
    “That is where you are wrong. I have every intention of going to bed. It has been a long day and I need to rest.” 
 
      
 
    “How boring,” Elaine replied. “One game?” 
 
      
 
    Her brother sighed. “Fine. One game.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Frederica! Frederica!”  
 
      
 
    Francois’ voice bellowed loudly. Her stomach knotted tightly as fear caused her to tremble. He was drunk, again. He only ever knew her when he was drunk and needed money to settle some debt that he had incurred in his stupor. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet, Madeline,” she instructed her lady’s maid. The young girl cowered at her feet with her head upon her lap. Frederica held her hand tightly as they waited with bated breath. Francois was a terrible man, whose temper was made worse by drink, something of which he was very fond and indulged in frequently. 
 
      
 
    “Madame,” Madeline cried. 
 
      
 
    “Hush,” she urged with a finger to her lips. “Silence. All will be well.” 
 
      
 
    They dared not move from where they sat. Frederica hoped and prayed with all her might that Francois would succumb to the alcohol and fall where he stood. It had happened many times before, sparing her from the difficulties of his temper. She hoped that night would be the same. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you?” her husband continued to bellow and the shaking of her limbs only increased. What did he want now? What trouble had he brought himself and both of them? Francois seemed skilled at bringing calamity as she was soon beginning to learn. Who was this man that she had married? 
 
      
 
    They had only been married a month before the truth of her husband’s ways came to light. His love of wine and women was beyond anything she could have imagined. Where had the man that had wooed her gone? What had happened to his sweet words and kind gestures? 
 
      
 
    Those questions had plagued her for months since their arrival in Dordogne. Everything had been a lie, even the place he had promised to take her. Frederica had never heard of Dordogne before he brought her to the house and left her there. He returned several days later, drunk and penniless and demanding money of her. The routine had continued ever since that day. 
 
      
 
    The sound of his approach shook the insides of the house like an earthquake. Frederica could almost feel him drawing nearer. He was coming to find her. There would be no escaping him tonight. 
 
      
 
    “Go,” she told Madeline suddenly. “Quickly. Leave me,” she instructed to the girl’s fervent protest.  
 
      
 
    “No, madame. I cannot leave you. The Monsieur, he is very angry. I fear for you,” Madeline cried. She was eighteen and this was the first house she had worked for. Frederica feared it may be the last for the girl after this experience. 
 
      
 
    Frederica nodded. “I understand, but you must go. He will be angry with you and his restraint with me will not be shown to you. You must leave. Go to your room and hide.” 
 
      
 
    Madeline still refused. 
 
      
 
    “Go!” Frederica commanded. The girl rose to her knees and quickly got to her feet at Frederica’s demand. She hated to be rough with her but she had no choice. She had to protect her. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had Madeline left the room than Frederica heard Francois’ boots upon the stair. He was coming. She closed her eyes and waited for him to find her. It would not be long. 
 
      
 
    The door to the bedroom opened violently and her husband wobbled into the room, using the walls and all that came near his hand to bear him up. 
 
      
 
    “There you are,” he slurred. “Didn’t you hear me calling you?” 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for you, sir?” she asked as she got to her feet. Her stomach roiled as fear caused her insides to twist and turn. She felt as if she would lose her composure, but she did her best to hold herself up as she kept the distance between them. 
 
      
 
    Francois came closer and she stepped back. She would not allow him to get his hands on her again. The memories of the last experience would never be erased from her mind, despite the vanishing of the bruises. 
 
      
 
    “Come here!” he demanded. 
 
      
 
    “What is your wish?” she asked, still maintaining the distance. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you so far? I said come here,” he repeated his demand. Still, Frederica refused to step closer. 
 
      
 
    "I was just going to bed, sir. Tell me what you wish and I will see it done," she said as her hands began to tremble worse. 
 
      
 
    “I need money. Give me some,” he demanded. 
 
      
 
    “How much do you need?” she asked as she walked the perimeter of the room, keeping a close eye on her husband’s location. She did not want him too close. 
 
      
 
    “What do you have?” he grunted as he stepped toward her and fumbled over his own feet, tumbling head first into the bed and then to the floor. He groaned as his full weight hit the floor beneath him, curses issuing from his lips almost immediately.  
 
