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			The neighborhood bad boy…

			Is he back for good?

			Widow Juliette Lindor believes in Christmas miracles. For the sake of her small children, she hopes there’s one that will restore her town to its former glory. 

			But when Trea Culverson returns, he brings all the passion she thought she’d never have again. 

			With the town firmly set against him, can she show them and Trea that trust and love are just as powerful as any Christmas gift?



			“Fans will be enthralled, enchanted and enraptured.” 

			—RT Book Reviews on A Ranch to Call Home

			“A moving and competing tale about the power of love and home.” 

			—RT Book Reviews on A Ranch to Call Home

		

	
		
			“Do you know how long I’ve been waiting to kiss you, Juliette?”

			She shook her head because she did not know but wanted to…desperately.

			“Since I was fifteen years old.” The warmth of Trea’s breath inched closer to her lips. 

			“That’s a very long wait. I think you ought to do it…now.”

			The warmth, the possessive pressure of his lips coming down upon hers, was half a heartbeat from a miracle. For as long as he claimed to have dreamed of this moment, so had she. His grip on her waist was firm, his fingers warm, tender as they inched up her back in a possessive advance. Muscular arms circled her ribs, drew her in.

			With heartbeat pressed against heartbeat, Trea Culverson changed her world.

			Life might appear normal once he released her lips, but she would never be. In time she might have recovered from a kiss given by the fifteen-year-old boy, but not the man. No, she would never recover from him.

			And if he didn’t feel the same way?

			She could not let herself think it. Right now, in this moment, they were not simply meeting mouth to mouth, but soul to soul.

		

	
		
			Author Note

			Does it seem to you like the year has gone by in a blink? No sooner have we taken down the Christmas tree and here we are putting up a new one? For me, this is a very good thing since I love Christmas. December overflows with pretty decorations, extra-yummy food, lovely music, good will toward men…and Christmas stories!

			Thank you so much for picking up a copy of A Texas Christmas Reunion! I hope Juliette and Trea’s romance will add to your Yuletide cheer. Juliette as a schoolgirl was fresh and eager for life. Were you like her? Perhaps in hopeless infatuation with a handsome boy, one you were even too nervous to even say hello to? Maybe you daydreamed about holding hands with him, wondered what it would be like to slow dance with him…or kiss him? I imagine that for most of us life moved on and that boy became a fading dream.

			But what if one day you turned a corner and there he was? What if the grown-up you was given a second chance at unrequited love? It happened to Juliette! Come along through the pages and live that second chance with her. Naturally, her path is not straight or easy, but it does lead her to the place she always dreamed of being.

			It is my wish and prayer that the holiday finds you surrounded by loved ones and filled with the joy that is unique to Christmas.

		

	
		
			A Texas Christmas Reunion
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			Carol Arens delights in tossing fictional characters into hot water, watching them steam and then giving them a happily-ever-after. When she is not writing, she enjoys spending time with her family, beach camping or lounging about a mountain cabin. At home, she enjoys playing with her grandchildren and gardening. During rare spare moments, you will find her snuggled up with a good book. Carol enjoys hearing from readers at carolarens@yahoo.com or on Facebook.
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			To Lauren Iaccino,

			Your loving heart and spunky spirit reflect Heaven’s sparkle.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			If not for the fact that Juliette Lindor had a baby riding her hip, she would have been tempted to march across the street and disrupt the robbery taking place at Beaumont Spur Savings and Loan.

			Goodness knew Sheriff Hank would not be running to the rescue of the townsfolk’s money. No doubt the half-hearted lawman was having a fine high time with his cousins, who were at this very moment incarcerated in his jail.

			“For pity’s sake,” she muttered, witnessing the crime through the front window of her restaurant.

			Apparently the bank was destined to be robbed today. According to town gossip, which there was plenty of, the sheriff’s Underwood cousins would have held it up had they not been arrested last night for previous crimes. Beaumont Spur’s lawman was not so unworthy as to set his relatives free, but neither was he dedicated to holding up every jot and title of the law.

			Moments ago, the robber committing the current crime while wearing a ragged coat and a half-crushed hat had glanced every which way except heavenward before he slithered into the bank.

			Straining to listen, Juliette heard shouting but thankfully no gunshots.

			The thief backed out the door and nearly tumbled into a horse trough. Righting his balance, he dashed across a mound of melting snow that glittered in the midmorning sunshine. On the run, he glanced up and down Main Street, a leather bag tucked under his arm.

			Juliette rushed to the front door of the café and shoved the bolt into place. If the criminal was looking for a hiding place, he would not find it in her establishment.

			She would forbid him entrance for the muddy state of his boots alone, set aside the fact that he was a lowdown lawbreaker.

			The single customer in her restaurant looked up from his soup.

			“It’s the bank again,” she explained, catching and kissing the small fist grabbing for the front of her blouse.

			The gray-bearded gentleman shook his head but continued to spoon soup into his mouth. “Been ten months since the last holdup. I reckon that’s something. Still, this town isn’t what it used to be.”

			No truer words, as far as Juliette was concerned. She dearly missed the sweet Beaumont she had been born and raised in. “Levi, do you remember when we all used to gather about the spring in the town square on Sunday afternoons?”

			“Those were good days. My Martha used to make the sweetest cherry pies for everyone. You were only a little thing but you might remember.”

			She’d been eight years old when Martha Silver died, but she still recalled the flavor of sweet cherries on her tongue and the indulgent gaze of the woman smiling down at her.

			“Anyone get hurt this time?”

			Juliette walked back to the window and moved the curtain aside. “Mr. Bones is chasing the thief, so I imagine he wasn’t armed.”

			“That’s a mercy. Don’t begrudge the banker his business, but we did just fine without a bank for years before the rail spur came to town. I’m keeping my cash in the safe at the mercantile. Can’t recall Leif being robbed in all the time he’s been open.”

			Nor could Juliette. Of course, Leif Ericman was a giant of a man who had taken to wearing a sidearm since the arrival of the rail spur. For all that Leif had a wicked scowl, he was known for his kindness. A robber, a stranger to Beaumont Spur, would not know it, though.

			“I’m finished.” Levi slapped his spoon on the tablecloth.

			“Would you like a piece of cake before you go?”

			“What I mean is, I’m finished with Beaumont Spur. I’m moving on to a place the railroad hasn’t corrupted.”

			“Levi! You can’t. You’ve lived here since—oh, since forever!”

			He sighed, nodded. “Since before you were a glimmer in your parents’ smiles. I brought my bride here because it was a good, peaceful place to settle. Sure isn’t that anymore. I’m not the only one talking about leaving.”

			Yes, she knew that. A whole group of families were considering the move together.

			But Levi Silver? It couldn’t be!

			In spite of what it had become over the past few years, Juliette loved her town. It broke her heart to see it falling to ruin. Even children were dashing about during school hours without proper discipline because the schoolteacher had quit suddenly in October and the new one had not yet arrived.

			What this town needed was a reliable sheriff and a strict schoolmaster.

			A hotel without fleas wouldn’t hurt, either. It was her firm opinion that a gracious inn would attract a better sort of clientele than the saloons did. The town might then thrive, and new families would move here to replace the ones who were leaving.

			Baby Lena curled her fat little fist around the ribbon tied in Juliette’s braid. She drew it to her mouth and sucked on the yellow satin.

			“Here comes Mr. Bones back again. From here it looks like he’s grinning. He’s got a leather bag tucked under his arm. He must have caught the robber, then.”

			“Looks like your money is safe until the next time, Juliette.” Levi stood up, then dug about in his pants pocket. Withdrawing some coins, he stacked them neatly on the table. “If I were you I’d keep my cash under the bed or in the mercantile safe, like I do.”

			Stashing money under her big lonely bed was the least safe place she could think of. Strangers were not the only ones hoping to snatch unsecured funds.

			Crossing the room, Levi joined her at the window and peered out. He cupped the curve of Lena’s dark, curly-haired head in his bony hand, his fingers gnarled with age and years of hard work.

			“A widow like you.” He shook his head then kissed Lena’s chubby fingers. Turning, he walked toward the door, slid the bolt free. “With the responsibilities you’ve taken on—you shouldn’t be here. Go someplace safe and find a good man to marry.”

			“I’ve had a good man.”

			Steven Lindor had been reliable in every way a husband could be. What was left of his body was buried in the cemetery outside of town, alongside Thomas Warren Lindor’s equally broken body.

			“I still say he and his brother never should have taken a job with the railroad.”

			Looking back, no one would deny that. But at the time, Steven and Thomas had both been newlyweds and could not turn down the generous pay the railroad offered.

			Even the fact that both men had babies on the way had not kept them from going. No—she believed it had actually propelled their decisions.

			Her husband and her brother-in-law had perished.

			But she had not.

			Yes, she had wept, pounded her fist against her pillow and railed against fate. But in the end she had given birth to a beautiful baby girl.

			In the instant she’d heard her newborn’s cry, hope for the future bloomed in a way Juliette could never have imagined.

			“Take care walking home, Levi. The boardwalk will be slippery.”

			“Been walking these streets more than half my life, missy, don’t reckon I’ll lose my balance now. See you at dinnertime.”

			Juliette watched him go then closed the door, relieved to see that he did test each step as he proceeded down the boardwalk.

			In the distance, the train whistle blew. She heard the rumble of the big engine as it pushed the train back toward Smith’s Ridge.

			If only—oh, never mind.

			Wishing that the railroad had picked some other town in which to set down its spur was as useful as wishing there was something she could do to restore Beaumont to the hometown she loved. The place where neighbors smiled at one another when they passed on the boardwalk, where one laid down one’s head at night in blissful slumber without the racket of saloons to disturb the peace of the evening.

			A flash of yellow caught her eye. A hatbox with a fluffy yellow bow sat on one of the tables.

			Oh, no! A customer—Miss Quinn her name was—must have left it behind. The woman had been distracted with joy over boarding the train and going home to marry the handsome man she was engaged to.

			There was nothing to do but store the hatbox away in the event that Miss Quinn returned for it one day.

			Reaching for it, Juliette saw an envelope tucked between the box lid and the bow. Curiously, Juliette’s name was written on the delicate parchment.

			Before she had a chance to wonder about it, she heard a baby’s strident cry coming from the small room behind the kitchen.

			“Sounds like your brother is hungry, Miss Lena.”

			“If you can’t keep that boy content, you shouldn’t be running a business. Family comes first for a woman.” Her father-in-law’s grumble reached the dining room from the kitchen.

			Thankfully there were no customers present to hear his lament.

			Truly, did the man not understand that she would rather be at home tending her husband and their child?

			Circumstances had sent her life another way. She could smile at the future or weep over the past.

			She chose to smile.

			* * *

			Juliette sat down at a table in the back of the dining room and draped a shawl over her left shoulder. Tenderly she tucked the end under Joe’s small padded bottom.

			There was rarely a time when she put him to her breast that she did not think of Lillian. For all that she smiled while she cooed to Joe and tickled his fat little belly, she felt a tug of sadness that it was Juliette feeding him and not his mother.

			“Your mama was beautiful, Joe—just like you are. And she loved you so very much.”

			Truly, no one could have looked forward to a child’s birth with more joy than Steven’s brother and his wife had.

			Juliette knew this because they had shared a wedding day and a home. Lillian had only been one month along in her pregnancy with Joe when Juliette conceived Lena.

			Their large home had nearly vibrated with happiness over anticipation of the babies’ arrival. But there was worry, as well. Her husband and her brother-in-law were determined that their children would be born to the best of everything money could buy. The trouble was, at that point in their young lives, they’d been far from able to provide a pair of silver spoons.

			So the men had left their pregnant wives behind and gone away to California…to make a living working for the Southern Pacific Railroad.

			During the wee hours of a January morning in the mountains at Tehachapi, the rear cars of the train they’d been on had detached, rolled back down the grade, crashed and burned. Life as Juliette knew it had perished along with Steven and Thomas.

			Lillian lost her will to live. Try as Juliette might to get her sister-in-law to look toward the future for her child’s sake, she could not draw Lillian out of her despondency. After Joe’s birth she grew even more morose. She wouldn’t eat or take the fresh air, choosing instead to sit in her darkened room and weep.

			Until the chilly night she’d crept quietly out of the house to crouch in the rain. Juliette didn’t know how long her sister-in-law had been in the yard shivering. She only discovered Lillian was out there when Joe began to cry.

			That had been the first time she took her nephew to her own breast. The poor baby was hungry and his mother refused him. As Lillian sat in front of the fire, shaking with cold, a distant look in her eyes, Juliette had known she’d set her sights on death.

			For a week she had tried to get Lillian to eat, to smile at sweet baby Joe, to do anything but stare blankly into space. In the end, her sister-in-law caught a fever and was gone within three days.

			“But I love you, Joe.” Juliette stroked his soft round head. “I’m yours forever.”

			Juliette was more grateful for this unexpected son than she could say. He was her sweet little miracle in the ashes of what had been her life.

			Smiling down at him, she was rewarded with the endearing sigh babies made when they nursed.

			“What do you suppose this note has to say, sweet boy?”

			Reaching for the hatbox, she could not even imagine.

			The bell on the front door jangled. A young woman blew inside along with a gust of cold wind.

			“Hello, Nannie,” Juliette said with a smile for her customer. “Just give me a moment. Coffee? Pastry?”

			“Oh, I’ve no time to eat! I’ve found out a tasty bit of news that simply has to be shared.” Nannie’s small, closely set blue eyes glittered in apparent delight with what she was about to impart. “You know, Juliette, you’ll ruin your figure nursing both those babies.”

			“I suppose that’s a risk I’ll have to take if Lena and Joe are to survive.”

			Nannie Breene tipped her head to one side, frowning. Unless Juliette missed her guess, the girl would have spent no less than an hour and a half this morning arranging her blond hair in flirtatious curls about her face.

			“I’m sure you know best, of course. But wouldn’t a wet nurse do as well?”

			“A wet nurse in Beaumont Spur?” Juliette would not hire one even if there had been a woman wanting the job. Love and cuddles went into the feeding as much as life-sustaining food did. “Someday you’ll—”

			Nannie cut her off with a crisp snap of her fingers.

			“My news!” Her small eyes flashed in clear anticipation of Juliette’s coming reaction. “You won’t believe this!”

			Nannie sat down in a chair across from Juliette, anchored her elbows on the table then stretched her neck forward, leading with her dainty, pointed chin.

			“It’s hardly news that the bank has been robbed,” Juliette pointed out. “Can I get you some tea—a cookie?”

			“How can I even think of it? Not knowing what I know—and it certainly is not something as common as the bank being robbed.”

			For all that Nannie was bursting to repeat her news, she was apparently waiting for Juliette to drag it from her.

			Very well. “What is your news? It must be something urgent.”

			“Oh, it is!” Nannie leaned farther forward and whispered, “Trea Culverson is returning to Beaumont Spur.”

			* * *

			It was after midnight when Juliette wrapped a blanket about her shoulders and stepped onto the back porch of her small house. She stared up at the moon. It was full and bright. Not even halfway up the sky, it looked huge and close, almost as if she could reach out and touch it.

			Her day had not ended when she bade the last customer good-night then put the Closed sign on the restaurant door. She’d wrapped the babies against the late November chill, tucked them in the pram then bundled her father-in-law up in a heavy coat.

			As he normally did, Warren Lindor had insisted on being led to The Saucy Goose. As she always did, she pushed the pram with one arm and dragged the old man home by the coat sleeve.

			Luckily, home was only a block away from her café.

			By the time she fed the babies, tucked them into bed, gave Warren a snack and settled him into his room, and then baked the pastries for the next morning, it was late. Her neighbors had doused their lamps hours ago.

			Perhaps she ought to do the same, but now was her time. No matter the weather, it was her custom to stand on her porch and listen to the quiet whispers of deep night. The sounds changed with the seasons, but her sense of peace in the moment did not.

			In the beginning, when she’d first discovered this precious time, she had stood in this spot gazing up at the deep sky, often weeping while she held the image of Steven close.

			But it had been a year since he went away to work for the railroad. She still thought of him. She always would, of course. But she did not do it as frequently now, and when she did it was with smiles more often than tears.

			She had been blessed beyond reason with a daughter and a son. Oh, she might have been crippled by grief and loneliness, but because of the babies she carried a song in her heart.

			After selling the big house she had shared with Steven and his family, she had been able to purchase her restaurant and this cozy cottage.

			Each morning she had a purpose in waking, breathing, smiling at the new day and wondering what it would bring.

			If the gossip was correct, it would soon bring the return of the prodigal son.

			Although, unlike the prodigal, there would be no loving father’s arms open in welcome. For Trea there would be no fatted calf given in celebration.

			Everyone in town, except a dozen girls with fluttering hearts, had been glad to see the last of him.

			And Juliette? She had not been happy to see him go. It had broken her young heart.

			Even after all these years, she remembered his expression in the instant he’d fled.

			The reflection of flames consuming the livery that night had cast his face in a red-orange grimace. To many people his silence, his failure to declare his innocence while he risked his life leading horse after horse to safety, was the same as an admission of guilt that he’d set the fire.

			That was not what Juliette believed. To her way of thinking, Trea would never have done anything to endanger an animal.

			Was she the only one to have noted that every able-bodied man standing and witnessing the destruction had done so from across the street, leaving the rescue of the animals to a seventeen-year-old?

			While it was true that Trea had always been the town bad boy—a hellion born of one—unlike his father, he was never mean-spirited.

			More often than not his crimes involved kissing the girls in town. As far as Juliette could tell, none of them considered it a crime at all.

			It did, however, cement his reputation as the black sheep begotten of a black sheep. Whenever a minor crime of any kind was committed, it was assumed that Trea was the perpetrator.

			Juliette had valid reason to believe he was not the wicked child they had cast him as. Perhaps, in part, due to the fact that he had never kissed her. She might be the one girl in Beaumont who had never had her heart broken by him.

			Which didn’t mean that she had not envied those girls and spent dreamy moments wondering about Trea’s kisses. How many nights had she lain awake in her bed imagining what it would be like to feel his lips, hear sweet whispers of affection, and all the while brooding over which of her friends might be finding out right that moment?

			And now, if the gossip proved true, Trea Culverson was coming home.

			Even though she was a woman grown, a widow with children, her heart beat a little faster, even her belly tickled.

			She knew it was silly. Years had passed. Trea was no longer the daring, forbidden boy who’d taken her breath away.

			He was a man grown. Heaven only knew who he had grown to be.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			It was half past midnight when Trea Culverson dragged the grease-splattered apron off over his head for the last time. He folded it in a neat square then set it on top of the laundry pile.

			The saloon washerwoman would have it cleaned by morning for the new cook.

			Grease coated his hair, his arms and even the creases of his eyes. If he never fried another chicken it would be a fine thing.

			Opening the door of the huge iron stove, he checked the fire to make sure it was small enough to leave unguarded.

			With a last look about the place that had employed him for the past several years, he bade it farewell.

			The job was far from his ideal occupation, but it had earned him the money to pursue the one that was. At last, his training was finished and he was ready to begin the career he had been working so hard toward.

			Stepping outside, he pulled the door closed behind him. The moon looked like a glowing ball suspended partway between the horizon and the North Star. The full of the moon always struck him as a magical sight.

			The door hadn’t clicked closed before he heard, “Trea! Wait!”

			“Good night, Mags,” he said to the woman stepping out onto the porch.

			Cold moonlight shone down on her face, revealing the creep of middle age that she fought so hard to hide.

			“You were leaving without a goodbye kiss?”

			“Not much for goodbyes.” Since he’d never even kissed the woman hello, it would have been awkward to kiss her goodbye.

			“I’ll miss you, Trea.” The waitress lifted one shoulder. The strap of her gown slipped. “We all will—but…well, I thought maybe you wouldn’t want to sleep at the livery on your last night? It’s warmer in my room.”

			She touched his cheek with soft fingers.

			There had been a time when he’d have sought this woman, kissed and bedded her within an hour of meeting her, but that would have been a long time ago.