      
 
    Frederica jumped at the sound as her heart began to race. She reached for her purse and pulled out what money she had there. She tossed it on the bed near where he’d fallen. “There,” she stated. “Take what you want.” 
 
      
 
    Francois pulled himself to his knees as he grasped at the loose bills on the bed, eagerly trying to stuff them into his pockets. It was the perfect time to escape the room and Frederica, driven by fear, attempted to do so. 
 
      
 
    He was quick despite his inebriated state. No sooner had she rounded the bed toward the door than his hands reached out and grabbed hold of her skirt, pulling her to the floor beside him. Frederica tried to scramble away, but the more she struggled the harder he held her. 
 
      
 
    Panic filled her heart as his voice growled in her ear obscenities that his mouth had spoken earlier, as he demanded she give him more. It wasn't enough. It was never enough. She could have given him all she had and still, he would have demanded more from her. 
 
      
 
    Frederica clawed at the air in desperation. She wanted to be free of him, of his vice-like hold and his foul breath that reeked of alcohol and vomit. She wanted to get away. 
 
      
 
    “Let go,” she cried as she tried to pry herself free. “Let go,” she repeated more urgently as his hands continued to hold her fast. Over and over she cried out and fought against the hands that held her, but safety always seemed too far away. 
 
      
 
    "Help," she cried but no one answered. She called again, and still, no one came. Then she reached up, her hand gripping the air and then suddenly she was free. 
 
      
 
    Frederica sat up in her bed. The room was dark around her and the air cool. She was breathing hard as her eyes attempted to adjust, and it took her a moment to realize where she was.  
 
      
 
    She was no longer in Dordogne. She was no longer under her husband's thumb. She was safe at Alston. 
 
      
 
    The night was still and the morning was far from its arrival. Frederica climbed from beneath her sheets and walked toward the window to look out. A clear half-moon dotted the sky with its light as Frederica held herself. She was still trembling. 
 
      
 
    She could not return to her bed despite her efforts. Sleep would elude her yet another night. She sat in the chair in the corner of her room and watched the window until the sun came up. Finally, when it seemed a suitable hour, she called for her lady’s maid to help her dress. It was time to start the day. 
 
      
 
    Frederica was tired as she got to work. The household needed her, and she needed it to keep her mind occupied. The nightmares came once in a while, and when they did, sleep was not to be found and the memories were ever before her. 
 
      
 
    “Would you see that the bedrooms get fresh sheets today?” she asked one of the maids. “Also, could you have the guest rooms cleaned?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my lady. Are we expecting guests?” the maid questioned. 
 
      
 
    “Possibly,” Frederica replied. “However, that will be confirmed in due course. Just have the rooms prepared,” she instructed. 
 
      
 
    Elaine and Aaron were still in Everdale, and despite them having their own accommodation in town, Frederica hoped to have them spend a few days with her at Alston. It had been years since the brother and sister had spent any time in the house of their youths. It would be a welcome change to have them all under one roof once more. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Chaput,” Mr. Foggerty called as he approached her. “Lord Carmichael and Lady Elaine and a guest are here to see you.” 
 
      
 
    The smile spread across Frederica’s lips immediately. She had not expected to see them, yet just as she was preparing to invite them to visit, there they were. She walked quickly to meet them, while Mr. Foggerty attempted to keep up. 
 
      
 
    “Lord Carmichael,” Frederica said animatedly as she found her friends standing in the hall awaiting her arrival. Aaron was dressed in a fine burgundy suit that looked impeccable on him. Elaine was dressed in a lighter shade of the same color.  
 
      
 
    “Lady Chaput," Aaron replied with a smile as he stepped forward and took her hand in his and bowed to it. Elaine was less formal in her greeting as she spread her arms wide to embrace her. 
 
      
 
    “Frederica,” she said sweetly as they held each other. 
 
      
 
    "It's lovely to see you, Elaine. I was only speaking of you a moment ago when Mr. Foggerty came to inform me you were here,” Frederica laughed. 
 
      
 
    "How fortuitous it seems," Elaine replied as they released each other. "Great minds were thinking alike," she mused. 
 
      
 
    “So it would seem,” Frederica answered. She was so glad to see her friends that she was almost oblivious to their company. Almost, but not quite. She turned her gaze to the gentleman who stood just to her right. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Chaput, may I present my close friend, Liam Somerset, Marquess of Marcombe. Liam, allow me to introduce our oldest friend, Lady Frederica Chaput.” 
 