			“You’re too fine a lady for a greasy fellow like me.” He caught her hand, lowered it, but squeezed softly as he let go. “I can’t afford a moment of your time, Mags.”

			“As if I’d charge you.” She went up on her toes, kissed his cheek. “Be on your way, then, you handsome young thing. I hope you find what you are looking for back in your hometown.”

			“Reckon I’ll know once I get there.”

			“Safe travels,” she said with a half smile, then she went back inside and closed the door behind her.

			He hadn’t lied when he told her he could not afford her time. Couldn’t afford the bath he was headed for, either, but only soap and hot water would scrub the grease off his skin and hair.

			Truth be told, he’d have bathed in the stream in order to save money if it weren’t nearly frozen over. But he also needed a shave. He’d neglected the condition of his chin for far too long.

			He walked uphill toward the bathhouse. Luckily the facility was owned by the saloon and would be open for another two hours, plenty of time for the soaking he would need.

			Warmth filled his lungs as soon as he walked in out of the cold. Humid air wrapped around him.

			He paid the fee to a sleepy-looking woman sitting near the front door, and within ten minutes he was behind a screen, submerged in water that was, if not completely clean, at least good and hot.

			With his eyes closed he felt the kiss of steam curling about his neck and face. For him this visit was a luxury. In pursuit of his goal, he’d rarely indulged in anything that was not food, basic clothing or shelter.

			Because he’d been living in a shed attached to the livery, he’d been able to put aside a fair amount of money. Last month he’d purchased a house in Beaumont Spur, sight unseen. He hoped it was all the previous owner claimed it to be. With so many decent folks leaving town, he’d been able to buy the place for a good price.

			The last time he’d been in Beaumont Spur it had simply been Beaumont. As pretty a place as anyone could imagine. When he’d run away from it, with ash embedded in his skin and his clothes, coughing smoke out of his lungs, he’d been accused of a heartless crime.

			The looks folks had cast him hurt worse than the burn on his hand. Even if he’d tried to explain that it had been an accident—one he could have done nothing to prevent—they would not have believed him.

			That wicked night, everyone thought he was the spawn of the devil. Thinking of his father made him wonder if it might be true.

			He hadn’t seen Ephraim Culverson since then, but he’d heard that his father had been forced to shutter his freight-hauling business when the spur came to town.

			The word was, he’d opened a couple of saloons in its place. In Trea’s opinion that suited him better than the rough work that went into running teamsters. Not that Pa had done much but sit behind his desk, drink and curse at his employees.

			From nearby he heard the snap of a leather strap, the swish of a razor being stropped.

			Heavy footsteps rounded the curtain.

			“Reckoned you didn’t want a woman, Culverson, so I’m all you’ve got at this hour.”

			“Blamed if I don’t want a woman, but I’ve got a reputation to repair, Goudy.”

			“I’ll try not to tarnish it.” The heavyset man plunked a stool down beside the tub. He sat on it with a grunt and a short bark of laughter. “I’ll do what I can not to cut you, either.”

			“I appreciate that.” Trea leaned his head on the back edge of the tub and lifted his chin.

			He closed his eyes. Images of the past flashed on the backs of his eyelids. Mostly the faces of girls whose names he couldn’t quite recall. He clearly remembered how he’d wronged them, though.

			The clean scent of shaving lather filled his senses.

			So did the image of one pretty young face. He hadn’t forgotten that one.

			Juliette Yvonne Moreland had been an angel in his eyes. She had been consistently kind, sweet-natured and always smiling.

			She was also probably the one girl he had never shamed or whose heart he had not broken—at least, he hoped he hadn’t.

			Oh, he’d dreamed of kissing her, all right. His boyish heart had been infatuated with her.

			“You’re thinking about a woman right now. Don’t claim you aren’t.”

			“Not a woman, Goudy—a girl.”

			“Don’t forget I’ve got a razor in my hand.”

			“You could cut my throat for a lot of things—but not that. The girl, Juliette, is someone I grew up with. She’s the one person from Beaumont Spur that I never could forget.”

			No doubt because she had been the one person who never judged him harshly.

			For all that he had dreamed of it, he had never touched her. The thing was, she was too good and he was too bad. The thought of breaking her heart—he couldn’t do that any more than he could pull a kitten’s tail.

			He’d always had the suspicion that sweet Juliette was the only person in Beaumont who saw the real Trea Culverson. He figured she was the only one who wasn’t waiting to smack him on the hand with a gavel.

			“Wonder if she’s still there,” Goudy said, stroking a shaving brush in pleasant-feeling circles on Trea’s face.

			“If she is, she’ll be married, I imagine, with half a dozen children.”

			“The good ones always are.”

			In memory, he saw Juliette wink at him and smile, the event still clear in his mind. In that moment, at twelve years old, his heart had tumbled.

			He’d been in the general store, wandering about, looking at this and that—mostly at the peppermint sticks. The store owner had been scowling at him the whole time, sure he was about to steal something.

			Maybe he would have. But Juliette shot him that wink, fished a coin out of her pocket and purchased two candies. She gave him one, then blushed and ran out of the store.

			No doubt she was married now to some lucky fellow. He hoped so. She deserved that kind of happiness and more.

			He also hoped she was still in Beaumont Spur. There was something in him that wanted her to know the wild boy was gone, grown into a man wanting to make his reputation right.

			Juliette’s opinion mattered to him very much.

			* * *

			Juliette ought to have bid the moon good-night before her feet started aching with cold, but she’d lingered too long over its beauty.

			Coming inside, she feared that, as tired as she was, she might not be able to sleep because of it. Without a man to warm her toes against, she was doomed to lie awake until they finally warmed on their own.

			Passing through the parlor, she spotted the hatbox with the bright yellow bow, where she’d set it down on the table next to the fireplace.

			With all the hustle getting everyone down for the night, she’d all but forgotten about the curious item.

			She stirred the coals with the poker then watched the embers flare to new life. Perhaps if she sat down to read the letter attached to the delicate-looking box, her feet would have time to warm before she went upstairs.

			“What on earth could this be?” she murmured to the dozing household. She could guess all night long and not come up with a logical answer.

			She opened the envelope, slowly withdrew the note, then leaned close to the glow of the fireplace to better read the script written in a fine feminine hand.

			Dear Mrs. Lindor,

			First of all, I cannot say how grateful I am for the time the time I spent in your establishment. It was a refreshing change from the dreariness of the hotel.

			“Well, yes…” Juliette muttered. “Anything would be.”

			And your children are sweet angels.

			Hungrier-than-average angels, though. She ought to get some sleep before they woke for their middle-of-the-night feeding.

			As far as her restaurant went? She was dedicated to keeping it scrupulously clean. While she might live in a ragtag town, she would not be a part of the sorry state of affairs.

			She read on.

			I have recently come into a large sum of money. Not through any hard work on my part, though. No, I simply collected the reward for those miserable Underwoods, a man I used to trust being among them.

			I find that I do not want the money, but I suspect that you will find a way to put it to good use.

			Please accept this Christmas gift to you and your beautiful babies.

			With all good wishes,

			Laura Lee Quinn, very soon to be Laura Lee Creed

			The flower-scented paper fluttered to Juliette’s feet, covering the stocking-clad toes of one foot. She stared at the letter for a long moment then reached for the hatbox.

			What on earth? A gift? Of money? Juliette could scarcely believe it. No doubt she had been more tired than she knew—had climbed the stairs huddled under her covers and fallen asleep in spite of her cold feet. Clearly this had to be a lovely dream that she was about to wake from. Before she did, though, she ought to open the lid of the hatbox and see how much money was in it. No doubt she would jerk back to reality before she discovered that, but—

			She lifted the lid, blinked hard at what was inside then closed it again. She didn’t dare to touch the cash because dream money always vanished before one’s eyes. It tended to turn into carrots or a ball of yarn or one of the many things dream objects transformed into. And here she would sit, wondering how to pay the mortgage, same as she did every month.

			Tucking the hatbox under her arm, she went upstairs, got into bed and curled herself around the pretty yellow gift.

			If it was still there when she awoke in the morning, she would believe it. But not until then. Not until sunlight shone on the treasure inside and it did not vanish like dreams mostly did.

			* * *

			Dawn came and the money in the hatbox proved to be as real as the slush Juliette swept off the porch in front of her restaurant.

			Everything about the day was as normal as peas, except that she had more money than she could have ever imagined.

			True to form, her father-in-law complained that the babies were fussing and that he was hungry. Levi Silver sat at his customary table, eating his breakfast of eggs and bacon cooked to a crisp.

			Cold seeped through her boots while she swept, same as it always did, but this morning she barely felt it. Her mind was so full of possibilities for the future of her family that she didn’t give the ordinary tasks of the morning a thought. She went through them by rote, her mind flitting among the clouds.

			With her newly come tidy little fortune, she could leave Beaumont Spur along with so many others.

			Or she could stay in the place she loved. Even in the state it had fallen to, this was home, the place the roots of her heart grew deep. She could build a beautiful home at the edge of town where life would be more peaceful. She could stay home all day long just watching her babies grow.

			Gazing at the mountain range that circled Beaumont Spur like a snowy crown, she knew it would be a difficult thing to leave the place where her dreams and her family members were buried. Perhaps she would not be able to, even if it might be for the best.

			The way things seemed now, she wondered if Beaumont Spur even had a future.

			She would not want to invest her heart and her money in a place that was doomed to fail.

			Her money? The idea was still fresh enough to not seem real.

			Who would have imagined that a gang of scruffy outlaws would be worth so much?

			Until this morning, Juliette Lindor would not have believed it.

			The sound of a hammer on wood cut the quiet morning. Juliette looked up suddenly to see Mrs. Elvira Pugley pounding the tool on the front door of The Fickle Dog Saloon.

			“Ephraim Culverson, your saloon is ruining my hotel!” she shouted.

			After a few moments of incessant hammering, the door was flung open and the owner of the saloon burst onto the boardwalk wearing a knee-length nightshirt and a pair of argyle socks. Even with one big toe poking out of the tip of the sock, the man looked formidable.

			“Stop your bleating, woman!” Ephraim’s bellow had always been loud enough to shake windows. This morning, having no doubt been awoken after a night of debauchery, it was even louder.

			“I demand that you keep your fleas on your own side of the wall. Folks are complaining all day and night!” Elvira Pugley was as hot-tempered as her neighbor.

			“My fleas be damned!” Ephraim Culverson snatched the hammer from her hand and pitched it halfway across the road. “It’s your fat, hairy rats carrying them to my place.”

			“Of all the insulting—I’m not the one who named my business The Fickle Dog. Dogs have fleas.”

			“No more than rodents do!”

			Juliette was pretty sure her windows rattled, but she shrugged and continued to sweep. This was not the first time the saloon owner and the hotel owner had erupted in a battle of words.

			No doubt both places had fleas borne by rats. She didn’t care much who’d had them first, so long as the vermin kept to their own side of the road.

			“I’ve a mind to sell the hotel rather than spend another day next door to you.”

			She had? For how much?

			“Sure would suit me not to hear you hammering on my door in the wee hours.”

			To Mr. Culverson the wee hours were what others would call eleven in the morning.

			Did she dare make an offer for the hotel?

			If the saloon owner considered Mrs. Pugley a bothersome neighbor, well, Juliette would be worse. Not as loud, perhaps, but more persistent in the quest for cleanliness.

			But to restore the hotel and hopefully attract a more family-oriented sort of person to Beaumont Spur, to make the ones who were leaving reconsider? The possibility niggled around in her mind until it turned into downright temptation.

			“I just might take the train out of this town before that no-good, thieving, arsonist, taker-of-innocence son of yours comes back to town, and I hear he is.”

			At the mention of Trea, Juliette stopped sweeping, leaned for a moment against the broom handle.

			The last thing she expected was for her heart to kick at the mention of that long-absent boy.

			Maybe he was going to come back to town and be his father’s pride and joy—but he had never been that, not really.

			He would have needed a blacker soul in order for his father to be proud of him.

			For all that Trea acted like the town’s black sheep, Juliette saw someone different.

			She saw a boy with a decent heart looking for acceptance from people who would never respect him. And mostly because of his bully of a father.

			That boy had sought affection in whatever way he could.

			Just now her heart reacted to the mention of him the same way it had so many years ago, with a thump, then a yearning. She could not deny that she had been in childish adoration of him.

			Over the years she’d often wondered about him, remembered the mischievous glint in his warm brown eyes, the hurt and rejection caused by those whose approval he so desperately wanted.

			Of course, he would never have gotten it. The acorn didn’t fall far from the tree she’d heard time and again in reference to Trea.

			How many times had she wanted to shout that trees and their nuts were a far different thing than human beings and their children?

			It was her long-held opinion that a child should not have to bear the sins of the father. It had been shocking to her to discover that, in the opinion of most folks, they did.

			Most especially when the acorn, the product of a sinful man, was named Trea Culverson.

			“You better take that train, Elvira. I aim to promote my son to head man around here, right under me. Don’t reckon you’ll like having my young hellion to answer to.”

			The argument over Trea and fleas continued for another five minutes before the combatants went back inside their own places of business.

			It wouldn’t be long before they were back at it, though, unless Mrs. Pugley was serious about selling.

			If she was? Well, the idea was likely to leave Juliette distracted all day and sleepless all night.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Juliette fashioned the ribbons of her bonnet into a tidy bow under her chin while she watched out the front window for Rose McAllister.

			The babies were fed. Her father-in-law napped near the stove in the kitchen. Given that it was two in the afternoon and a quiet time for the restaurant, seventeen-year-old Rose should have no trouble tending things while Juliette went out to take care of business matters.

			For the first time, she didn’t need to fret over the money she paid young Rose. In fact, with Christmas coming, she would give the girl extra. Rose, who was raising her younger sister, needed additional funds as much as Juliette did—or had until she found a hatbox with her name on it.

			While she watched the boardwalk, her attention wandered to the hotel on the other side of the street, seeing it not as it was, but as she envisioned it.

			Sometime during the wee hours of the night Juliette had made her decision. It was hard to know the moment it happened. At some point in her mind the hotel went from being the run-down eyesore she saw from her restaurant window to being hers.

			Suddenly there was a coat of fresh paint to brighten its appearance. The front porch had half a dozen rocking chairs for her guests to sit in and window boxes full of blooming flowers for them to smell. Blamed if one of her guests would ever suffer a fleabite once she was in charge of things.

			She was in the middle of a quick prayer that Elvira Pugley really did intend to sell when she spotted Rose hurrying along the walk, her ten-year-old sister in tow.

			The door opened with a rush of frigid air. With the clouds building as quickly as they were, it couldn’t be long before snow began to fall.

			“I’m sorry to be late, Juliette.” Rose yanked off her coat and then her sister’s and hung them on the coatrack. “Cora couldn’t decide which book to bring.”

			“Thank you for coming, Rose. I can’t tell you how I appreciate the time to get a few things done.” Juliette would not tell her exactly what things just yet. “I hope to be back within an hour.”

			“No need to thank me. Cora needs a bit of diversion. Without school, she gets restless.”

			“From what I hear, the new teacher will be here any day,” Juliette said.

			“Hope the new one’s better than the last one.” Cora sighed. “He didn’t teach us anything. Just let the boys run wild and the girls talk about everybody.”

			“I hope so, too. We’re lucky to get one at all, though. Most teachers choose a position that pays better than we can offer.”

			“I only wish we knew more about him or her.” Rose rubbed her arms briskly, wiping away the lingering chill from her blouse. “Since the school board is in Smith’s Ridge, and they’re doing the hiring, our new teacher could come from the moon and we wouldn’t know any better.”

			“Well—schoolmaster or schoolmistress, from earth or the moon, it will have to be better than no teacher at all,” Juliette pointed out.

			“Maybe,” Cora muttered with a good deal of doubt evident on her young face as she sat at a table and opened her book. “I’d rather be home with my reading than hear those girls gossip when they ought to be paying attention to the lesson. And if that nasty Charlie Gumm pulls my braid one more time—I’ll have to punch him, I reckon.”

			“And get sent home for a week?” Rose shot her sister a severe frown.

			“I might learn more on my own if we get a teacher like Mr. Smythe was. I don’t think he was from the moon. Maybe Mars, though.”

			“I suppose we shouldn’t judge the new teacher, not even knowing a thing about them,” Juliette said, going out the front door with a backward glance.

			“I reckon so,” answered Cora, but she sounded far from convinced.

			Outside, wind seemed to come at her from every direction. Snow was on its way. For the first time in a long while, she didn’t worry overmuch that it would keep customers home. If the widow Pugley accepted the offer that Juliette presented, there would be money to purchase the hotel and plenty for renovations, too.

			She felt a lightness in her step that she hadn’t felt in quite a while. At the same time, her stomach was a nervous mess.

			Thanks to the generosity of Laura Lee Quinn—no doubt Creed by now—the opportunity of a lifetime was within her reach.

			But only so long as Mrs. Pugley had been sincere in her desire to leave Beaumont Spur.

			* * *

			Coming home to Beaumont Spur was even more taxing to Trea’s nerves than he expected it to be.

			Huddled into his coat against the cold, he leaned against the wall of the train station at Smith’s Ridge, wondering if he was making the right decision in going home.

			Not that wondering made a bit of difference, since he’d already made the decision. He was good and committed to the course he’d set.

			A lot of years had passed since he last walked the streets of Beaumont. It hadn’t even been called Beaumont Spur back then, just plain Beaumont.

			Would folks still look at him with disapproval after all this time? His pa would. The old cuss would be ashamed to his bones.

			And the girls whose affections he’d dallied with? They would be grown women—mothers, even. Would they judge him harshly?

			He was a changed man now—reformed. He only hoped they would see past who he had been to who he had become. Because if they didn’t…

			The train whistle blew, letting the waiting passengers know they could board the train and get out of the frigid weather.

			He picked up the bag of a young lady who seemed to be on her own and carried it up the steps of the train car. She smiled appreciatively at him. He let the smile warm him through, since he couldn’t be sure he would get another anytime soon.

			There was no telling what awaited him at home. He had a lot to atone for, and it was important that he do it. He could not be the upright fellow he’d set his course to be unless he did.

			The lady nodded her thanks, then sat down on the bench across from him.

			Something about her reminded him of Juliette Moreland. The sweetness of her expression—the way she tipped her head to one side when she spoke? That might be it. That, or the spark of goodwill that brightened her blue eyes and reflected a kind soul.

			One of the reasons he was so nervous about going home was Juliette, even though she was probably the one person in town he had not wronged in some way.

			As wild a boy as he’d been, when Juliette looked at him, he’d felt worth something.

			That was it, then. He was on edge because he feared seeing her look at him like everyone else had. Over the years, growing in maturity and wisdom, she might see him differently than she had back then. As a woman grown she might judge him more harshly.

			That fifteen-year-old girl who had followed him one hot summer night to the shed where he’d hidden from an angry storekeeper, the sweet girl who’d sat with him, sharing her dinner, might see him differently now.

			Looking back, it seemed odd—but sitting in that secluded space with darkness coming on—blame it, he wouldn’t have talked and laughed the evening away with anyone but Juliette.

			He’d entertained a lot of girls in that shed. The memories were heated but vague. Visions of pretty faces melded one into one another—their sighs all the same.

			The only one he remembered with clarity was Juliette.

			She was—just better than anyone else he’d ever met.

			Beautiful—it was the name he’d always called her. Partly to see her blush, but also because it was true. He’d called a few others that, too, but he’d only meant it with Juliette.

			Just now, listening to the rumble of the great engine and feeling the vibration of the wheels on the track picking up speed, he didn’t know which he feared most. Seeing her again—or not seeing her.

			* * *

			What had she done?

			Juliette opened the door to her snug little café and came inside, shutting the door on glowering clouds that promised snow. She glanced about the well-kept space and breathed in the familiar scents.

			The café was empty of customers at the moment, but clearly there had been a few. Coffee had recently been served and sweet rolls. The lingering scent of steak told her someone had just enjoyed a meal.

			Every inch of this place was as familiar to her as her face in the mirror.

			What on God’s good earth had she done?

			“You’re back quicker than I expected.” Rose bustled out from the kitchen, dusting flour-smeared hands on her apron. “I figured I’d bake a pan of biscuits. I imagine the folks arriving on the train will be hungry.”

			“I appreciate that. Thank you, Rose.”

			“It was no problem. The babies are asleep and your father-in-law is reading a dime novel. I needed to keep busy with—Juliette, you’re pale. Are you feeling all right?”

			“Am I pale?” Juliette took off her gloves and pinched her cheeks. “Well—it’s just that I bought the hotel.”

			Cora looked up from her book and pointed out the window. “That hotel?”

			“I imagine so, Cora. It’s the only one in town,” Rose pointed out, looking as appalled as her sister.

			“But it’s in worse shape than the schoolhouse is.”

			Juliette hadn’t seen the inside of the small red building in some time but figured she must accept Cora’s word on it. “Yes—that very one. The fleas and the bedbugs all belong to me now.”

			What in glory blazes had she done?

			Turned her safe, predictable life upside down, is what.

			“If I were you I’d tear it down,” Cora advised.

			“That will be enough of your sassy mouth, young lady,” Rose scolded. “If you can’t say something supportive just go back to your studies.”

			“I’ve been trying to all afternoon. But those women from the Ladies Service Society spent their whole meeting time gossiping about that no-account fellow coming to town. If they want to be of service, they should have been over at the schoolhouse cleaning it. It made my brain scatter. I reckon the new teacher will take the first train out of here once she sees where she’s supposed to work.”

			Juliette assumed that the man the members of the Society had been discussing could be no other than Trea Culverson. Juliette was grateful that she had not been here for that conversation. Her recollections of the boy were vastly different than theirs.

			And the very last thing she had time for was filling her mind with a long-ago romance, especially one that had only happened in her imagination.

			“Yes, well,” Juliette said. “That’s what the Ladies Service Society does. They make plans over coffee, but usually don’t act upon them.”

			“Same with our ‘brave’ sheriff. He took his lunch plate to the ladies’ table. Sure did make some big talk about keeping a sharp eye on the man they were talking about.” Cora picked up her pencil and appeared to be absorbed in study, but Juliette figured it was more focused on town trouble.

			“He would, wouldn’t he? After his cousins nearly robbed the bank right under his nose, he needs to do something to look like he’s protecting us.” Rose shrugged. “I was too young to remember Mr. Culverson much, but he sounds charming and wicked all at once.”

			“Yes, well, some will remember him that way, but I remember a boy with a kind heart.”

			When she had time she might give her memories of Trea further thought, but at the moment she had to focus on what might be the biggest mistake she had ever made.

			So much was a jumble in her mind, such as how to deal with various forms of vermin while trying to keep Warren Lindor out of The Fickle Dog Saloon when it was right next door to the hotel.

			But a few other things were perfectly clear.

			For one thing, she would move into the hotel, once it was livable.

			For another, she would open a fancy restaurant within the hotel—a steakhouse. It would be a respectable place where folks could bring their families.

			Still yet another, and this was very important to her, she would keep her dear café open. It had been her lifeline, something to focus her future on after burying her family.

			What she had just done was too overwhelming to consider all at once. If she tried, it made her short of breath and gave her a bit of a headache.

			Tiny steps would get her to where she needed to be. In time, she hoped to lead Beaumont Spur back to the decent place it used to be. A place where a child could run free, hear birdsong instead of garish music…where one did not need to worry about being bowled over by staggering saloon patrons. That was something she hoped to change. Unfortunately, good folks were already packing.

			She took a breath and let it out slowly. There was really nothing she could do about her giant undertaking right that moment.

			Except—

			“Rose, do you like working here?”

			“I couldn’t get by without the work you give me. There aren’t a lot of respectable jobs for someone my age, and I’m not nearly ready to marry.”

			“Would you consider running the café for me?” Juliette glanced between Rose and her little sister. Whatever Rose chose to do would be with Cora’s best interests in mind.

			“You could live in my house. That way you would be here in town, closer to work and to school for Cora.”

			Rose stared at her in silence. Warren’s soft chuckle drifted out of the kitchen while he read his novel.

			“I know it’s sudden, but—”

			“I can start right now. Mercy, but I guess I already have.” Rose lifted her hands and waggled her flour-crusted fingertips. “It won’t be long until the afternoon train. I’ll get back to the kitchen right now.”

			“I can pay you, too, Cora, if you’d like to help with sweeping and keeping things tidy or watching the babies.”

			“I reckon I won’t be going to school anytime soon, once the new teacher gets a look at the place, so, yes, I’d like that.”

			“The classroom is that awful?”

			“As far as I can tell, and that’s quite a bit, the old teacher never, ever, even wiped fingerprints off the desks.”

			Beaumont needed a respectable teacher. Given that Juliette would have her children attending in only five more years, and also given the fact that keeping things neat and tidy was something of a crusade for her—

			“Don’t you worry about what your new schoolteacher will think. If you’ll help your sister with the café and with Mr. Lindor for a few hours, I’ll make sure your new teacher will be happy with the classroom.”

			A couple hours of scrubbing ought to give her time to think and plan. There were more thoughts in her mind right now than she could keep track of.

			Along with an orderly attack on dirt, she might put together a plan to make her hotel a symbol of new life for Beaumont Spur.

			* * *

			Wind tugged Juliette’s skirt every which way while she pushed the buggy over the rutted road toward the schoolhouse. As cold as it was, she hadn’t wanted to bring the babies out, but they would be getting hungry soon. Even if they would accept a bottle, which they would not, Rose would have a lot to do if the train was full of passengers.

			A portion of the blanket blew loose, exposing Lena’s dark, curly head. Bending over the buggy, Juliette tucked it back into place.

			“I know it’s cold, sweetlings,” she murmured when the blanket heaved and fussing noises emerged from under it. “Almost there.”

			Just as she lifted Joe from the buggy, a dozen or more fat snowflakes drifted down. She hurried up the steps with him hugged close to her breast. Once inside, she laid a blanket on the floor and put him on it. Within seconds he began to cry.

			“I’m sorry, little love,” she called over her shoulder while she hurried back out to bring in Lena.

			Lena cried louder than Joe did when Juliette laid her down beside her cousin.

			There was nothing to do but let them cry for a moment, since she could not leave the buggy to fill with snow.

			Making quick work of it, she dragged the buggy inside then lit a fire in the stove. She put on a pot of water to heat, since it was far too cold to scrub with anything that was not warm and sudsy.

			With a child in each arm, she sat cross-legged on the floor and fed them. The peaceful moment gave her time to look about at the task she had volunteered to do.

			Cora was right. Any teacher worth the pay would not consider working in this filth. How long did she have to get it cleaned?

			No one knew for sure when the instructor would arrive. Before Christmas was all she’d heard.

			“What do you think, Lena?” She gazed down at her daughter and received a milky smile. “If I finish in time, I ought to hang a fir bough over the blackboard.”

			Casting a frown at the walls and the smears of grime on them, she was not sure when that would be. There was plenty of firewood stacked outside, so she could stay here until she had to get Warren home and into bed.

			The twilight hours were often difficult for him, and Rose should not have to deal with his increasingly odd moods.

			“What do you think about some red berries tucked into the garland, Joe?” He kicked his tiny feet.

			Within half an hour the room had warmed comfortably and the babies fallen asleep.

			She turned her attention to the task at hand. Walls first, then desks and the floor.

			The Ladies Service Society ought to have been here to help, but no doubt some of them were intent on leaving Beaumont Spur and no longer cared about the condition of education here.

			Well, this was Juliette’s town—her school, in a sense—and she would see to its cleanliness. She could not understand why other folks didn’t care more about the condition of their school or their town. Perhaps it was because the people who had negative things to say spoke the loudest and set the mood for everyone else, giving off an attitude of despair instead of hope.

			By the looks of things, she would be here for hours, listening to the snap of the fire, the babies breathing and the swish of the cleaning rag in soapy water.

			Plenty of time to make a plan to renovate her hotel.

			The trouble was, being in this room—which had not changed since she’d been a student—made her look more at the past than the future.

			All of her memories, good and bad, led to one thought.

			What had become of Trea Culverson? He was coming home. She knew that, but not a single thing more.

			Wherever she glanced in this room she saw him—a boy discounted by the teacher, flirted with by infatuated girls and resented by the other boys—even as they envied him.

			And Juliette…she remembered a day…

			Looking up from her work, she gazed out the window. Snow drifted softly past, very much like it had that day.

			The teacher had sent her students outside to get fresh air even though the weather was bad.

			Juliette stood with a circle of girls and boys who considered themselves to be wooing. Juliette believed them to be silly, since no one was of an age for courting.

			The room around her faded, giving way to a vivid vision of things past.

			Trea stood next to Juliette, all the while holding the hand of his current sweetheart, Nannie Breene. The name Nannie Preen would have suited her better—Juliette remembered thinking that very clearly. She was awfully proud to be holding the hand of the handsome bad boy.

			Nannie had looked at Juliette with a sneer so genuine that one would not know they were friends. At least she had always thought they were, but the scorn in her expression took her aback.

			“You need a beau,” Nannie had suddenly declared in front of everyone.

			Indeed, Juliette was the only girl in the circle without one. And no wonder. She was not like the other girls. She was too tall, quite gangly and she dressed in homemade clothes rather than the fashionable outfits her classmates enjoyed.

			“Juliette Moreland, why don’t you just go away?”

			Nannie’s words had slashed her to the heart. They were so hurtful and embarrassing, she’d wished the ground would open and she could slip away—never to be seen again.

			Her cheeks had burned hotter than any fever.

			She’d been certain she could never face anyone again. But then—she could scarce believe it—Trea dropped Nannie’s hand and slipped his arm around Juliette’s shoulder.

			“She can stay,” he’d said with a slight squeeze. “I want her to stay.”

			A day and a half later, Trea’s attention had shifted from Nannie to another girl.

			After all this time, she could not even recall who it was.

			In the end, she was glad he’d never chosen to flirt with her. If he had, her life might have turned out very differently because there had been something, a sense of belonging, between them, a feeling that they were meant to be together. At least, that is what her romantic young heart had believed.

			A silly fancy, she had come to see as time went on.

			In the end, she had married Steven and never regretted it. How could she, with those two precious babies asleep on the blanket? And there was the café that had taught her how to stand on her own. And now? Well—she certainly did not regret the new venture she was taking on. It frightened her, but she would not go back from the choice she made.

			Things worked out the way they were supposed to in the end.

			Mostly.

			* * *

			When he got off the train, Trea was hungry. Seemed like half a dozen other folks were, as well.

			He’d wait a bit to eat. Maybe head on over to the café he’d just spotted for dinner. The place hadn’t been here when he was a kid but it looked respectable.

			Picking up his valises, he tucked one under each arm then scooped up two more, one in each fist. All he had in the world fit in the four small cases. A circumstance that suited him just fine.

			Anything he needed he could purchase when he received his first pay. Since his house on the outskirts of town came with furniture, he would not need much.

			Glancing about, he was sorry to see the town so ragged. Seemed like no one cared about it anymore. The Beaumont he remembered had been a pretty place.

			Blame it if his own father wasn’t responsible for much of the blight. He imagined his pa was even less scrupulous as a saloon owner than he’d been as a teamster.

			He had the sad feeling that Pa’d had Trea’s mother in mind when he named one of his saloons The Fickle Dog—probably The Saucy Goose, as well.

			Growing up he’d never heard a complimentary thing about his mother. Absence—death, as it was—had not made his father’s heart grow fonder.

			In the distance he spotted the small red schoolhouse with a bell tower on top. He’d go there before he went to his new house. It was closer, and smoke was curling out of the chimney.

			With the weather turning ever colder, the wind and snow swirling, close was better.

			He balanced his valises, tucked them tighter under his arms and picked up his pace. Through one of the windows he saw the stove’s orange glow. It cast a welcome through the dim afternoon light.

			He’d say a heartfelt prayer of thanks for whoever had had the foresight to warm the place up.

			It was curious that anyone had, though, given he’d been vague about the time of his arrival.

			After bounding up the steps, he set his valises on the porch then opened the door.

			A woman was on her knees, facing away from him. Her slim back moved in time with her vigorous scrubbing. The skirt draped across her hips swayed with the effort she exerted.

			A black braid with a pink ribbon entwined in the strands bounced between her shoulder blades.

			She hadn’t heard him come in because she was singing to herself.

			He wasn’t aware of breathing or his heartbeat because when she turned and saw him, what would her expression be? How would she look at him?

			Why, after all this time, did it matter so much?

			“Hello, Beautiful,” he said, surprised his voice croaked past the lump in his throat.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Juliette clenched the rag in her fingers then let it drop on the floor near her knees. Slowly straightening, she dug her damp, sudsy hands into her skirt.

			Trea’s voice was familiar and different at the same time. For some reason, it came as shock to hear it even though she knew he was coming back to Beaumont Spur.

			Slowly she pivoted her head. Her gaze collided with a pair of pants, gray wool damp at the cuffs. She raised her eyes. Her line of vision slid up, over thighs that had grown muscular over the years—she noted it even under the cover of wool.

			He gazed down at her, arms folded across his ribs. The coat he wore was bulky so she could not tell if his chest had filled out like his long legs had.

			But of course it would have. No one stayed seventeen forever. The boy she had been smitten with had quite clearly become a man, and she scarce knew what to think or how to feel about it.

			From her position on the floor it seemed that his hat touched the ceiling.

			Then, for a heartbeat only, she did see the boy. The expression of vulnerability that she remembered all too well flashed across his face before he smiled.

			The way his mouth curved up at one corner was instantly familiar, except, of course, for the dark mustache that had been trimmed within half an inch of a subtle dimple.

			She well remembered that flirtatious dimple, having dreamed of it night after night for a good three years when she was a girl.

			He grinned and the impression of vulnerability vanished.

			“Trea Culverson. I imagine you still say that to all the girls.” Slowly she rose, grateful that her skirt hid the way her knees quaked.

			She flipped her braid over her shoulder by habit, striving to look casual and unshaken by his sudden appearance. Because why should she be shaken? He was a ghost of her past and nothing more.

			“I only ever meant it for you, Juliette.”

			Maybe it was foolish, but she did believe him—and it made her feel…confused.

			Yes, confused and lovely, which was unexpected, and silly, too. She was a widow, the mother of two, and he was—

			Who was he now? Why had he shown up in the schoolhouse, of all places?

			“It’s good to see you after all this time, Trea.”

			That was so completely the truth that it scared her. How could it be that she felt as nervous as the awkward girl she had been the last time she’d seen him?

			“Blame it, Juliette, you are even prettier than you were last time I saw you. I can’t see how that’s possible.” His smile ticked up; his brown eyes glimmered at her.

			“And you are still a flirt. I was never beautiful and you know it. I was tall and gawky.”

			“No, that was me. You were always the sweetest person I ever met.”

			It was time to move on from this clumsy conversation. Or if it wasn’t, of the way it made her feel.

			“I heard you were coming back, but what are you doing here in the schoolhouse?” It was the very last place she would have expected to encounter him. It was in the opposite direction of The Fickle Dog, which is where she would have assumed he was headed.

			He tipped his head to one side, arched a dark brow. Oh—she remembered that expression, too! It made her heart flutter, same as it always had.

			Where on earth was her good sense?

			Widows were levelheaded folks. Everyone knew it.

			“I’m surprised to see you here, too.”

			“Oh, well—you wouldn’t be if you saw what the classroom looked like an hour ago. The former teacher was lax in tidiness and everything else. I’m hoping a good scrubbing will keep our new teacher from turning tail and running away.”

			She sounded normal, her voice smooth and her thoughts casual. He would never guess how seeing him again so suddenly had shot her back in time and turned her inside out.

			“That won’t happen, Juliette.” The jaunty smile, the teasing glint in his eye, faded and he looked at her soberly. “I’m the new teacher. And I’m here to stay.”

			The teacher! It couldn’t be—no, not possibly.

			“But—but—well.” Some folks would never allow him to teach their children. He couldn’t know how they still gossiped about him. “That is—I’m glad—grateful, I mean. We need a teacher so desperately.”

			Trea Culverson a schoolmaster? Try as she might, she could not envision it.

			Schoolteachers, both men and women, were held to strict standards. Why, they could have no social life at all. The instant there was a breath of scandal involving them, they were dismissed. It was not so long ago that a lady teacher had been fired for accepting a ride home in a buggy driven by a man who was not her father or her brother. It mattered not at all that it had been windy and getting dark.

			Even if Trea had grown a halo and sprouted wings over the years, some folks would find fault.

			“Surprised?” That brow lifted again, along with the crooked smile and the tick of his dimple. “You’re looking at a teacher with a degree in education.”

			No, not surprised—stunned. Of all the things she’d considered, of all the things she’d imagined he had done with his life—she was simply astonished.

			“What about you, Juliette?” he asked with a quick glance at her hand and away.

			Could he be wondering if she was married? Apparently, but—

			“Look over there in the corner—behind the stove.”

			He turned. She noticed his shoulders sag ever so slightly, but when he looked back at her his grin was as bright as summer sunrise.

			“Those little babies are my life.”

			“Congratulations, Juliette! They are beyond precious.” He reached out as though he might touch her, but instead took a step back. “Your husband must be a happy man.”

			No doubt. She believed everyone was, in the great beyond. More than once she’d felt Steven smiling over her shoulder.

			“I’m a widow, Trea.”

			The regret she saw darken his expression appeared genuine. She’d bet her new hotel on it.

			“I’m right sorry to hear it. Did you marry a local fellow?”

			“I did. Maybe you remember Steven Lindor? But he was a few grades ahead of us in school. You’ll recall his brother, I imagine. Thomas. He was in our class.”

			“A quiet fellow—kept to himself, as I recall.”

			“Yes.” Thomas had been shy and kinder than many of the boys. “That was him.”

			And now, with her marital situation clear, she could not help but wonder—what was his?

			He took off his coat, hung it on a peg on the wall.

			“Hand over that cleaning rag.” He extended his hand. “You must have more important things to tend to. I appreciate what you’ve done, but I’ll finish.”

			It was true. She ought to get back to the café, but she was not quite ready to part company with her old friend yet. It felt nice to hear the sound of his voice, to look at him and see the man he’d grown into.

			Clearly, he had changed a great deal while he’d been away.

			“There’s another rag beside the stove. As long as the babies are sleeping, I might as well stay and help. The students are anxious to get back to school.”

			“Are they?” He took the cleaning cloth, dipped it in the soapy water. “I hope so, but I can’t remember ever feeling that way about it. I’ll get the floor if you want to clean the desks.”

			“Well—one of them is, at least. Cora. She’s a studious little thing.”

			“Like you were?”

			“Not really. I was shy. Cora is—well, you’ll see.” She scrubbed vigorously at a dry inkwell. “Have you brought your family with you, Trea?”

			The question had to be asked.

			She purely hoped the answer was yes. If he’d come home a married man with children, he might be more easily accepted as the schoolmaster.

			“I never married.” Squatting, he scrubbed at a stubborn stain, looked up at her with that endearing crooked grin. “Came close to it once, but the lady and I both agreed we weren’t meant to be.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said, pretty sure that she truly meant it.

			“Don’t be. She wanted more than I could give her in the material way and I—just wanted more.”

			What kind of more? The meant-to-be sort of more—like she used to believe in?

			Where were her emotions wandering? No place they should, and that was a fact.

			She was a mother, a business woman. What she was not was a starry-eyed child.

			* * *

			Walking through the gently falling snowflakes and pushing the buggy with Juliette’s babies inside—the pair of them sleeping like small angels under the blanket—Trea was sorry that she hadn’t believed him when he’d called her Beautiful.

			The doubt shadowing her eyes had been unmistakable.

			Her disbelief, he felt, had nothing to do with her own self-confidence. Not at all. From all he could see, she had grown to be a strong, capable woman.

			The respect he felt for her, raising these amazing babies on her own, was a mile long.

			It shamed him that her doubt was because of him, of the way he’d been back then. There was no reason for her to believe that the town flirt had ever meant what he said or that he meant it now.