      
 
    Frederica turned her full attention to the man who had stepped toward her. The Marquess was tall and lean, with a crown of dark golden curls on top of his head and a triangular jawline that was free of beard. His nose was straight and his eyes were dark brown. He took her hand and bowed low over it as she curtseyed. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Chaput. It is a pleasure,” he said with a polite smile. 
 
      
 
    “Your Lordship, the feeling is mutual. Any friend of Lord Carmichael is a friend of mine,” she commented. “I have known them both all of my life, and if they like you enough to call you friend, it is assured that I will do the same.” 
 
      
 
    Lord Marcombe smiled. “I have no dispute with you there, my lady. Lord Carmichael and Lady Elaine have impeccable taste in the character of their friends, and I can see they have not faltered in having you as one of them.” 
 
      
 
    Frederica felt her cheeks warm at his compliment. “Thank you, Your Lordship. I appreciate the sentiment.” 
 
      
 
    “I just speak my mind, my lady,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    “Now that we are all acquainted,” Aaron interrupted. “May I enquire of your brother and sister-in-law, the Duke and Duchess of Everdale?” 
 
      
 
    “You may,” Frederica replied. “However, why don’t we relocate our conversation to someplace more comfortable. The parlor perhaps?"  
 
      
 
    “That sounds lovely,” Elaine replied. 
 
      
 
    “I will have some tea brought. Are you hungry?” Frederica enquired as she turned to lead them. 
 
      
 
    “No, we had a late morning meal before we came to visit you. Tea would be lovely however,” Aaron replied from beside her. 
 
      
 
    “He can never get enough of tea,” Elaine commented. 
 
      
 
    “What? I enjoy a soothing libation from time to time,” Aaron replied. 
 
      
 
    “I believe your sister was more accustomed to your other form of libation,” Frederica teased. 
 
      
 
    Lord Marcombe chuckled. “You do know His Lordship well,” he agreed. Frederica turned to him with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Quite,” she answered. “I have seen him from a boy to a man and have learned all his tricks in the process.” 
 
      
 
    “She is like another sister,” Aaron elaborated as he turned to his friend. 
 
      
 
    “I see. It is a wonder we have never met before,” Lord Marcombe stated. 
 
      
 
    “I have been away from this country for many years,” Frederica explained. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but now that she has returned, you will see much more of her,” Elaine interjected. “We thoroughly intend to take advantage of every moment she has.” 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to it,” Lord Marcombe replied. 
 
      
 
    "As do I," Frederica answered as their eyes met and she felt a flutter of something unfamiliar in her stomach.  
 
      
 
    They remained deep in conversation as they continued on their way to the parlor, the unpleasantness of the previous night all but forgotten. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The house smelled, but Liam did his best not to react to it. There was no telling how long it had been since it was last cleaned. The Hollingsworths' situation was dire and his help was needed, which was why he was there.  
 
      
 
    The house, if it could be called so, was nothing but a two-room shack with a straw-covered floor and a single table at the center. Mr. Hollingworth's bed lay beside it.  
 
      
 
    "How are you, my friend?" Liam asked gently as he handed the basket of food to one of the man's daughters. He was loath to place it on the table, where maggots crawled and the remnants of their last meal were turning green and black before him.  
 
      
 
    He sat on the bed beside the ailing man. The daughter disappeared behind a door a moment later. 
 
      
 
    “Your Lordship,” Mr. Hollingsworth said between rasping coughs. “How did you know?” 
 
      
 
    “I have my spies,” Liam smiled. “Mrs. Buttersmith told me you had fallen ill, and I know your daughters are also unwell,” he elaborated. “I thought you might be in need of some help, and I see that I am right.” 
 
      
 
    One of the girls coughed behind him. She was thin and pale, and her hair was stringy and matted to her head in some places from resting upon it for so long. She would have been a pretty girl if things were different, her hair done and her clothes clean and new. 
 
      
 
    It pained Liam to see people in such conditions. He did not believe God made man to live under such circumstances, and it was the responsibility of those more privileged to help those in need.  
 