			While they walked and chatted, even laughed a bit at old times, something became clear to him.

			One day he was going to call her Beautiful and she was going to know he meant it, that it was from his heart.

			It was important to him that she understood who he had become, that he no longer passed out false flattery as easily as whispers on the wind.

			Of course, he’d always been genuine when it came to her. But given the mischief-maker he’d been back then, how could he blame her for having doubts about his sincerity?

			Who would not?

			For a long time now, he’d been preparing himself for the fact that it was going to cause a stir when people found out who would be educating their children.

			“This place doesn’t look much like the Beaumont I remember.” It seemed dull and grungy. Not at all the respectable place he’d last seen.

			“It isn’t. The rail spur brings all kinds of strangers to town—thieves and gamblers, to name a few. Can you believe there are three—”

			A blush bloomed in her cheeks. He saw it, even through the snowy dusk.

			“Saloons, you mean? And my father owns two of them?” He smiled when he said it, to assure her that her words had not wounded him.

			It had taken him years to really understand, but he did at last accept that he was not his father. He did not carry his pa’s sins upon his shoulders. Only his own.

			Now here he was in Beaumont Spur, hoping to make amends.

			“I don’t know about you, but I’ve worked up an appetite with all that scrubbing. What do you say we have dinner together at the café? It looks like the only decent place in town to get a bite.”

			She winked at him. He’d forgotten a lot of things over the years, but not how much he liked that gesture. It always made him feel warm—accepted, somehow.

			“It is. And I own it.” A small squeak came from under the blanket. Juliette petted one of the tiny mounds and the fussing stilled. “I needed to make a living after Steven died. The children and the restaurant gave me a reason to put my feet on the floor each morning.”

			“I can sincerely say I’m grateful you did. I reckon I’ll be a regular customer. I can cook—I’d just rather not.”

			“Tonight the new schoolmaster eats compliments of the house.”

			“Mighty grateful.” A dusting of snowflakes crusted the brim of Juliette’s hat. It made her look like an ice queen from a fairy tale.

			“Of all the things I ever imagined you would do with your life, I never once thought you’d become a schoolmaster.”

			“You imagined my life?” Judging by the way she glanced suddenly away, he probably ought to have kept that thought to himself—even if it did make him feel a bit like crowing.

			Juliette had thought of him over the years! Finding that out was worth coming home for, all on its own.

			“I’m sure I’m not the only one, Trea. You did have a reputation.”

			“Still do, I imagine.” He shrugged. It was a fact. “I didn’t imagine being a schoolteacher, either, not for a long time. I spent a couple of years carrying on same as I did here. Then I met a man. He taught school. Mr. Newman was his name. He told me he used to be like me, swore we were kindred spirits. He saw inside me, knew I wanted to make up for the past and showed me how.”

			The way she looked over at him, not a hint of condemnation in her blue eyes, made him glad he’d worked so hard to get back here. Every hour spent studying by lamplight in the livery shed had been worth it.

			“So, here I am. Following in his footsteps, I reckon.”

			“I’m glad you came home.”

			So was he, even more than he’d expected.

			“I bought a house not far from here, right in town, so I’ll be a regular customer at your café.”

			Approaching the front door, he was glad for such a place to have his meals. Glancing through the windows, he saw how warm and inviting the café looked. With the wind picking up and the temperature dropping, warm was going to be a fine thing.

			“Customers are always welcome. Which house did you purchase?” she asked, peeling the blanket off the babies and scooping them up, one in each arm.

			“The Morrison place. A quarter mile past the schoolhouse. I recall that it was a nice home.”

			“Well, yes…the Morrison place was very nice, once.” She muttered something under her breath that he didn’t catch, then said, “We all wondered who bought it.”

			He opened the front door, noticed the lingering scent of soap as Juliette passed in front of him. Picking up the baby buggy, he carried it inside. He reckoned Juliette would not appreciate having muddy wheels leaving a mess on her highly polished floor.

			It was odd, but he could swear she was frowning. Blamed if he knew why, what he might have said or done. Until now, she’d been nothing but friendly and smiling.

			By the time he set the buggy in a corner and closed the front door, her troubled expression had passed.

			The smile he remembered from years ago was back on her face as she answered the greeting of a young girl sitting at a table near the window.

			No, not the same smile, quite, but more mature. Clearly, she’d lived tragedy, embraced joy and come out of it with more inner beauty than he could imagine.

			Watching her glance down at her son, smile and coo—yes, he was certain he had never seen anyone more lovely in his life.

			No pampered lady, this, with a maid to tend her needs. As far as he could tell, Juliette did it all on her own.

			But, of course, hadn’t she always? With her mother gone of influenza when Juliette was young, it had fallen upon her to care for both herself and her father.

			While other twelve-year-olds were being dressed in ruffles and bows by their mothers, Juliette had been left to figure it out on her own.

			As children they’d had that in common—growing up without a mother. It was a hard thing for a girl. Just as hard for a boy.

			The squeak of a door hinge drew his attention from the past to the here and now.

			A young woman hustled out from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a well-used apron that looked too long on her petite frame.

			She stopped short, glancing between him and Juliette with a smile.

			“Good evening, sir,” she said. “You’ve come at a good time. It’s quiet now. All the folks from the train have come and gone. What can I get for you?”

			The girl sitting at the table drummed the end of a pencil on the cover of a book while she stared at him in open curiosity.

			“Rose, Cora.” Juliette tipped her head toward the girl wearing the apron, then toward the child. “Please meet my friend, Mr. Culverson.”

			Rose’s smile fell and her brows shot up like a pair of arrows touching tips.

			Cora clenched her pencil, her fingertips going white.

			“I knew it!” The child’s eyes grew round as a pair of full moons. “The wicked son come home to take up with his pa and wreak havoc on us all.”

			Funny how the prospect of his evil intentions seemed to delight her more than frighten her.

			Truly, he hadn’t expected to be welcomed home with open arms right off. But to be looked at so suspiciously by one of his pupils before she ever set foot in the classroom? It was disheartening.

			“Cora McAllister! Mind your tongue.”

			“I apologize,” Cora said with a deep sigh, then focused a glare on her sister. “But you know as well as I do, Rose, it’s all everyone is talking about.”

			“Not everyone. Trea, would you mind holding my sweet boy? He’s getting heavier every day.”

			Juliette placed the baby in his arms. He thought she intended the gesture as a demonstration that she believed him worthy of the honor. Something shifted inside of him. He wasn’t sure what it was or what it meant, only that it made him feel warm inside.

			“That’s true.” Cora tapped her pencil on her chin. “It’s mostly the women Juliette’s age who have been saying it. And a few men who are jealous of your handsome looks. It’s what the ladies say, at any rate. Naturally, I’m far too young to take note of such a fact on my own. Sheriff Hank has a bit to say, too, but he only wants to catch you at some evil deed so that he can look reliable. Although, I doubt it will help.”

			“Cora! What did I just tell you not half a second ago?” Rose looked stricken. He didn’t remember her, but she would have been very young when he left Beaumont.

			“I apologize again. On occasion I say the first thing that pops into my mind. My sister says I lack maturity. I don’t mind so much because I’m afraid I will be stifled by it. From what folks say, you were not a bit stifled. And really—truly—I do admire that.”

			“In that case I will do my utmost not to stifle you, Miss McAllister.”

			“I don’t know how you could, since—” She gasped suddenly, dropped the pencil. It rolled off the table and came to rest at the toe of his boot.

			Stooping, he carefully cradled the infant boy to his chest. He snatched the pencil off the floor and handed it back to Cora.

			“As I think you just guessed, Cora, Mr. Culverson is our new schoolmaster,” Juliette announced, the quirk of her lips indicating that she bit back a laugh.

			Juliette had always had an easy laugh. Thinking back, he remembered that she had never used it to smirk or deride, only to express humor.

			“Oh.” Cora accepted the pencil, set it on the table with a quiet click. “I reckon I’ve never made so many apologies in such a short time. I’m sorry, and welcome, Mr. Culverson.”

			“I accept your apologies, Miss McAllister. I hope you’ll be ready for class to begin in two days. We’ll be starting rehearsal for a Christmas pageant first thing.”

			Cora clapped her hands. “I can’t remember the last time we had one of those!”

			The idea of the pageant had been brewing in his mind for a while now. It seemed a good way to get to know the students and give them a chance to shine in front of their parents. Making their children sparkle was a good way to win them over. If he didn’t manage to win over the parents, he might as well go back to frying chicken, since he’d be out of a job by the new year.

			Watching Juliette while she smiled down at her daughter, tapping the child’s button-like nose with her long, slender finger, well—he knew he did not want to leave here. And for more reasons than his need to make amends for past wrongs.

			“I add my welcome, Mr. Culverson.” Rose hurried across the room, her hand extended in greeting. An interesting and familiar blend of scents floated around her. Vanilla and fried food overlaid with coffee was his guess. “And you ought to know that, in spite of Cora’s frankness, she is dedicated to her studies.”

			“Devoted to them,” Cora declared. “Quite faithful, in fact. I’d rather learn than do most anything.”

			“That’s admirable, Cora,” he said.

			“Practical, I’d say more than that. One day we women will have the right to vote, and I don’t want to make foolish decisions.”

			One day women would vote, and that would be a fine thing, but for now he suspected little Miss Cora needed to learn to have some fun along the way.

			“The babies are sleeping, Rose,” Juliette said. “I can take over now. Why don’t you and Cora go on home.”

			“I’ll be back first thing in the morning. I reckon you’ll be busy at the hotel. The gossip is that Elvira Pugley is leaving town tomorrow. She says if she spends one more day next door to that Ephraim Culver—” She shot Trea a suddenly sheepish glance. “I’m sorry—I plumb forgot that the man is your father.”

			“Don’t trouble yourself over it. That’s a fact I wouldn’t mind forgetting, myself.”

			Rose took off her apron while Cora gathered up her book and her pencil.

			At the doorway, Cora turned back and shot him a sober glance. “Mr. Culverson, I, for one, do not think you are the devil come home to roost and I’ll say so to anyone.”

			* * *

			The devil come home to roost!

			Even after five minutes Cora’s innocent declaration of the town’s attitude toward Trea Culverson put Juliette on edge. Things had not changed in that respect over the years.

			It did not matter who he had become; all some people would ever see was the reckless son of Ephraim.

			Glancing through the portal window between the kitchen and the dining room, she watched Trea while she prepared his meal.

			He lifted Lena in his arms, jiggled her, then smiled when she giggled.

			“You letting a stranger hold my granddaughter?” Warren asked from his chair beside the stove.

			“He is not a stranger, Father Lindor.”

			“You sure? I don’t know him.”

			That was one good thing about her father-in-law’s fading memory. Years ago, his voice had risen over the others in maligning Trea.

			Still, her father-in-law’s mental decline worried her. Some folks forgot everyone, in time, even themselves. She only hoped this did not happen to Steven’s father.

			He was not an easy man to care for, but she was his only living relative and she meant to do her best for him.

			“He used to live here a long time ago. He was a friend of Thomas’s. He’s come back to teach school.”

			“All right, then, I suppose he can hold the baby if you don’t have the time.”

			Juliette slid a steak out of the frying pan with a spatula then eased it onto a plate. She ladled a large mound of mashed potatoes beside the meat and topped it off with gravy.

			Given the bad news she was about to deliver, she added more gravy. Not that it would help overmuch, but she did make delicious gravy. It was her late father’s recipe and it always brought her comfort to serve it.

			Coming from the kitchen to the dining room, she set the plate on the table in front of Trea, then reached for Lena. It did not escape her notice—or her heart—that he nuzzled her baby’s round pink cheek before handing her over.

			Given that he was the devil come home to roost, he was quite doting.

			Laying her daughter over her shoulder, Juliette sat down across from Trea. She patted Lena’s small back and breathed in the intoxicating scent so unique to infants.

			“I think the Christmas pageant is a grand idea, Trea. Our town needs something like that. Beaumont Spur has become such a hopeless place. Good families are threatening to leave. I hope something like gathering to hear their children sing will make them reconsider.”

			“It seems to me there ought to be a bit of fun along with learning arithmetic and the ABCs. I don’t recall that we had that.”

			“You don’t recall it because we didn’t. It’s a good idea, though.”

			Juliette was glad there were no late evening customers tonight. It was cozy in the dining room with the snow falling gently past the windows and the fire snapping in the hearth.

			For just an instant, she thought how lovely it would be to have a home, complete with a father for her babies.

			She did not let the dream linger for longer than an instant, though. The reality was that her family consisted of her babies and her father-in-law.

			She was content with that. Yes, she most surely was.

			Still, it was nice to look across the table and see her childhood friend—well, for honesty’s sake, she would have to admit he was her handsome childhood friend—smiling at her.

			“This has been nice, Juliette. I reckon I’ll be back in the morning for breakfast.” Trea scooped up the last bit of gravy with a spoon. “But I’d better get on my way before the snow gets any worse. I’m anxious to see the place I bought.”

			“Yes—well, about that. There was a fire last week. It burned your house—half of it, anyway.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			The next morning, wet ash coated the soles of Trea’s boots when he walked from the burned side of the house to the standing remains. It didn’t leave a mark, since the floor was already dredged in soot.

			The storm having blown over, sunlight shone through holes in the ceiling, illuminating the damage.

			He felt a few holes in his sense of financial security, as well. Buying this place had cost him most of his savings.

			“Well, hell,” he muttered, since no one was close enough to hear the dejected curse.

			Had it been summer, he might have been able to live in the house while he made repairs. But in deep December the nip of the icy wind made him shiver, even though he stood in a patch of weak sunshine.

			A bug bite on his rear end made him wonder if, even with the cold, he ought to live here. Juliette had warned him about the hotel, but he’d had no choice but to spend the night there.

			Glancing about, he didn’t wonder long. The stench of smoke in ruined furniture and black streaks coating scorched walls told him he’d be spending a lot more nights at the hotel.

			Which was not such bad news as it might have been, even having insects for roommates. The woman who owned the hotel was leaving this afternoon and Juliette, he had been surprised and happy to discover, was the new owner.

			When he’d left his room this morning a crew of young people was already coming in to clean the place.

			“From attic to basement,” Juliette, standing in the lobby early this morning, had announced with a great smile.

			In fact, she had been glowing, her blue eyes sparkling when she told him of the plan she had come up with during the night to bring the town together.

			Her intention was to open on Christmas Eve and host a dinner for everyone in her new restaurant. She believed this was a grand way to introduce the place.

			She might have given herself an impossible task. Christmas Eve was only three weeks away. A fact that he was not about to point out to someone who, he suspected, was floating an inch off the ground when she spun away from him to follow the cleaning crew upstairs.

			Then again, his impression was that Juliette had grown to be a determined woman. Not only that, she was even more industrious than she was determined.

			There was every chance she would accomplish the impossible.

			Glancing about the ruins of his home, he decided to take her example to heart. He would fix this place up with a cheerful attitude, a positive frame of mind. He would not allow the hole in his finances to make a hole in his intentions.

			While he waited for spring and the chance to rebuild his bank account and his house, he would win over the townsfolk and educate their children.

			If it was within his power, he would stand in the way of his students taking the hard, twisted path he had followed.

			“Heard you were back.”

			Trea turned toward the voice coming from the burned side of the house. It still sounded as hard as grinding gravel.

			He’d expected his father to look older, but he was surprised to see how dissipated he’d become. Hard living showed in his face and it was a disquieting thing to look at.

			“Good to see you, Pa,” he said, even though it was more lie than truth.

			“Heard a rumor that you’re the new schoolmarm.” His father dabbed his nose on his sleeve then coughed, the congestion sounding thick and sickly.

			“You ailing, Pa?”

			“Sick at heart, thanks to you. At least tell me you faked the education that got you the sissy job.”

			Trea knew he shouldn’t let his father’s attitude cut him like it did. The man was who he was and nothing Trea did or did not do would change that.

			He hadn’t come back to town thinking to impress his father, only—

			“Come on. Let me walk you back home, Pa. You shouldn’t be out in the cold.”

			“What’s become of you, boy? I’m talking to you like you’re spit under my boot and you act like you care that I’m sick? I raised you tougher than that.”

			“You did that, sure enough,” Trea said while leading the way out of the half-burned house. “I reckon I take after Ma more than either of us knew.”

			“Tried my best to wean that out of you. I probably ought to have given you away the same time as I did that bothersome pup of yours.”

			And there was one mystery solved. He’d long suspected that the dog he’d brought home one Christmas hadn’t just become lost. Until this moment he hadn’t known for sure.

			He walked beside his father, his tongue pinched between his teeth. If he said anything it would be a string of cuss words.

			A schoolmaster had to be above that show of emotion. Trea was not about to let Ephraim Culverson be the ruin of his career on only his second day back in town.

			Upon reaching The Fickle Dog, his father waited a moment before going inside. Rather than glaring at Trea, he glared at the hotel.

			“That miserable Mrs. Pugley left town this morning. Hear tell she sold the hotel to that Lindor girl.” His father scrubbed his fingers across his beard stubble, seeming to scowl at some deep thought. He still had the hands of a teamster, calloused, with a shadow of grime under his nails. “I reckon she’ll be easier to control than the other widow.”

			“I do believe you’re wrong about that, Pa.” Trea opened the door to the saloon, indicating with a nod of his chin that his father should go inside. “But if you try, if you do any little thing to prevent what she’s doing, I’ll be standing in your way.”

			“Now I’m worried, schoolmarm—reckon I won’t sleep a wink tonight.”

			“Go inside and take care of that cough, old man. And remember what I said about Mrs. Lindor. I may take after Ma, but you’re the one who raised me.”

			* * *

			Juliette took a moment to look out the window of what would become the parlor of her new living quarters at the hotel.

			With the sun shining today, snow melted off the roof.

			“Look at that, Joe.” She pointed at the water dripping past the glass. “It looks like diamonds more than water the way the sun sparkles in it.”

			Beyond that there was nothing much to look at. The window faced the rear of the building. Out that way were only mud and piles of dirty, melting snow.

			Come spring, though! In spring there would be a fence, a tall one to shield the hotel from the saloon, and a garden with a big patch of grass for the children to creep about on.

			Turning away from the window, she gazed at the parlor, seeing it as it would be one day.

			Now there was a hallway off the parlor with two rooms on each side. These would no longer be public rooms but part of her home. A bedroom for the children, another for Father Lindor, and one for herself, giving her more room than she had now in her small house.

			The last room would become her private kitchen with a dining table that faced the street. If she managed to return the town to a respectable place to live, sitting in the bay window would be a lovely spot for eating and doing paperwork. She’d be able to keep an eye on her café and her hotel at the same time.

			“Well, my sweet boy, there’s a lot of work to do between now and then. I’ll need your cooperation, yours and your sister’s.”

			She laid Joe down on the small bed she’d set up near the fireplace. This was fine for now, but soon the babies would be rolling over and she’d have to arrange something else.

			She would need to finish the renovations to the hotel quickly, not only because at this point her children were happy to eat, sleep and smile, which gave her time to work, but because she’d given herself the goal of opening by Christmas.

			Accomplishing that would be a challenge, but once the dream had bloomed in her imagination, nothing would keep her from trying.

			She could see it happening now, the town coming together. They would leave the school pageant, then come to the hotel for Christmas Eve dinner. After that they would walk as a group to the church, singing carols along the way.

			Once upon a time Christmas in Beaumont had been celebrated that way.

			Not with dinner at the hotel, but with joy and caroling.

			She sighed, picked up her broom and swept up dirt embedded in the corners of the soon-to-be parlor. All that Christmas goodwill had happened a very long time ago.

			Suddenly she became aware of someone standing in the doorway. From the corner of her eye she saw the silent figure of a man watching her work.

			“Hello, Trea,” she said, sweeping her way toward him. There were smears of ash on his sleeve and the brim of his hat. “Looks like you’ve been to see your house.”

			“Reckon I’ll be lodging here for a while.”

			“Welcome, then, you are my first guest! And my neighbor. I’ll be moving in here next week, if all goes well.” She stooped to gather the dirt she had collected into the dustpan. “There’s a lot to do, as you can see.”

			“I can help. I’m free in the evenings.”

			Glancing up, she realized for the tenth time—or more if one counted last night’s dreams—how handsome a man he had become.

			The warm expression in his chocolate-brown eyes, the way his smile tipped up slightly higher on one side—well, no wonder her heart beat faster at odd times.

			Like now.

			She set the dustpan aside then began to stand. He extended his hand to assist her.

			Not that she needed help in rising, or that she believed that he thought she did, but she reached for his offered hand just the same.

			His fingers curled around her palm, warm and strong. She’d thought her heart was thumping a moment ago, but that was nothing compared to now.

			He’d touched her briefly once before, when he’d defended her pride that long-ago day when Nannie had crushed her. And again, a year later, when he’d brushed a lock of her hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ear. She’d wondered at the time if he was going to kiss her. He hadn’t—at least, not until later that night in her dreams.

			“I can sure use the help. Christmas will be here quicker than a blink,” she said, reluctantly drawing her hand out of his because holding it any longer would not be appropriate, even for a widow.

			Certainly not for a schoolmaster.

			The very last thing Trea needed was a suggestion of scandal. Not that anyone could possibly know how long he’d held her hand, but still…

			“I just came from my room,” he said. “Doesn’t look like the same place it did this morning. The kids you hired did a good job.”

			Juliette was taller than most women, but she still had to look up to engage his eyes. She’d had to look down a bit to make contact with Steven’s blue-eyed gaze.

			“I can’t say how I appreciate the hard work they are putting in. I’ll need to give them a bonus for it.” Even if most of her money was now tied up in her purchase. “I’ll lose a few of them once school starts, though I don’t mind a bit.”

			“I’ll make up for the loss.”

			“Once again, I’ll accept your help gratefully.” She returned his smile, feeling warm and content—looking forward to things in a way she hadn’t in a while.

			Oh, she’d pushed forward after the deaths and worked hard, but it had been for the sake of the children. What she felt in this moment, caught up by Trea’s smile, well—that was for her.

			“I’ll cut your room rate in half for your help. And give you the same bonus as the rest.”

			“I’ll pay the full rate, Juliette, but accept the bonus. Only it’s a different sort of bonus I have in mind.”

			Oh? She felt her skin pulse with a rising blush. A different sort of bonus had flashed through her mind, too. Being a widow, she clearly envisioned the possibilities.

			She envisioned them for a complete half second before she tucked them away.

			“What did you have in mind?” she asked, as if it had been the paint color for her new parlor that she imagined.

			“It’s a lot to ask. If you turn me down I’ll understand.”

			Whatever it was he wanted, he looked nervous asking for it.

			“What I’d like is to be able to keep a dog.”

			* * *

			Only hours into the day, Juliette knew it was a lucky thing that Cora was watching the babies.

			There was more to do than there were moments to get it done. Hopefully everything she had ordered from Smith’s Ridge would arrive as scheduled.

			That was one benefit of the rail spur, she had to admit. If she’d had to depend upon delivery by supply wagon, she would not have been able to open by Christmas, perhaps not even by Easter.

			And she did dearly have her heart set on a Christmas debut. In her opinion, the future of Beaumont Spur depended upon it.

			Walking through the lobby on the way to the restaurant dining room, she paused to smell the fresh paint on the walls.

			This evening Trea had promised to put a coat of varnish on the reception counter.

			That alone was worth the price of having a dog in the hotel for a period of time. He’d promised that it would be a small, clean pup, and that he would be dedicated to keeping it free of fleas.

			With any luck the dog would be a ratter. She had cleaned and scoured the places they had been nesting, but a sharp-toothed canine reminder to not return would be helpful.

			Recollecting why she had been passing through the lobby, Juliette hurried through, into the dining room and then the kitchen.

			Stacks of cookware sat upon countertops. She’d been able to purchase all these things from Leif Ericman’s general store, but more was coming on the train, along with beds, desks, wardrobes and rugs. She could hardly wait to see them.

			Those furnishings would be for the second-floor guest rooms. For the lobby, she anxiously awaited the arrival of couches to put in front of the grand fireplace and plush chairs to scatter about the room for the comfort of her guests.

			How many times had she paused to silently thank Laura Lee Quinn for her generosity and add a prayer that she would be rewarded for it. Even with the proof of the small miracle falling into place, she could scarce believe what had happened.

			Juliette could see her guests in her mind’s eye: chatting and smiling, perhaps waiting for dinner reservations, laughing children dashing here and there…

			“Juliette!” Nannie Breene’s voice echoed from the empty lobby and through the dining room. “Juliette!”

			Quick footsteps padded across the bare floor, advancing in an unerring path toward the kitchen.

			“Oh, there you are!” Nannie looked even more stylish than she normally did, with her lips lightly rouged and her cheeks flushing pink.

			It could well be that the flush was because of excitement. Nannie looked positively bursting with some sort of news.

			“It stinks in here.” Nannie stood still, lifting her nose and inhaling deeply.

			“That’s paint you smell. I don’t know if you heard that I purchased—”

			Nannie snapped her fingers. “Yes, I know all that, but you won’t believe what I’ve heard!”

			“I don’t have time to chat right now, Nannie. Not if I want to get anything done before the babies get hungry.”

			“I just saw them sleeping over at the café and, mark my words, you’ll want to hear this.”

			Luckily, as of yet there was no place to sit down on the whole bottom floor so she would be forced to spread her gossip quickly. Juliette had little doubt what it concerned.

			“What is your news?” Juliette asked quickly, to avoid a big buildup to its importance.

			“Trea Culverson is here! I came straightaway to tell you, because being shut up in this dreary place you wouldn’t have heard. This is heaven’s own truth—and you know that’s all I’d ever tell—he is the new schoolmaster! Of all the things! And here we all expected him to run the saloon. A lot of folks are uneasy about sending their children to be educated by such a rebel.”

			“We’ve all changed over the years. I’m certain he has, as well.”

			Nannie’s grin stretched wider than her delicate, narrow mouth ought to allow for. “Not so much as you might think, except that he’s more handsome as a man than he was a boy. But he’s the same daring rascal inside, I’d wager.”

			“Why would you?” For all that needed doing, Juliette wanted to know why Nannie thought so. Her own impression had been far different. But then, it always had been.

			“I saw him—face-to-face. I’m certain I’m the first person he sought out.”

			“Really? Where did he seek you out?”

			“In the alley behind The Suzie Gal.”

			“What? Why were you behind the saloon, Nannie?”

			“I heard his voice, so I followed it.”

			“You just said he sought you out.”

			Nannie shook her head. Blond curls shivered at her temples.

			“That’s how much you know about men, Juliette! He did seek me out after I put myself in the position to be sought out.”

			“What was Trea doing in the alley?”

			“For being so busy, you sure do have a lot of questions.” A fact she could not honestly deny, so did not try. “He was trying to coax a puppy to come out from under the back stairs of the saloon.”

			“What kind of puppy?”

			“Brown, maybe. But really, Juliette, who cares? The important thing is that he’s still a bit in love with me.”

			“Why would you think so?”

			Nannie hadn’t matured so much over the years that vanity was not still her guiding star.

			“I could see it in his eyes, in the way he smiled at me. And he apologized for the past, the way he treated me.” Nannie wrapped her arms around her middle and swayed back and forth. “I doubt you’d understand, but some of us women can feel it when a man is interested. I was tingling way down in—oh, never mind—you could not possibly know.”

			In spite of the fact that she had been a married woman? Really, Juliette knew quite a lot about tingles and what they led to.

			Honestly, there were times when she wanted to shake common sense into her—well, her friend, when all was said and done.

			Now was one of those times.

			So she could not help but say, “How do you know about tingles, Nannie?”

			“I’ve read about them in books. Frankly, it wouldn’t hurt for you to spend an hour to two a day with The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid. Thomas Hardy knows of what he writes. I’ll bring you my copy tomorrow.”

			“Milkmaid?” she murmured, then stared in silence. This was absurd, even for Nannie.

			Nannie waved her hand in front of her face. “No need for thanks. I doubt if I’ll have need of Mr. Hardy now that Trea is back in town.”

			This conversation was not going anyplace Juliette intended to travel.

			“Oh, look at the time.” She glanced pointedly at the mantel clock that was among the few things that she’d kept of Mrs. Pugley’s. “I’d best dash over to the café. The babies will be getting hungry.”

			Nannie trailed behind Juliette as she walked toward the lobby door.

			“Apparently I’ve wasted my breath giving you the news. You never did give Trea the time of day, anyway.”

			“As much as I’d love to chat about it,” Juliette said, closing the front door behind them, “I’ve got to get back to my children.”

			“Watch out, Juliette. Infants have been known to dash a woman’s hope of any sort of social life.”

			* * *

			Trea had to take a breath, hold it, then discreetly let it out. He’d anticipated this, standing in front of his students for the first time, and it was as unnerving as he’d thought it would be.

			“Good morning, children. Welcome back to the classroom.”

			Fifteen students heard his greeting, one returned it.

			“Good morning, Mr. Culverson,” Cora said from her desk in the front row.

			The boy sitting behind Cora stared at the bow tied neatly at the end of her braid. He made phantom threats by clenching his fist and making a yanking gesture. The kid meant mischief. This one would bear constant watching. Having been that boy at one time, he knew he was not mistaken about this student.

			The children, a nearly equal mix of girls and boys, spanned the ages of about six through fourteen.

			The older students stared at him in silence. The younger ones looked out the windows where their mothers peered through the glass.

			It was hard to blame the ladies for their curiosity. A teacher new to the profession was something to wonder about. But one who had been a former student and hell-raiser?

			It was no wonder they braved the chill to peer through the glass at their children.

			He crossed the room, opened the door and went out onto the porch.

			“Feel free to come inside where it’s warmer,” he announced. “I’ll explain what we will be doing this year and what the students will be learning.”

			Seven mothers came inside.

			One did not. She glared heatedly at him, turned with a sharp snap of her skirt and marched away through a mist that hung heavy on the ground.

			She looked familiar but he did not recall her name. Clearly, she remembered him, and not fondly.

			There was nothing to do about that now but move on. To instruct her child and hope that one day she would look at him without resentment.

			His mentor, Mr. Newman, had warned him that his walk toward redemption would be all uphill. On its own, teaching young minds would be a challenge, but given what his reputation in this town had been—he was half out of breath before he even began the climb.

			He spent an hour telling the parents and the students what he would teach and what he would expect of them throughout the year, at school and at home.

			Finished with the ABCs and American history, he talked about the Christmas pageant, how they would learn songs and poetry, and perform them in front of the parents. The children seemed interested, but it was the mothers who appeared to be the most pleased.

			All around the room he saw them smile in anticipation of something fun to look forward to.

			The one exception was the boy who sat behind Cora. He’d learned the boy’s name was Charlie Gumm. Charlie sat at his desk, arms folded over his chest, snickering.

			And why not? There was no parent standing in the back of the room beaming in pride at him.

			This boy, this young and troubled prankster, was the reason Trea had become an educator. Of course, salvaging his reputation had been part of it, too—but keeping troubled children from doing what he had done was more of it.

			“Today, being the first day and the weather so threatening, I’m dismissing class early.”

			A cheer of young voices rang out. Even young Gumm’s sneer slipped to a grin.

			“I’ll see you all first thing in the morning. Tonight I want each of you to think of your favorite Christmas songs and stories. Bring your ideas and we’ll begin rehearsing.”

			The children rose, making a lot of noise as they did. Many of them joined their mothers in the back of the room, getting hugs and pats on the head.

			“Mr. Gumm,” he said, interrupting the boy’s dash toward the door. “A word with you, please.”

			“I didn’t do nothin’.” Slowly Charlie shuffled toward the front of the classroom, cutting a path through the children moving toward the door. “I swear I didn’t. You won’t tell my ma that I did, will you?”

			“If you didn’t do anything, there’s nothing to tell, is there?”

			“No! But sometimes—”

			Sometimes he was blamed for things—yes, Trea knew a good bit about that.

			Staring hard at the floor, Charlie scuffed the toe of his boot on wood that seemed to defy Trea’s best efforts to polish it to a shine. The boy had made that movement often, if the hole in the leather was anything to go by.

			“I was not suggesting you had done anything wrong, Mr. Gumm.” Trea reached forward to touch the boy’s shoulder in reassurance, but the child jerked backward.

			Trea did not need to be told that Charlie’s mother was rough with him. His expression all but shouted it.

			How many times had Trea worn that wary look on his own young face?

			“I only want to ask for your help with something. After that I’ll walk you home.”

			“I don’t want to be walked home like some baby.”

			“All right, then. But I do need your help and I’ll pay you a dollar for it.”

			“What is it you want? That’s a heap of money.”

			“There’s a pup I’ve been trying to coax out from under the porch over at The Suzie Gal, but it won’t come to me. I figure it might come to you, though. It might trust a boy your age.”

			“Reckon it might come to me. Animals like me more than people do.”

			“I do thank you, Charlie.”

			“Wouldn’t want the poor critter to be left out in the cold, so I don’t mind. Just…don’t give me money. Mam will only think I stole it and give me a stropping.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			At the back door of the café, Juliette kissed Joe’s cheek and then Lena’s.

			She did the same to Father Lindor, even though his reaction was to grunt unhappily.

			“Don’t know why you are sending me home with these strangers.”

			“They aren’t strangers. You know Rose and Cora McAllister. They live with us now.” She didn’t explain that it was only for another day or two, and then he, she and the children would be moving into their quarters at the hotel. “I’ll be home in just a bit.”

			Rose led Warren by the elbow while Cora pushed the carriage the short distance to the house.

			Fog swallowed them up when they were only yards from the back door.

			Still, she heard her father-in-law’s voice carrying through the mist.

			“I’ll just make a short stop at The Fickle Dog, young woman.”

			“Oh, they’ve closed for the night, Mr. Lindor,” Juliette heard Rose answer.

			Shivering, she hurried back inside the café.

			Welcome warmth wrapped around her as she approached the big iron stove.

			Stirring the large pot of stew, she listened to the hum of conversation coming from the dining room.

			She loved her small café. Truly, it was her safe place in the world. Half a dozen times a day she thanked the McAllister girls for taking over the day-to-day running of it.

			One day, she imagined, she would feel the same way about her hotel.

			As it was now, the task she had undertaken nearly stole her breath. Did she honestly believe she could rescue her town by reviving the place—by making it a wholesome gathering spot for families?

			She had to, whether she believed it or not. She had invested nearly all her money—and her family’s future—in it.

			Perhaps she ought to have given more thought to the fact that her hotel, no matter how fine she made it, was knee to knee with saloons and they were not going away.

			“I’ve packed a few things.” A woman’s voice carried to the café kitchen from the dining room. “I’d hoped to be gone by Christmas, but now my Anna is all in a rapture about singing in the Christmas pageant at school. I couldn’t bear to break her heart, so I imagine I’ll be here until the New Year.”

			“Adelaide Jones!” Sarah Wilcox’s voice declared. “I saw the way you were looking at the new schoolmaster yesterday afternoon—I think you are half sweet on him.”

			Sarah and her family had only lived here for three years, but that had been enough. They were moving along with the others.

			Adelaide had a great, wonderful laugh and it rang through the dining room. “Oh, I’m completely loyal to my Ned. But one cannot avoid the obvious, and the schoolmaster is a very handsome fellow. Besides, Nannie Breene has quite set her cap for him.”

			“She’s always been mad for him, Adelaide.” Juliette glanced through the window-like opening between the kitchen and the dining room to see Flora Brown speaking between sips of tea. “Back in school she was infatuated with him.”

			“Oh, what a bunch of foolishness it was,” Levi Silver added. “As I recall, all the girls were. The only one of you who showed any sense around him was Juliette. Now, back to the point we were discussing. I’m in favor of making our move before Christmas.”

			“I hate to see you go, at all, any of you,” Flora said.

			“And I hate to go,” answered Levi. “But this town—it’s dying.”

			“It will if everyone moves away,” Flora insisted. “But now that Juliette’s bought the hotel it might make a difference. Maybe if she makes it as homey and clean as the café—if we had a pleasant place to gather as a—”

			The front door opened and Sheriff Hank strode inside. The scent of cold fog clung to him.

			Juliette came out of the kitchen to greet her customer.

			“What can I get for you, sheriff?”

			“Whatever you have that smells so good back there in the kitchen, I’ll have that. It’s colder than all get-out outside.”

			“Are those cousins of yours still in our jail?” Levi asked.

			“US Marshal took them away yesterday.”

			Luckily, she only detected a bit of regret in his voice.

			Beaumont Spur was not protected by the most noble of men. Perhaps if he were more reliable, people would not be so quick to move somewhere else.

			“Just so you know, we are not cut off the same bolt of cloth, me and my cousins. No, sirree, they seek out crime—I hunt it down.”

			Juliette set a bowl of stew before him and he patted his belly.

			“In fact, I’m out this late because I’m investigating a crime.”

			Sheriff Hank glanced about, apparently waiting for someone to commend him on his effort.

			“The bank robbery?” she asked, because it seemed that someone ought to make a comment. And what a shame he hadn’t felt the need to chase down the criminal when the crime was taking place.

			He shook his head, licked the spoon. “Leif over at the general store is missing a can of kerosene.”

			“Perhaps he misplaced it,” she noted.

			“Naturally, that was the first thing I asked. He vowed it wasn’t so. And the worrisome thing is that new fellow, the schoolteacher—didn’t he burn down the livery a while back?”

			“Sheriff.” Juliette wondered if her face was as red-hot as her temper. “It was not a while back. It was years ago, and it came to light later that the fire was caused by accident.”

			“He did run…” Levi pointed out.

			“Away with Nannie’s heart,” Flora said with a giggle. “And maybe mine.”

			“Really, sheriff.” Adelaide set her teacup on the table with a decided click. “Chances are the kerosene was misplaced, maybe at the worst borrowed.”

			“No one borrows from the general store, ma’am. It’s called theft and I mean to get to the bottom of it, and I say Mr. Culverson bears watching. If he’s anything like his father—well, I’d be negligent in my duty if I did not suspect him. Besides, we had a fire only a couple of weeks ago.”

			“It’s time to close up.” That announcement sounded more curt than Juliette had intended. Her customers looked in question at one another but rose slowly and shuffled toward the door.

			“The thing to keep in mind about that fire,” Juliette said, staring at the back of the sheriff’s coat, “is that the house that burned belonged to Mr. Culverson, and he wasn’t even back in town when it happened.”

			“I didn’t realize he was the one to have bought it,” Flora said, glancing back at the sheriff as she went out the door.

			“An investigation is an investigation,” Hank Underwood declared, thumping his boots on the floor going out the doorway.

			He pulled the door shut so she hurried across the dining room and yanked it back open. She could only half see him in the shrouding fog.

			“An investigation is not a witch hunt!” she called because she could not let the injustice of his attitude stand without rebuttal.

			* * *

			It was late when Trea looked up and realized he’d missed dinner. He must have been more involved in reviewing tomorrow’s lesson plan than he’d realized. From where he sat at his school desk, he had a clear, if distant, view of the café out the window. Well, it would have been clear had fog as dense as spilled milk not been pressing on the glass.

			But he was fairly certain that the café lamps had been doused only moments ago.

			“Sorry about that, sweet girl. I got so caught up in reviewing the Declaration of Independence that I lost track of time.”

			The puppy, half hidden in the blanket in front of the stove, opened her eyes. Her tall, pointed ears twitched and so did her nose. He couldn’t see her tail but he didn’t think it was wagging.

			She didn’t trust him yet. Luckily, she had trusted Charlie and gone to him without hesitation. Trea wondered if the pup would have made it through one more night in the elements given that she had a short, smooth coat that would not have kept her warm. Even if she did survive the cold, how long would it have been before she starved to death?

			Pushing away from the desk, he got up and stretched, then slowly approached the stove.

			He stooped and petted the dog. She could only be a few months old, poor thing. She’d eaten all of his lunch and her belly was round, but her ribs still bumped under his fingertips.