      
 
    It had been many years since Liam had begun visiting Wipperton, and at every visit, he sought to help those in need. Everdale was a land of great beauty, but there was also great want. The Duke’s absence had seen many of the people of the town fall into dire straits as their landlords took advantage of them and sought to take the very food from their mouths. He hoped the Duke’s return would see a change to it all, but he was only one man and change took time. 
 
      
 
    “How long has it been?” Mr. Hollingsworth asked as he smiled weakly at him. 
 
      
 
    “Two years, I believe,” Liam answered. “When I was last in Everdale you were visiting your brother in London.” 
 
      
 
    The man nodded gently. “Yes, he was unwell at the time. He died a few months later, and his daughter came to live with us,” he informed. “Mary is here somewhere. I will introduce you.” 
 
      
 
    Liam nodded. “Do not trouble yourself. I am sure she is, but you need to rest.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Mr. Hollingsworth replied. “It is what’s proper,” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    “We have been friends too long for propriety, and you are all unwell,” Liam replied. “If you will allow me, I would have my physician come to check on your health.” 
 
      
 
    “You do too much. The food is enough,” Mr. Hollingsworth insisted. 
 
      
 
    “And yet I would do more,” Liam answered. “How did this happen?” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Hollingsworth’s cough filled the house, and a groan from the other room alerted Liam to its occupants’ condition. He wondered how many of them were behind the door. 
 
      
 
    “A year ago, the girls became ill. They worked in London in a factory, but it damaged their lungs. They came home hoping the fresh air would help, but it hasn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “All of them?” Liam interrupted. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Hollingsworth was barely able to nod his response, but the small motion was enough to answer Liam’s question.  
 
      
 
    “They hoped to be back in London by now, and back to work, but they only seem to be getting worse. They were unable to find any trade to suit them, and with the extra mouths, I had to do more to support us. Then a few months ago I was injured while working in my field. The wound got infected and refused to heal. I couldn't afford the physician's fee and did my best to treat it myself." 
 
      
 
    Liam’s gaze fell at the all too familiar tale. The provider of the house falling ill meant devastation to those in his care. Mr. Hollingsworth was another example of this. 
 
      
 
    “My condition worsened after that,” Mr. Hollingsworth continued. “I just can’t seem to get myself together.” 
 
      
 
    “I will have my physician visit you tomorrow,” Liam insisted. “I do not want to hear of protests. You need his help. Let me worry about his fee.” 
 
      
 
    “You are too kind. Just like your mother,” Mr. Hollingsworth commented.  
 
      
 
    “If she were here, you would not be in such a state,” Liam answered.  
 
      
 
    “She was far less busy than you, Your Lordship, she had more time to dedicate and her home was still in this part of the country. You are far away in Marcombe now.” 
 
      
 
    Liam nodded. “Still, I should have stayed in better contact with you.” 
 
      
 
    "Do not blame yourself, Your Lordship. You have always looked after the people of this village, even when it was no longer your home." 
 
      
 
    Liam had been a child when his mother lived in Wipperton. They had the nicest house in the parish at the time, and it was she who had first taught him what it was to care for the less fortunate. His father was abroad, as he often was, and his mother hated living in the manor alone, so she returned to her ancestral home. Liam had maintained the house even after her passing. 
 
      
 
    “My mother loved it here,” he commented as he held Mr. Hollingsworth’s hand. “She was particularly fond of you.” 
 
      
 
    The old man smiled. “I remember her as a girl. She was always so lovely to everyone. There wasn’t a person in town who didn’t love her.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother did leave an impression,” Liam commented as he got to his feet. “I have to go, Mr. Hollingsworth, but I will return tomorrow with the physician.” 
 
      
 
    The man nodded silently. “Tomorrow,” he said as he closed his eyes and began to drift off. Liam watched him until he was asleep before leaving the house. 
 
      
 
    “Your Lordship,” the girl called after him as he walked from the house. She smiled at him. “Will you be coming back?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Tomorrow I will bring the physician,” he informed. 
 
      
 
    “You will help us?” she questioned. “We would be most grateful to you,” she continued and Liam got the distinct feeling that there was more to her gratitude than simply words. He bristled. 
 
      
 
    “There is no need for gratitude. It is my pleasure to help your father,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    “But my father is unable to repay your kindness,” she continued as she stepped nervously toward him. “I know that help often requires compensation.” 
 
      
 
    “Not mine,” Liam said clearly. “Neither do I require nor do I desire anything from you. Good day.” 
 