			“There ought to be a law against abandoning innocent animals.”

			Slowly, gently, he scooped her up and tucked her under his chin. He walked to the window, peered into the fog. Everything looked vague, wavering, but he thought he spotted the shape of a bush, or the boulder at the curve of the path leading to the little red schoolhouse.

			“How would you like to be a schoolhouse dog? I think the children would enjoy having you here.”

			She didn’t tremble when he touched her. That was something. He breathed in her puppy smell then chuckled.

			He’d seen Juliette breathe in the scent of her babies the same way.

			A shadow appeared in the fog about ten yards out, passing by the tree swing.

			Not a bush or a boulder, but a woman. Perhaps he ought to lock the door and pretend he was not here. The last thing he wanted was an after-hours visit from the mother of a student—or worse, a girl from his past.

			And the last thing he could afford was the suggestion of impropriety. A schoolmaster must appear beyond reproach in every way.

			That was especially true for him, given that he had a bad reputation to live down.

			Since the lamp on his desk and the fire in the stove were both burning brightly, it was impossible to pretend he was not here.

			Whoever it was, he’d send them away with some polite excuse that he was scouring his brain for.

			Three soft knocks sounded on the door. He drew it open before his excuse had fully formed.

			“Juliette? What are you doing out so late? Come in out of the cold.”

			“I noticed you didn’t come for dinner and that the schoolhouse lamp was lit, so I figured—”

			Juliette blinked, shot him her wide, lovely smile.

			“You got a puppy!” She handed him a basket with a red-checkered tablecloth folded over it. She reached for the dog.

			He took the one and handed over the other. The pup smelled good, but whatever was in the basket smelled better.

			“I found her under the stairs at The Suzie Gal. She wouldn’t come to me but she came to Charlie Gumm right away.”

			“What a sweet little girl you are.” Juliette cooed and nuzzled the pup’s neck with her nose. “I’m glad it’s Charlie you came to.”

			Funny how he’d felt the same way. “I haven’t known him long, but the boy seems troubled to me.”

			“Oh, I imagine he is. His father left the family a few years ago. Just went away without a word of goodbye. The next they heard of him was in a letter saying he’d cheated in a card game and was killed over it.”

			“Ah…” Poor kid. No wonder he was acting up. “I had the impression his mother is hard on him.”

			“The whole thing left her scarred. I get the feeling she thinks Charlie is the spitting image of his father, so she resents him as much as she fears he will leave her, same as his father did.”

			“Bearing a father’s sins is a tough thing for a kid.”

			“It is, but you managed, Trea. And I do have hope for Charlie. I remember what a sweet little boy he was, before.” The puppy poked up her nose, licked Juliette’s chin.

			It made Trea…hungry.

			Yes, it did, but only because he’d missed dinner and a delicious scent was coming from the basket.

			Food. He was hungry for sustenance and nothing more.

			As things stood now, Juliette had no reason to resent him and he intended to keep it that way.

			“What’s her name?”

			“She doesn’t have one yet.”

			“We can discuss it over dinner. Spread the tablecloth out on the floor in front of the stove, won’t you?”

			“There are plenty of desks we could sit at.”

			“We should eat down here with the dog. She’s just so small and sweet. I can’t bear to put her down.”

			He hesitated. A picnic in front of a warm fire was far too intimate for his peace of mind.

			Juliette pointed to the floor, then the cloth, so he slid it from the basket, shook it and spread it on the oak planks with a flourish.

			“Yes, ma’am.” He swept his arm in a gallant gesture, as if he were a fancy nobleman. “Your wish is my command.”

			“Why, thank you, sir.”

			When she sat down her skirt billowed about her like a blue cloud. Tall and graceful, she resembled a willow swaying in a gentle breeze.

			Settling the dog on her lap, she caught his gaze and smiled.

			The woman plain took his breath away.

			Until this moment he’d thought that to be just an expression, but for an instant he forgot to inhale.

			Thinking back over time, though, hadn’t she always taken his breath away? The very smile he was looking at now was the same one that had invariably made him feel accepted, worthy, even.

			The same smile, yes—but it made him feel something else now. Something that he did not dare to dwell on.

			“Thank you for bringing dinner. It was thoughtful of you.”

			“Cora would have my head if she thought I was letting the new schoolmaster go hungry. The poor girl is worried that you will decide to leave like the last instructor did.”

			Juliette set out bowls then ladled the most delicious-smelling stew into them. In the space between them she placed a basket of biscuits.

			Before she ate, she plucked a cube of beef from her bowl and fed it to the puppy.

			“I’m glad you found her.”

			“Me, too. Seems like a schoolhouse needs a pet. Have you ever had a dog?”

			“Once, a long time ago.”

			“So did I. I just found out—well, let’s just leave it that I’m mighty glad to have this one to watch over. Thank you for allowing it.”

			“It’s important having someone to watch over,” she said, feeding another bite of beef to the dog. “It gives one a purpose for the day—a reason to get up in the morning.”

			“Something you know well.” He wished he could touch her cheek where it was growing pink from the heat of the stove. Of course, he didn’t dare—shouldn’t even be thinking of how soft and smooth it would feel. “It must have been difficult having twins on your own.”

			“They saved me, really. I could hardly close myself off from living, not with them to care for. But Lena and Joe are not twins. I gave birth to Lena shortly after Joe was born. His mother, my sister-in-law, died soon after Steven and Thomas did. I took Joe as my own.”

			“I think I respect you more than anyone I’ve ever met, Juliette Lindor.”

			“I’m sure that can’t be true—besides, Joe has been a great blessing to me. And it’s good for my father-in-law to have his grandbabies close by. I reckon he’d forget everything if he didn’t have them to fuss and fret about.”

			Trea grew silent, thoughtful. She had grown to be an even more beautiful woman than he had imagined over the years, and he dearly wanted to kiss her.

			She smiled softly at him, her lips looking moist in the glow of the stove. It was late and no one would ever know.

			“Did you enjoy cooking, before you started teaching?” Luckily, the question snapped him back to reality.

			He could not—would never be able to—kiss her.

			Just as when they were kids, she was far too good for him. However—and he had to face the fact—things were not the same as when they were kids.

			She was a woman grown. And he was a man who—well, hell and damn!

			Cursing in his mind wasn’t as bad as saying it out loud, but for a man traveling Redemption Road, he ought to be more careful.

			“No, I can’t say that I did. Working in the restaurant at the saloon gave me the means to get an education, but no, feeding folks was not something I cared for overmuch. How about you? Do you enjoy it?”

			“I don’t mind it so much—it’s more, though, that I like doing things well, and cooking is something that I take pride in.”

			Without warning, the pup bounded off Juliette’s lap, slid onto the floor and bumped its muzzle with a thud and a whimper.

			Juliette lunged to the rescue at the same time he did. The result was that his nose ended up in her hair. Hair that had fallen across her cheek only an inch from her lips.

			Lifting his hand, he cupped her cheek in the palm of his hand. It was warm with the heat from the stove. He breathed in the scent of her skin—felt a bit intoxicated by it.

			In another second he would lose any sense of good judgment. Become again the boy who didn’t care for anything but his own desires.

			He forced his hand down, curled it around the dog and scooted backward.

			Juliette’s eyes were closed. She bit her bottom lip.

			All at once she breathed in deeply and her dark lashed eyes slowly opened. His heart slammed hard against his ribs because he imagined he saw his future in her dreamy blue gaze.

			Then she blinked.

			“Well, my goodness.” She reached about, gathering up bowls and spoons and a crumb or two, stuffing them into the basket. “Look at how the time has gotten away! The babies will be needing me.”

			Rising gracefully from the floor, she hurried to the doorway.

			He followed, petting the pup casually, trying to appear as if his world had not just shifted.

			He opened the door and she stepped out into the cold.

			“We didn’t name the dog,” he said because—well—they hadn’t. Instead, he’d gotten lost and was not sure he could find his way back to even ground.

			“Oh, yes. I think Charlie ought to name her.”

			And then she walked away into mist. Out of his sight, but into a thousand flights of imagination that would keep him restless all night long.

			* * *

			Trea had been wrong about spending a sleepless night. Dead wrong. He spent three sleepless nights.

			No doubt tonight was going to be worse.

			Given that Juliette was moving into the hotel today, he’d be lucky if his head ever landed on his pillow.

			No matter how he tried, he could not forget about that near kiss, how she smelled and the softness of her skin. It was becoming a fantasy that lurked in his mind—or an obsession.

			It didn’t matter which, he guessed. In either case, it was not going away.

			“Nothing for it but to take hold of the day. Focus on something else, right, Dixie?”

			The dog wagged her tail. Maybe she liked the name Charlie had given her. Or, Trea hoped, she was warming up to him.

			“I reckon we better check on Pa. Take him some breakfast and make sure he’s feeling better.”

			Not that the old man would care that Trea went to the trouble or think kindly of him for it. His father resented him, and nothing Trea ever did would change that.

			“Unless I become a criminal instead of a teacher,” he muttered, stroking soft puppy fur. “Don’t worry, though. I won’t. His approval would be a twisted thing, anyway.”

			There were a few reasons for visiting his father. Delivering breakfast was only one.

			Coming down the stairs and crossing the lobby, he knew at least one of the reasons was futile.

			He tucked Dixie under his coat and went outside. The fog that had lingered for so long had finally lifted but bitter cold took its place.

			He spent a short time at the café having breakfast, then asked Rose to put something together for his father.

			Going outside, he stood for a moment, just staring at the saloon. Conflicting duties tugged at him.

			As the schoolteacher he needed to be beyond reproach. That meant staying well away from The Fickle Dog. But as a son, it was where he had to go.

			The idea of slipping over after dark in the hopes that no one would see him seemed like a good one. But that would look like he was sneaking about and trying to hide something.

			Better to just march over and go inside. Folks were bound to notice but everyone knew that the tawdry business his father conducted would not begin until much later.

			Crossing the street, he prayed all would go well.

			It was no surprise to find the interior of the saloon dark, stifling.

			The saloon Trea had worked for had been notorious, but clean.

			Glancing around, he spotted thick dust on every surface but the bar. Unknown substances smeared the floor. Whatever they were must be what was making the place smell.

			The pup stuck her head out from the shelter of his coat. Her small black nose twitched this way and that. He was pretty sure he didn’t want to know what had captured her attention.

			A scuttling sound came from a dark corner, followed by a curse.

			“Miserable varmint!” A man he hadn’t noticed, and who had apparently slept through Trea coming in, lurched up out of a chair, slapping his shirt.

			“Hello, mister,” he said, sparing a glance at Trea while he stomped the floor with one foot. “Come back at two o’clock. That’s when we open.”

			“I’m looking for Mr. Culverson.”

			“At nine in the morning?” The fellow scratched his head. “He’s in that room behind the bar, but he won’t be up to visitors at this hour.”

			The slightly built fellow shuffled over to the piano and sat down. Bracing his chin in one hand, he plunked on the keys with the other.

			“Long as I’m up, I might as well rehearse,” he mumbled.

			Not that it would help overmuch. The piano was out of tune, so even if the musician had been gifted, that would not help.

			Four days ago, at three in the morning, Trea had decided this piano player was far from gifted.

			The hinges screeched when he opened the door to the room the man had indicated. A figure on the bed twitched and grumbled, only halfway waking.

			“How you feeling, Pa?”

			“Eh?” His father sat up, but slowly, as if everything ached with the effort. “That you, Trea?”

			“It’s me.”

			“What’re you doing here, boy?” He coughed, then rubbed his face with the palm of his hand. “Not scared you’ll dirty your shiny new reputation?”

			“I am scared of that. But here.” He set the tray he had carried over from the café on the table. “I brought you some breakfast.”

			“What for?”

			“You’re sick and you need to eat.”

			“That don’t mean it’s for you to feed me like I’m a feeble old man ready to jump in the hole.”

			For all his surly attitude, his father lifted the cover off the tray, sniffed, then spooned up a bite of oatmeal.

			“Lucky thing I’ve lost my sense of taste.” He shoved in another spoonful, then three more. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be able to eat this. Your coat’s heaving, boy. Must be one of those rats snuck over from the hotel.”

			Driven out by a great deal of hard work, more likely.

			“This is Dixie.” He drew her out of hiding. “My dog.”

			“Sure does look like a rat to me.”

			“Just want you to have a good look at her.” He held Dixie out toward his father. “Pet her and say something nice.”

			“Hell if I will.”

			“The thing is, you robbed me of my dog once before—he was the one thing the Christmas after Ma passed away that meant something to me. Maybe by being friendly to this one you can atone, in some small way, for that.”

			“Atone! Mighty fancy word from someone like you. The fact is, you weren’t the only one missing your mother, boy.” The admission must have cost him because he began to cough violently. “Course, she cared more about critters than she did me—always loving them up and saying sweet words.”

			That was probably the kindest thing he’d ever heard his father say about his mother. Growing up, he’d been convinced the old man was glad to be rid of her.

			“You and her, just the same. Caring about a mongrel more than your own pa. You shouldn’t be surprised I sent the mongrel away.”

			“The funny thing was, I knew the dog loved me. I never did know it with you.”

			“Let me see that thing,” his father said, wiping crumbs of the toast he had gobbled off his chin.

			His father stretched his hand a few inches toward Dixie then curled his fingers into a fist and lowered it to the bed.

			“Sure ain’t got no use for dogs. That’s why you pranced over here and woke me so early? To pester me with a mangy critter and half-spoiled food?”

			“Partly why.”

			“There’s more! I’m going back to sleep.” He lay back on the bed, closed his eyes.

			“I also want to tell you that Mrs. Lindor is moving into the hotel today with her babies. They don’t need to be kept up all hours by that awful piano. If you can’t shut it down sooner, move it to another part of the building where it won’t keep decent folks awake.”

			“Decent folks like you? Aw, you even nag same as your mother did.” His father yanked a faded brown blanket over his head.

			A moment passed with no further comment from under the cover so Trea picked up the tray and left.

			He could not recall a time when he was more grateful to be out in the fresh, icy air.

			Well, he would have been, had not two women on their way into the café stopped to gawk at him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			It would have been a good day to stay inside.

			Juliette hugged her billowing cloak tight to herself, leaned into the cold wind while she pushed on toward the Spur Gazette. If she allowed a dash of blustery weather to get in her way, she would never get anything done.

			Along the way she noticed a bough of holly and red berries draped over the window of Flora’s Feathered Bonnet Shop. A few doors down Leif Ericman had decorated his storefront window with glass ornaments that caught the cold-morning sunshine. It made for a pretty, twinkling scene. Even The Suzie Gal sported a wreath in the front window. What had become of the black drape that normally hung there? The sight was so odd that Juliette stopped and stared.

			The saloon sported a festively decorated door while Juliette—who adored everything about Christmas, every pretty bow and fresh-smelling fir bough—had yet to decorate a single thing.

			Yes, life was exceptionally busy at the moment, but one should never be too involved in the day-to-day rush that one forgot to rejoice in the beauty of the season.

			Just as soon as she had her new furniture arranged, the babies and Father Lindor settled in for the night, she would do something about that.

			Yanking the hood of her cloak back over her hair, she hustled toward the Spur Gazette.

			Across the street, footsteps bounded up the boardwalk. Sheriff Hank rushed past.

			Spotting a wreath on the saloon door had been odd, but seeing the lawman in a hurry was unheard-of.

			As curious as those things were, she didn’t have time to puzzle over them.

			A pretty wreath hung on display, tacked to the door of the newspaper office. Even Frank Breene had beat her to holiday decorating. Or perhaps it had been Nannie who’d put it there, given all the frills and fuss that adorned the circle of fir boughs.

			Tonight would be the night, she decided while opening the door and stepping inside, she would correct her holiday neglect.

			“Just because you saw him coming out the front door doesn’t mean—oh, hello, Juliette.” Nannie looked up from her conversation with the Winston sisters. “Papa’s not here, if you came on Gazette business, but I can help you. He’s been training me all week because he thinks it’s time I learned something useful. Don’t go just yet,” she said to her companions, then she took a position behind the counter. “This won’t take but a shake.”

			“I want to run an advertisement,” Juliette said.

			“Oh, good. That’s something I know how to do.” Nannie glanced about, looking for something to write with. “Did you know that Trea was seen coming out of the saloon? I’m trying to convince Abby and Stella it was all perfectly innocent, but you know how those two love to spread tales.” Nannie lowered her voice for the last since the girls were standing nearby.

			“You can tell them that Trea’s father is ill and he was taking breakfast to him.”

			“I already have,” she said in a louder voice. “He confided in me when we met behind the saloon.”

			“What else did he ‘confide,’ Nannie?” Stella asked.

			“If I go behind the saloon, maybe he’ll confide in me, too,” Abby added with a giggle.

			And this is how Trea would be ruined. Folks were too ready to believe wagging tongues.

			“Nannie?” she said. “My advertisement?”

			“What would you like to sell? I’ve found that I am good at describing goods for sale—I would never have imagined it.”

			“It’s the grand opening of the hotel and restaurant. It will be on Christmas Eve and the whole town is invited for dinner. The time will be after the school pageant is finished.”

			“Oh, how lovely.” Nannie’s gaze slid to the sisters, her attention focused on what they were saying about Trea more than on business. “I’ll write up something wonderful about it. Christmas Day, did you say?”

			“Christmas Eve, after the school pageant.”

			“Of course. And mark my words,” Nannie whispered. “Trea will never dally with them in the alley. He’s much too taken with me to even give them a thought.”

			“You did write down Christmas Eve?”

			“Yes. Right here.” Nannie tapped the pencil on a word that was so scribbled that it might have said Easter—or Halloween.

			“This is crucial, Nannie. So much depends upon getting the word out to everyone. Families might not move away if they have a nice place to spend an evening.”

			“Possibly, but you are next door to the saloon.” She snapped her fingers, grinned. “But I do promise, you can count upon me and Trea to be your first customers.”

			Perhaps. He was certainly free to choose who he wanted to spend time with.

			But while the other women fantasized a romantic encounter with Trea, she had an actual memory.

			No matter how she tried, and she did—on occasion—she could not quit feeling the slide of his fingers on her cheek, the huff of his warm breath on her skin.

			In that moment when he’d nearly kissed her, she’d felt her world shift and not quite right itself again.

			* * *

			Trea had been avoiding making this visit since the moment he came back to town. Now, walking the uphill path that led to the cemetery gate, he could no longer delay the pain visiting his mother’s grave would cause.

			Grief, he had found, could not be outrun. Even after so many years he would hear a sound—sometimes close at hand, other times distant—or catch a half-remembered scent, and his heart would squeeze.

			The way it did now, as he opened the gate and gazed across a hundred feet of snow-dappled gravestones.

			Partly because his mother’s marker was half toppled and grimly adorned with last spring’s dried-out weeds, but also because Juliette was there, kneeling in the far corner of the cemetery.

			With her back to him, she plucked dried vegetation from the base of a gravestone. By the gray light of a cloudy afternoon, he could tell that the headstone had not been worn down by passing years.

			She must be vising her husband’s grave.

			The crunch of his boots as he walked across snow and gravel caught her attention. She looked up with a smile that must have been on her face before he opened the gate.

			“Good memories?” How many people weeded a grave and smiled over it?

			“Good afternoon, Trea.” Wind caught her cloak, fluttering it about her. “Most of them are, once you get past the tears.”

			He set his mother’s small, plain marker to rights then crouched in front of it and yanked out a weed.

			Luckily, Juliette was not so far away that they could not carry on an easy conversation.

			“What is the one that’s got you smiling now?”

			Truly, he wanted to know because he could not imagine anything that might rise from his mother’s grave to make him smile.

			“Actually, I was thinking of my sister-in-law. How on our shared wedding day, we did up each other’s hair. Mine refused to take a curl for all of Lillian’s best efforts to tame it. She accidentally cussed. We laughed ourselves silly. So when I think back, it makes me happy.”

			“You must miss her terribly, miss all of them. To have had to bury them so young, and so close together.” He felt a lump constricting his throat just thinking of what she must have gone through. “And yet you visit the cemetery without letting grief overwhelm you. I envy that.”

			“I was overwhelmed, Trea. But I was also busy with the babies and Warren. I gave myself a time to cry, but even more important, I gave myself a time to laugh. Truly, how could I look at those sweet baby grins and do anything but smile back?”

			“You always have been quick to smile. It’s something I always admired about you.” He glanced down at the small pile of weeds he had extracted. Perhaps he should not admit this, but—“Did you know that when I was a boy, I took something from the general store without paying for it? Course, I felt wicked and returned it the next day. I got caught putting it back. No one would believe I meant to, so I went along with being a thief. Figured I’d get a whipping from my pa, but he said he was proud of me. I couldn’t sleep that night, thinking about how I could only make him proud by shaming myself.”

			He traced one finger over the letters engraved on the tombstone. “Or worse, shaming Ma. She’d only been dead two years by then.”

			“It took me forever to smile again after my mama died.”

			“The point I’m getting at is—you did smile. I want you to know that it’s your smile I saw in my bed some nights. Seeing it in my mind was the only way I was able to sleep. I don’t know why I want you to know that, but I do.”

			“We were friends, are friends. It’s not so surprising.”

			No, she had been more. But he would keep that to himself.

			“Tell me how you do it. Come here and smile.”

			“It’s not such a mystery, Trea.” Standing, she rubbed the dirt off her hands then came to crouch beside him. “Tell me something you loved about your mother.”

			“How she smelled.”

			“But you don’t think about it because it makes you sad?”

			He nodded. Even now the loss made him feel hollow.

			“Try doing this. Close your eyes and imagine how it was.” He didn’t want to, not after her eyes fluttered closed in illustration. All he wanted to do was look at the sweep of her dark lashes against her fair skin, gaze freely upon the way her lips puckered slightly while she thought. “Now, unless I’m wrong, this makes you sad.”

			He closed his eyes. “It does.”

			“That’s because you are looking backward, through the grief. Try and take yourself to a place before that. Your mother isn’t dead—she’s holding you, tickling you, and she smells good.”

			The warmth of Juliette’s hand covered his where it rested on the cold stone. He opened his eyes to see her looking at him and, yes, smiling.

			“Do you see? Looking at a memory through loss hurts, but putting it back in its time and place—it’s a joy.”

			“You are a joy.”

			“And you are still a flirt.” She stood up, brushed snow and bits of dried grass from her skirt. “That’s enough looking back for one afternoon. I’ve got a thousand things to tend to at the hotel.”

			She looked as graceful as a willow walking away. At the gate, she turned, winked and waved goodbye.

			He looked again at the headstone, searching for another memory to look at for what it had been.

			Somehow, all he could see was that blue-eyed wink.

			* * *

			The next morning, Trea strode over to the schoolhouse stove and pitched in another log. Even though it was sunny outside, the wind was blowing and cold air seeped in through cracks he hadn’t been aware of.

			“That sounds lovely, Cora,” he said when her fa-la-la-la-la rose above the other voices.

			All the voices sounded lovely, in fact, whether on key or off.

			“All of you do. I appreciate the effort you are giving. Your parents will be proud of you.”

			Six-year-old Maxwell Finch raised his hand in the air, waggled it.

			“What is it, Maxwell?”

			“Mama says if we don’t move away, we can deck our halls. She’ll be glad I can sing fa-la-la-la-la-la-la-la. Was that enough la’s, sir?”

			“The more the better. How would you all like to decorate the classroom?”

			Judging by the cheers and smiles, the answer was yes.

			“Bundle up, then. We’re going to the woods behind the school to gather boughs.”

			It was a shame that Charlie was absent today. The boy would have enjoyed this outing more than he did most things they did in class.

			Trea didn’t think he was wrong to worry about the child’s absence.

			Not only was he falling behind in his studies, but with his part in the Christmas pageant, as well. The boy had a clear, fine voice and was supposed to sing “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” solo.

			Trea followed the children outside, carrying his ax. They selected the branches and he hacked them off.

			The idea was for each child to decorate one for the classroom, then, after the Christmas program, take it to adorn his or her own home.

			It was good to hear the students’ laughter, see them leaping and running around.

			Education ought to be fun. There was no reason that learning had to be a somber affair.

			A movement caught his eye, a flash of brown plaid on the hillside dashing between a tree and a boulder.

			Ten to one odds it was Charlie. What he could not figure was why he would be hiding instead of coming inside. For all that the boy claimed to hate school, Trea did not believe him.

			He was smart—clever, too. At times, Trea believed he pretended to be ignorant of things he actually knew.

			Unless he figured wrong, it was not that the boy hated school so much as he felt an outsider among the group.

			Lord knew, that’s how Trea had felt. It’s why he’d raised the devil as a child. Somehow he thought his misbehavior would earn the respect of the boys—his flirtations the affections of the girls.

			It’s why, after he had been accused of the theft he’d told Juliette about, he committed a couple more, just to see if he felt good enough about his father’s approval to be a thief.

			He didn’t, and even though he never took anything else, the image of being a bad seed had stuck to him like an ugly smell.

			Trea was dedicated to all his students, but Charlie—that boy needed him in a way the others did not.

			“Good work, boys and girls.” He called loudly enough for Charlie to hear from his hiding place. “Drag your branches back to the porch. When we get inside, I’ve got a surprise for each of you.”

			Moments later the children sat at their desks, wriggling and grinning in anticipation.

			He drew a blanket off the books he had hidden under his desk. Picking up the stack, he passed out new copies of Clement Moore’s ’Twas the Night Before Christmas.

			He supposed he ought to have spent the money repairing his house, but there was not much he could do until spring, anyway.

			The children cheered at the gift. A moment later, as he had hoped would happen, he spotted Charlie’s face peeking briefly through the back window.

			“I’m dismissing class a little early, but I want you to take the books and spend some time reading. Tomorrow we’ll discuss the poem.”

			Within a minute, the classroom emptied of students and he sat at his desk pointedly thumbing the pages of the book he intended for Charlie.

			It took ten minutes, but the door finally opened.

			Trea looked up and smiled as if he were surprised to see him.

			“Good afternoon, Charlie.” He stood up and crossed the room because the boy seemed hesitant to come past the desk closest to the door. “We’ve missed you. Have you been ill?”

			“No, sir, Mam’s needed me at home, is all.”

			It was evident that Mrs. Gumm put no value on education. He would have to fight for Charlie, do his best to make sure the boy got what he needed to be successful in life.

			“This is for you.” He put the book in Charlie’s hand. It was good to see his frown give way to a smile, even if it was half smirk. “Read it tonight. We’ll be discussing it tomorrow in class.”

			Charlie stared at him in silence, but he tucked the book inside his coat.

			“You’ll be here?” Trea clapped the boy on the shoulder. “We miss you.”

			“You’re the schoolmaster—you have to say so.”

			With that, he spun out from under Trea’s hand and raced out the door.

			A smear of ash dusted Trea’s hand. The scent of kerosene lingered in the air.

			* * *

			“Here’s one for you, Lena.” Juliette held up the stocking she had spent the afternoon sewing. “Yes, I should have been organizing the kitchen, but Santa will be coming soon and he’ll need someplace to put your new rattle.”

			Bending down she kissed Lena’s cheek then turned to attach the stocking to the lobby mantel.

			There was a mantel over the fireplace in her living quarters, but this room was the one that needed decorating.

			Some of the furniture had been delivered and arranged in groupings about the room. It looked as elegant as she’d imagined it would.

			The only thing lacking was heart. The room needed something that stated, Come. Enjoy a peaceful moment at the fireside. Rest your feet and feel at home.

			Stockings hung by the chimney with care was a good start.

			“And here’s one for you, my sweet Joe.” He was waving one round little fist in the air, so she put the stocking close to him. He latched onto it and stuffed the toe into his mouth. “You’re just a little man already, hungry all the time.”

			She tacked Joe’s stocking beside Lena’s, stood back and nodded.

			“The room is still sparse looking as far as decorations go. But…” She turned around and clapped her hands, gazing down at the twins. They both smiled and kicked their feet. “By the time Santa comes, it will look as festive as anything you ever saw. Not that you have seen a decoration before.”

			She bent over, tickled a round belly and was rewarded with a giggle.

			“But you will.” She tickled the other belly and got a coo for her efforts. “I promise Santa will not be disappointed and neither will you.”

			Nor would the guests who would fill this room on Christmas Eve.

			She could barely wait to see the display in the newspaper. Hopefully Nannie was as good at advertising design as she believed she was.

			Mentally going over everything that still needed to be done, she sighed, straightened up and placed her hands at her waist. She arched her back, easing away some tension. With a groan, she closed her eyes and reveled in the stretch.

			Many tasks flitted through her mind. She tried to pluck the most urgent one.

			Seeing to Father Lindor’s dinner. She hated to wake him from his nap. During the two hours he’d been dozing in his new room, she had been able to finish the babies’ stockings, feed them and even do a bit of organizing in the kitchen.

			Half reluctantly, she opened her eyes.

			Her gaze collided with Trea’s. He stood on the stair landing, holding his small dog while staring raptly down.

			There was no telling how long he had been there. Long enough, she supposed, for her blush to be deserved.

			Judging by the half grin pushing his mustache up on one side, he’d witnessed her indulgent performance—heard her groan out loud.

			From now on she would keep in mind that the lobby might feel like home, but it was not the same thing as being in the privacy of her own quarters.

			“You are just in time,” she said, deciding to pretend he had not seen what he had seen. It would be easier not to speak of it.

			“I was just thinking the same thing.”

			In spite of his effort to reform, Trea Culverson was still a tease. The thing was, she was not sure she minded.

			Well, she would if his teasing was directed at another woman. Nannie, for instance. She would mind that.

			It was astonishing to discover how much. Yes, astonishing and not exactly welcome.

			She had quit envying other girls long ago and was not about to begin again.

			The handsome man on her stairs was her friend, her boarder and nothing more.

			Not only her boarder but the schoolmaster. Any hint of impropriety between them would be the end of his career.

			If this town was to survive, it needed its children to be educated.

			For that they needed Trea Culverson. Finding a new teacher would not be a quick or easy thing to do. Besides, from what Cora had told her, the students liked him, looked forward to going to school, even.

			That was bound to have an influence on their parents. Perhaps enough to convince them that moving to another town was not the best thing, after all.

			Juliette would not do anything to jeopardize the future of her town.

			Not only had she invested her heart in Beaumont Spur, but her newly come fortune. Nearly all of it, in fact. The success of the town was now critical to her financial future—to the security of her family.

			“The dog is more who I was speaking to.” She plucked a red sock off the chair cushion. “She’s just in time to see her stocking being hung.”

			“You made a stocking for my dog?”

			His dark eyebrows arched, causing small furrows to crease his forehead while he came down the stairs.

			“Poor sweet girl, I just thought she ought to have one.”

			“You are an exceptional woman, Juliette Lindor.” He set the pup on the floor then stepped closer to her than he ought to. “In every way.”

			His gaze on her seemed appreciative—and…and was he going to thank her with a kiss?

			It seemed so. He lowered his head, inch by slow inch. The appreciation in his brown-sugar gaze flared, turned hotter. To pure desire—a quickening in the blood.

			She knew because she recognized the answering heat thrumming under the surface of her skin.

			Nothing would be as sweet as leaning into that kiss, forgetting every caution that she had just ticked off in her head.

			Would it be so horrible to indulge in what she had long dreamed of?

			A tinkle of water softly tapped the floor near her feet.

			Trea grunted then, stepped back.

			Apparently she was saved from taking an ill-advised step by a puppy’s full bladder.

			“We were on our way outside.” He frowned and shook his head, causing a wave of rich, dark brown hair to dip rakishly across one eye. “I’m sorry. I will not let that happen again.”

			“I wouldn’t take it to heart if it does,” she answered with a wink. “Don’t forget I’ve got two babies who spring leaks all day long.”

			“Juliette, I meant—”

			“She’s squatting again,” she said quickly, because she knew what it was he meant. She just did not know how to feel about it.

			To be honest, it was not an apology she wanted.

			It was a kiss.

			A kiss that would not happen. For the sake of so many, it could not.

			* * *

			Trea carried Dixie to a leafless bush a short distance beyond the hotel kitchen and set her on the dirt.

			“Good girl. You wouldn’t know it but you rescued me from behaving like my old self. Juliette will never believe I’m changed if I pounce upon her like an undisciplined heathen. Be quick about this, won’t you? It’s freezing out here.” He stared up at the stars while he waited. If it was this cold down here, what must it be like way up there? “Shouldn’t have been staring at her like that, either. But you saw her, she was just so damn pretty. I may be a changed man, dog, but still, I’m a man.”

			And she was temptation in a buttoned-to-the-chin blue-checkered dress.

			Dixie scratched the dirt, apparently finished. He scooped her up and tucked her under his jacket.

			“I forgot how good it is to have a dog to talk to. Let’s go back in and admire your stocking.”

			Opening the front door, he saw Juliette with her arms raised over her head, tapping a nail into the rustic mantel. The stocking was not the only thing he admired.

			Right there was the proof that it was going to take more than five minutes in the frigid air to cool off his yearning for her.

			“Ouch!” She dropped the hammer and sucked on her thumb.

			“Let me do it.” He set Dixie down, hurried over and snatched her hand.

			She blinked and her blue eyes shot wide, startled. He shouldn’t do it but he laughed. “I’ll pound the nail, is all I meant. Although—?”

			He turned her hand this way and that, checking for injury—all the while admiring the long, slender fingers, the delicate knuckles and the smooth texture of her fair skin, slightly reddened by hard work.

			“You can’t not do that, can you?”

			“Hammer nails? I’ve done it all my life.”

			“Flirt. It’s something you can’t help—like some folks tell jokes and others—” Her voice trailed off. “I’d better check on my father-in-law. He’s been quiet for longer than he usually is.”

			The thing was, even though she said that, she made no attempt to pull her fingers from his touch.

			“I came here to teach school because I owe this town a debt. But flirting with you—”

			The front door opened with a crash.

			“Hate to interrupt this tender scene, but I reckon this belongs to you, Mrs. Lindor.”

			Trea’s father spotted a chair, a new one that no one had used yet. He dumped Warren Lindor upon it. Given the scent of alcohol on him, he’d no doubt been dragged from The Fickle Dog.

			“Father Lindor!” Julia rushed to him, knelt down beside the chair. “What have you done?”

			“He’s peed himself.”

			In Trea’s opinion, his father didn’t look much cleaner.

			“You don’t look well, yourself, Pa.” Trea crossed the room, touched the old man’s forehead with the backs of his fingers. His skin felt feverish.

			His father slapped his hand away. The only thing surprising about the rebuff was the way it made Trea feel. As a kid, he’d always felt crushed by his father’s rejection.

			Tonight, he didn’t. The man was who he was. Trea was under no illusion that his father would ever welcome him with open arms.

			Which did not lessen Trea’s responsibility to take care of him.

			“Father Lindor, you mustn’t leave the house by yourself.” Juliette skimmed her fingers over the line of his jaw, then his shoulder, as though searching for hidden injury. “It isn’t safe.”

			“I know how to walk next door on my own, girl.”

			While Warren Lindor did know how to walk, he had lost the ability to care for himself.

			“Can you stand? I’ll clean you up and get you in bed.”

			“Don’t forget my dinner.”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t forget that.”

			Juliette turned to Trea with a smile and a wink—he adored that wink. When she might have been angry or resentful, she was cheerful.

			“Trea, if you’ll watch the babies, I’ll run over to the café and bring back dinner for us all. Can you stay, Mr. Culverson?”

			If he’d ever seen his father so stunned, he could not recall the occasion.

			It took a few seconds but the old man gathered himself. “Why would I want to do that?”

			He spun, cussing as he marched toward the still-open door.

			The odd thing was, his father cursed under his breath instead of at the top of his lungs, and he didn’t slam the door but closed it with a quiet click.

			Yes, Christmas was coming closer each day and bringing with it the spirit of love and goodwill. The thing was, Trea had never known his father to be touched by yuletide goodwill before.

			This had been an interesting evening, so far. Watching Juliette lead her father-in-law to their living quarters, he wondered what else the night might bring.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Trea watched Warren Lindor take a bite of his meal then grunt over it, shake his head. “See what happens when a woman stays home like she ought to? Meals get served on time.”

			“And,” Juliette said, patting the man’s blue-veined hand, “bedtimes are predictable.”

			“I’m not sleepy. Don’t think you can tell me what to do and when to do it.”

			“The thing is, Father Lindor, you are still a bit drunk and someone needs to look out for you. I don’t imagine you feel very well.”

			“That might be true, Juliette. Food isn’t setting right in my belly.”

			“As long as you insist on sneaking over to The Fickle Dog, it won’t.”

			“Who’s that stranger eating with us?”

			“Trea Culverson,” Trea explained. “I’m the schoolteacher. I live here in the hotel.”

			“My boys went to school.” Warren Lindor set his fork on his plate. “Put me to bed. I’ve got a headache.”

			Juliette helped him up from his chair, which he did seem to resent, but he did not fight her when she led him away to his room.

			While she was gone, Trea cleared up the dinner dishes, washing them and setting them on the counter to dry. While he worked, he glanced about at what her hard work had accomplished.

			He’d seen this room before she moved in. It must have been an exhausting task to transform the bleak place it had been into the cozy kitchen it was now. The table at the window might have been one of the most welcoming places he’d ever eaten a meal.

			The thing was, Juliette did not look exhausted. She never looked anything but fresh and engaging.

			“I hope he didn’t say anything to ruin your meal. I don’t think he understands things the way he used to,” Juliette said, coming back into the kitchen.

			“You are good to him.” She set a whole pie on the table along with a couple of plates, so he plunked himself down with a grin. “He’s a lucky man.”

			With a return smile, she cut a large slice of pie and set it in front of him.

			“I don’t know. He lost his sons and a daughter-in-law. With his mind as it is, he doesn’t always understand.”

			“Still, I say he’s a lucky man in spite of what he’s lost, which is unbearable. But you did bear it, Juliette, and so he has you and his grandchildren.” The sweet-tart flavor of cherry exploded on his tongue. “Heaven on a fork! This is dang good pie!”

			“Well, I’ve made hundreds of them.” She shrugged away his praise. “As I see it, it’s your father who is the lucky one. Truly, Trea, I remember how he was with you. He doesn’t deserve your forgiveness—and from all I can see, it’s what he has.”

			“Never thought about it as forgiveness so much as me doing my duty. Can I have another slice of that pie?” She cut one. He shook his head. “Bigger.”

			She laughed, scattering issues of forgiveness and duty, and leaving behind a glow. It beat in his heart as warm as anything he could remember.

			And he did remember.

			“Juliette, do you recall the time you brought me dinner in the shed?”

			“The time you were hiding from the store clerk?”

			“One of the times.” He felt his smile tic up on one side, saw hers widen in response. “I just want you to know how I appreciated it.”

			“We laughed for hours that night, just talking about silly things. It was raining, wasn’t it?”

			“Pouring down so hard I thought the roof would leak. It was late when you finally went home. I always felt bad that you might have gotten in trouble.”

			“I imagine I would have if Papa hadn’t been caught up in a grieving spell.” She must have noticed his empty plate because she filled it once again. “The truth is, Trea, it was the anniversary of Mama’s death. If I hadn’t been laughing with you, I’d have been home crying with Papa. I dearly needed the company of a friend.”

			For a moment they simply looked at each other. Affection—no, that was a lie—love, pure and simple, was blooming in his heart so fast that for the moment he could not speak.

			This was not the fanciful, she-is-so-beautiful, makes-my-heart-skip-and-my-palms-sweat kind of ardor.

			No, he’d always felt that for Juliette. This was more your soul has touched mine, danced, melded, and life will never be the same again kind of love.

			“What is it you want, Juliette?”

			She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, bit down on her bottom lip. He saw a shiver run through her when she let it out, then she slowly opened her eyes.

			“A piece of pie, but you’ve eaten it all.”

			He glanced at the tin. Hell, he had done that!