      
 
    He turned from the house, and the feeling that filled him was one that he found unpleasant. There were some who would have taken advantage of the family’s situation, who would have used their need in order to exploit them for their own desires and purposes. Liam was no such man. He cared. 
 
      
 
    “Aaron? Elaine?” Liam called as he returned to his friends’ rented house. Mrs. Teed, the housekeeper, removed his coat and draped it over her arm. 
 
      
 
    “His Lordship and the Lady are both still out,” she informed. “Would you like to dine without them this evening?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Liam answered. “I can wait.” He checked the clock. It was still relatively early in the evening. They were probably still in town visiting their former music tutor and would return soon. 
 
      
 
    Liam found that the thought of their tutor, the one who had been the instructor to them and Lady Chaput, brought fond memories of the lady to his mind. 
 
      
 
    Frederica Chaput was a charming woman, with one of the most pleasant smiles he had ever seen. She was an incredible hostess. Liam could not remember being better looked after in the house of another, and it was not even her own. What more would she do for them if it were? 
 
      
 
    He chuckled as he remembered the lively conversation had that day, and how Lady Chaput challenged as much as she was challenged in their discourse. She gave Aaron plenty to answer for as he gave her, and Liam could clearly see the fraternal affection he spoke of between them. However, it was her interaction with Elaine that most endeared her. 
 
      
 
    Liam had known Elaine for many years. She was not a woman easily given to friendship. She liked being alone and her independence was something she pursued with great earnest. She was somewhat unconventional, and others sometimes found that independence difficult to contend with. Her friend seemed completely unaffected by this. 
 
      
 
    Lady Chaput seemed pleasant in every attribute, and a worthy friend. He wondered what her husband was like to deserve such a wife. Would he get the opportunity to meet the man he had heard so little of? He had not been mentioned once in their conversation, though Liam was aware that the lady was married.  
 
      
 
    He breathed deeply. It had been a long day and he was beginning to feel it. Liam looked around the house and found a number of things that would make Elaine unhappy.  
 
      
 
    “Could you fix the pillows in the sitting room?” he asked Mrs. Teed. “And align those paintings on the wall?” he continued as one by one he listed the items which would cause his friend distress. She was very particular about the things around her and found disorder particularly abhorrent. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Your Lordship,” the woman replied. “I will see to them right away.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Her Ladyship does not like to see crooked paintings,” he informed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the housekeeper answered as he walked further into the house. Liam retreated to his room to rest until his friends returned home. 
 
      
 
    Liam lay across the bed and closed his eyes. He draped his arm over them as he forced himself to relax, as thoughts of Mr. Hollingsworth and his family plagued him. His mother cared so much for the people of the parish and he felt as if he had failed them. 
 
      
 
    He had lived his life living up to the expectations of two vastly different parents. His father was a man of business, whose prowess had made him a tidy fortune, one that his mother was happy to share with those who could not make such a sum in their lifetime. He did his best to be both of them, but eventually one gave way to the other. 
 
      
 
    He was thirty-three now and unmarried, with a new business about to get off the ground and the one he already had in operation. He had inherited the manufacturing company from his father and had made it quite prosperous in his time as its head.  
 
      
 
    However, his interest lay abroad, and that was the reason for the new direction he was taking in his life. It was a direction that brought into question all he had done in his life before. 
 
      
 
    He had no one. His parents were gone and he had no siblings, which might have explained his constant presence in the lives of Aaron and Elaine. He enjoyed their company immensely - they were the siblings he would have wished for if his parents had provided them. Still, there was something missing in all of their lives – a companion. 
 
      
 
    Elaine and Aaron had each other primarily, however that would change. Elaine already had a suitor and it would not be as long as Aaron thought before some lady snagged his attention and kept it. Then where would that leave him? Liam had no prospects, and he was not a man who amused himself by entertaining ladies with no intention of marrying. He lived a simple life. 
 
      
 
    Liam opened his eyes and looked up into the dark. He needed to make another change in his life. He needed to find someone to live it with. Who and what he was looking for, he had no concept of, but he was sure that once he opened himself to it the lady would appear. God had a way of showing up once the doors were open. 
 
      
 
    Do you want to find out how the story continues? 
 
      
 
    Click on the link below: 
 
      
 
    http://abbyayles.com/AmB021 
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