			“From life. What do you want from life?”

			“I want this town to flourish. I’ve invested all my money in it so it has to.” She dabbed the pie tin with her finger, caught up a crumb and licked it. “And a dozen Christmas trees for the lobby.”

			“That’s a lot of trees.” It was clear that she did not want to discuss the feelings he thought were ripe and aching between them. Not now, at least.

			Not that he could blame her for it. She carried a lot of responsibility. And, damn it, he had run away once.

			He doubted that she thought he would do it again, but it wasn’t only herself she had to consider in the decisions she made.

			“As long as I’m dreaming, why not a dozen?”

			“Why not?”

			And as long as they were dreaming, why not stare at her lips and wonder…

			* * *

			Walking through the woods the next afternoon, huddling into his coast against the wind, Trea thought about the previous night.

			He hadn’t touched Juliette, hadn’t so much as held her hand. They had simply shared a meal while sitting at the kitchen table, eaten pie and fallen in love. At least, he had.

			And they had talked, the same as on that rainy night in the shed—laughed the same way, too.

			They had spoken of Steven, of Thomas and his wife. But mostly they had discussed the babies. He enjoyed watching her when she talked about them. The love she felt for those children shone out of her eyes. And when she touched them? It was with utter devotion.

			Speaking with Juliette was as easy as breathing.

			Yet there was one thing he did not admit to her.

			He did not confide that while she fed her babies by the fire’s glow, cuddled and cooed to them, he’d imagined she would one day love his babies that way.

			That was a notion too intense to consider for a man who had never pictured himself as a father.

			The trouble was, once he did consider it, the idea would not go away.

			A rock on the path caught the toe of his boot, brought him neatly back to the here and now, the issues of the day.

			Charlie had not attended school—again.

			A visit to Mrs. Gumm was in order. Signs of the boy being in trouble were all there, and Trea was not about to let him slip away.

			As it turned out, the Gumm residence was well outside of town. The road to get there wound through woods grown thick with brush. He didn’t see the run-down dwelling at first. Not until a dog burst out of the growth, barking an alarm.

			“Who’s there?” A thin woman stood on the porch, craning her neck to see what had distressed the animal. “Show yourself!”

			“It’s Mr. Culverson,” he called in answer as he stepped into the open. “Charlie’s teacher.”

			“Well, he ain’t here.” Mrs. Gumm fidgeted with the collar of her faded dress while she fixed a stern glare on him.

			His first impression of her was that she had a cold soul and an icy temper. For all that her son was a mischief-maker, Trea would bet a month’s pay that Charlie did not take after her.

			“I’m here to see you, actually.”

			“Wha’d that boy do now to set the teacher on me? I’ll take him to task, don’t you worry.”

			“He hasn’t been in school for a few days. I want to make sure he’s not ill.”

			“Not so far as I know, he ain’t.” Mrs. Gumm scratched her head, then her neck.

			“He’s a bright boy, ma’am. I’d like to see him in class on a daily basis.”

			“A daily basis! Imagine a Culverson using such fine language. Reckon you don’t take after your pa overmuch. Old Culverson, he’s a purveyor of sin, is what he is, with his saloons full of alcohol and gambling. Dens of iniquity is all I have to say about those places.”

			“As I said, I’m here because I’m concerned about your son.”

			“Oh, that boy does take after his pa. Curse his dirty soul. Made sure I lost everything I had and left me with a hellion to raise.”

			“Raising a child on your own can’t be an easy thing to do.”

			Unless you were Juliette Lindor. She faced the challenges of raising two babies alone, along with caring for her declining father-in-law, and she made it look pleasurable.

			No doubt it had been a long time since Charlie received so much as a smile from his mother.

			“I get it done. Me and my switch.” She inclined her head toward what appeared to be a branch more than a switch.

			“Mrs. Gumm. I’ll agree that Charlie can be a handful, but I believe he is a good boy at heart. Without help, I’m afraid he’ll go wrong.”

			“Don’t know what kind of help you’re talking about. But don’t fret. He always lands on his feet.”

			One thing was clear. When Mrs. Gumm looked at her child she didn’t see him. She saw his father.

			An old ache threatened to rise from the grave Trea had buried it in.

			“Did you know that your son has a beautiful singing voice?”

			“For all the good that’ll ever do him. Rather see him be good at cleaning the chicken coop.”

			“We’re having a Christmas pageant. Won’t you come? I know you’ll be proud of him. He’s singing ‘O Come, O Come, Emmanuel,’ solo.”

			“Rather see him cleaning up after the chickens.”

			Apparently that was all she had to say. She spun and went back into the house.

			The door slammed closed. A snowflake drifted out of the sky. He watched a half-hearted wisp of smoke twirl out of the chimney.

			Judging by the short stack of wood on the porch, it was going to be a cold night inside that house.

			A hundred or so feet from the porch under low-hung tree branches, he spotted a stack of logs with an ax leaning against it.

			He strode over, snatched it up and began to split wood.

			A curtain stirred then fell back into place.

			Still, he felt eyes watching him, but not coming from the house. Unless he missed his guess, a boy in a brown plaid coat was hidden in the trees, observing him work.

			Trea prayed that Charlie would understand that someone cared that he was worthy of a warm place to sleep.

			* * *

			“I want to go home,” Father Lindor announced.

			Juliette set the garland that she had been about to hang on the mantel across the back of a chair. She turned to see him standing in the middle of the lobby, his gaze shifting from object to object.

			“We are home, Father Lindor,” she assured him.

			“You sure, girl?” The poor man looked confused and a bit afraid.

			The alcohol he’d had far too much of last night must still be having an effect on him. In the past he had been forgetful, but never of where he was.

			“Are you hungry?” He’d had breakfast early this morning, but perhaps some time in the kitchen of the café would help him regain his mental balance.

			Decorating the lobby would have to wait.

			Within moments she had bundled everyone up for the short walk across the street.

			“Isn’t the snow lovely?” It fluttered down, softly whispering in the still air. “What a fine Saturday morning.”

			“Must be snowing at home, too.”

			What? He had lately considered home to be the café and it was only steps away.

			“Oh, I imagine so. See it just ahead?”

			He stopped dead still in the middle of the road, staring hard at her.

			“You think I’m an old man whose mind has wandered? Either that or I’ve gone blind? I know where I belong.”

			Maybe, she thought, following him. But she could not help wondering what he saw when he was in the café. The home where he raised his boys, perhaps?

			They came inside. As always, warmth wrapped around her.

			Whatever her father-in-law’s mental condition, there was nothing she could do about it. Life did take its course. She would do the one thing she was able to, and care for him as dutifully as a natural-born daughter would.

			“Feed me something,” he grumbled.

			And she would do it with a smile.

			Juliette followed him into the kitchen.

			She greeted Rose while she settled the babies into their cradles a safe distance from the stove. Warren sat down in his familiar chair and picked up the book he had left on the side table.

			Hopefully, he would never lose the ability to read. It was the one thing that kept his mind occupied.

			When she set a plate of food in front of him, he nodded, even gave her a half smile.

			Juliette went back into the dining room. Cora looked up from the book she was reading at the same time three members of the Ladies Service Society hurried in from the cold.

			They plucked off their gloves and rubbed their hands as they stood in front of the fireplace. After a moment of absorbing the warmth, they sat at a table in front of the window.

			She felt like she ought to take their orders, but Rose bustled into the room, a writing tablet in one hand, a pencil in the other.

			A busy schedule demanded that Juliette return to the hotel and keep working. Christmas Eve was in ten days and she still had a lot to do. On the other hand, duty demanded that she stay for a while and make sure Warren was content.

			Cora sat at a table, reading a book while silently mouthing the words.

			“Hello, Cora.” Juliette sat down in the chair across from her. “How is school?”

			“It’s clean as a whistle, although I do wonder how clean a whistle really is. Being blown into all the time, it might not be.”

			“What are you reading?” In the brief glance she got of the book before Cora closed it up, it looked festive.

			“It’s ’Twas the Night Before Christmas. Mr. Culverson gave each of us copies.”

			“That must be easy reading for you.”

			“It is, but do I like looking at the artwork. Besides, I’m memorizing it for the pageant.”

			“That’s wonderful, Cora. I’m really looking forward to the program, even if I don’t have a child in school yet.”

			“I only hope that Charlie Gumm doesn’t ruin things. He’s supposed to sing all by himself and he’s hardly been to school.”

			Rose set a teapot on the table where the members of the Ladies Service Society gathered for their meeting.

			“The rules clearly state that any teacher who frequents a public hall will be suspect.” Sarah Wilcox whispered, but since she was sitting only feet away, Juliette clearly heard.

			“He was seen doing it.” Adelaide Jones shook her head. “And as much as I hate to repeat that news, it does not make it any less true.”

			“And Nannie says he invited her to meet him behind The Suzie Gal,” Stella Green added with a wink.

			Rumors of impropriety seemed to be in full bloom. Untrue comments would doom the career Trea had worked so hard for.

			There was nothing to do but speak up.

			Juliette pivoted on her chair. “The only reason Trea went to the saloon was to bring his ailing father breakfast.”

			All three of the women set down their teacups with a unified clink and stared at her.

			“It’s true,” she said in the face of their speculative gazes.

			“How would you know that, Juliette?” Stella asked. “I realize he’s staying at your hotel and that it is a perfectly reasonable accommodation in and of itself, but… I wonder…does Nannie need to be worried?”

			“I’m absolutely certain that courting two women at the same time is against any sort of moral conduct for teachers,” Sarah pointed out with a sly half smile. “And he does have that reputation.”

			“Mr. Culverson is not courting me. I doubt that he is courting Nannie, either.”

			“Nannie does tend to fantasize, Sarah…you know she does.” Adelaide nodded while taking a sip of her tea.

			“I think we need to call a meeting of the school committee. If he’s not behaving to the moral code required, it ought to be noted and reported to the board in Smith’s Ridge.”

			The scrape of a chair interrupted conversation. Cora lifted off her seat like a tight spring suddenly released.

			“You oughtn’t gossip. That’s against the Good Lord’s moral code.” Cora pressed her book close to her heart. “Mr. Culverson is the best teacher we’ve ever had…just ask any of us.”

			Cheeks flaming, Cora whisked around then dashed into the kitchen.

			“If that’s the kind of behavior he’s inspiring, I say we call a committee meeting this afternoon.”

			“My child quite likes him. And I know some others do, as well,” Adelaide said.

			“Newcomers, who didn’t know him way back when.” Stella accented her comment by arching her finely shaped brows.

			Out of the window, Juliette spotted a woman dashing through the snowflakes. She came inside, hung her coat on a peg and settled at a table near the back of the dining room.

			How odd. Suzie Folsom, the owner of The Suzie Gal, rarely came to eat at the café.

			With Rose busy in the kitchen, Juliette took her order.

			And not a second too soon. If she had to hear another mean-spirited comment about Trea, she might lose her composure. The steam she felt building inside her chest might whistle out her ears.

			“Coffee, please…and a word with you, Mrs. Lindor.”

			Juliette poured two cups and sat at the table with Mrs. Fulsom.

			If the ladies of the Service Society thought it was unseemly for Juliette to be speaking to the saloon owner, and judging by the narrowed gazes of two of them, they did…she did not care.

			Mrs. Fulsom was a customer the same as they were and would be treated with the same courtesy.

			“I just want to tell you I like what you are doing with the hotel.”

			“I appreciate you saying so, Mrs. Folsom.” Truly…more than she could say.

			“The thing is, I’m not getting any younger and there’s a lot of headache goes with owning a saloon…and not much profit with having to compete with that underhanded Culverson…father not son. I reckon the son is decent enough.”

			She sipped her coffee, nodding her head. “With the puppy and all he took from under my porch. Didn’t know the poor wee critter was there until I saw Mr. Culverson and the boy take it away. Anyway, all that aside, I’ve been thinking. With the way you are fixing up the hotel, might be that other places ought to shape up, as well.”

			“Are you speaking of your place, Mrs. Fulsom? I appreciated the wreath in your window.”

			“Pretty thing, isn’t it? And I’d be pleased if you’d call me Suzie. We’ve been neighbors for a while, now.”

			“Suzie, then…and you’ll call me Juliette?”

			“In private, maybe. But judging by the looks those women are shooting your way, I’m not doing your reputation a bit of good.”

			“The thing is, Suzie, I don’t reckon I care. It seems to me that if one picks one’s companions by appearance…or reputation alone, it could lead to taking up with the wrong friends and missing the true ones.”

			“I hope once I make my change, folks will be as understanding as you are…Juliette.” Suzie’s smile crinkled the corners of her mouth and creased the lines at the corners of her green eyes.

			“What change is that? I’ll help if I can.”

			“You already have. If it weren’t for you making town nicer by giving us a decent hotel, I never would have considered calling my son home.”

			“I didn’t know you had a son. He’ll join you in the business?”

			“Oh, my, no!” She waved her hand in front of her face as if trying to brush the idea away. “My boy is a doctor. He’s new to the profession and I’m just so proud I could burst.”

			A doctor setting up practice in Beaumont Spur! It was Juliette’s daily prayer.

			“If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have thought to close the saloon and give the building to my son for his clinic. I just came over to say thank you.”

			“I’m so pleased for you, Suzie.” And for the future of Beaumont Springs. She could scarce believe that folks would no longer have to take the train to Smith’s Ridge to get medical attention. “When will he be here?”

			“By Christmas, he says. He’s anxious to help me clean out the saloon and get his practice going.”

			“I know some young people who—”

			The front door burst open. A rush of cold air blew inside along with Sheriff Hank.

			* * *

			Trea entered the café then closed the door behind him. He’d noticed it standing open when he’d come out of the hotel. He’d wager that half the warm air had rushed outside already.

			Probably shouldn’t even think about betting, though.

			He spotted Juliette going nose to nose with the sheriff over something. He could not recall ever seeing her so het up.

			The heat in the room would be replenished in about a minute.

			“You will not post that nonsense on my wall!” She snatched what appeared to be a handwritten notice from the sheriff’s fist when he lifted a hammer to try and nail it to the wall.

			“It’s a crime to interfere with the duties of a sheriff, missy,” he mumbled past the nail he bit between his teeth.

			“I’m certain you meant to say Mrs. Lindor.” Trea had to bite his tongue to keep from shouting something that would get him fired.

			With a neat swipe, he took the hammer from Sheriff Hank’s fist then set it on a table where three members of the Ladies Service Society sat, their eyes grown wide…their teacups stalled halfway to their mouths.

			Making a room full of folks gasp was not what the schoolteacher ought to be doing, but he could not let the insult to Juliette stand.

			“Mrs. Lindor,” the red-faced lawman amended with clear resentment. Was that a quiet laugh coming from the back of the dining room? “A crime has been committed and you are required to post this notice.”

			“A trash fire in back of The Saucy Goose is hardly a crime,” Juliette said.

			“When a can of kerosene goes missing and then there’s a mysterious blaze…I say that’s a crime.”

			“It could be coincidence,” Adelaide Jones, the mother of one of his students, pointed out. “I do not believe there was ever any proof that the kerosene was stolen.”

			Trea’s face turned hot, the pit of his stomach cold. Recently, he’d noticed that Charlie Gumm had ash on his coat and the scent of kerosene lingered about him.

			“Well, ma’am—” the sheriff glanced at his hammer but did not pick it up “—I’ve been informed that this town has a history of fires.”

			“I don’t think that’s true,” Stella declared. “Other than the house, we haven’t had an unexplained blaze since—”

			Her gaze shot straight to Trea.

			“And even that one was eventually determined to be an accident,” Juliette said. “Isn’t that right, Stella?”

			“A broken lantern that someone left burning fell into a pile of straw,” Sarah added, her gaze settling on him, same as Stella’s had.

			Obviously, even after all these years his honor was in question.

			“Oh, indeed,” Juliette added. Her gaze never leaving the sheriff’s. “The livery owner felt wretched over his carelessness.”

			No wonder he was in love with Juliette Lindor. She was as bold as she was beautiful.

			A man could not ask for a better friend. He would have kissed her in front of everyone if it wouldn’t have doomed his fledgling career and her reputation.

			Everything he did with regard to her must be above reproach, given that he was living under the same roof as she was. The slightest show of personal interest on his part would start tongues wagging.

			He was under no illusion that he was not a bull’s-eye for gossip.

			Silence clung to every corner of the café dining room. He reckoned it made everyone as uncomfortable as it did him.

			The kitchen door swung open and Cora came out.

			She dragged a chair to the center of the room and, of all things, stood upon it.

			“‘’Twas the night before Christmas and all through the house, not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse.’” Her voice sounded lyrical, as sweet as an angel’s.

			While she stood reciting the poem with her hands folded before her, smiles flashed, flicking on, one after another, like candles being lit in a dark room.

			She stepped off the chair, leaving the last few paragraphs unsaid.

			“If you want to hear the rest, you’ll need to come to the Christmas pageant at school. You’ll be there, won’t you, sheriff? Mr. Culverson is working ever so hard with us to make you all proud.”

			“I’d be happy to attend, little miss. Just so long as I’m not protecting the town from a wanton criminal.”

			“I expect to see you then, sir. Everyone knows even desperados take a day off for Christmas.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			It was late when Trea decided that he would not be able to sleep.

			He left his room and walked through the lobby, being careful not to wake anyone.

			A clank of metal drifted from the kitchen, but softly muted by distance. Juliette must be busy putting away the stacks of cookware that had been piled on the countertops.

			He wanted to go in and lend a hand with the chore, but wasn’t sure he ought to. Not given the way his feelings for her had intensified.

			The last thing he wanted was to give anyone reason to gossip. And, truthfully, being alone with her late at night…he was not sure he wouldn’t give them something to talk about.

			For that reason and because he carried a burden of another sort on his heart, he huddled into his coat, closed the front door behind him and went for a walk in the snow.

			Music from The Fickle Dog disturbed the tranquil, otherworldly peace of walking in the falling snow. Seemed like he’d have to go a bit farther in order to find peace of mind.

			Hell, maybe he wouldn’t find it anywhere tonight.

			Trea was pretty sure that Charlie had started the fire behind The Saucy Goose. He was also pretty sure that, as a mere teacher, there was not much he could do about it.

			Confronting Mrs. Gumm would do no good. In his opinion, it might even do harm.

			After walking long enough that he could no longer feel his toes, he came to one conclusion. It fell to him as the boy’s teacher to make him feel worthy.

			That was something he could do. Something that would have helped Trea when he was young.

			Only one person had ever done that for him. A sweet, tall and gangly friend whose smile had lit up his world. For all he’d tried to find acceptance by sweet-talking other girls, it was only Juliette who’d made him feel worth half a cent.

			Charlie was worth a half a cent and more.

			A block from The Fickle Dog, he heard shouting over the harsh thrum of music. Some gambler, drunk and unhappy with the turn of a card game, he guessed. Across the street, at The Saucy Goose, he heard a woman laughing, her bawdy guffaw lifting across the road.

			Curiously, The Suzie Gal was closed, every window dark.

			As much as Juliette wanted this town to thrive, be a decent place to live and raise a family, so did he.

			His students called this place home. For their sakes he wanted it to be a good one.

			When he was ten feet from the front door of The Fickle Dog, the door opened and a beam of light spilled onto the boardwalk. A second later a man tumbled out and down the steps.

			He lay facedown in the snow, a twitching foot the only sign of life in the fellow.

			Trotting down the stairs, Trea knelt beside him, helped him sit up. He patted the flaccid cheeks to try and bring the young man’s eyes into focus.

			A shadow in the doorway blocked some of the light falling on the road.

			“What’d you do, son? Become a damn do-gooder?”

			“How are you feeling, Pa? Must have gotten some strength back in order to toss him out like you did.”

			“Green kid, can’t hold his liquor or play his cards right. Would have got himself shot if I hadn’t.”

			“It was good of you to take a care for him.”

			His father was silent for the time it took Trea to get the boy on his feet. For half a second he thought he saw the old man’s expression soften…but not more than half.

			“You ever tried to scrub blood out of the floor, son? It’s nasty business.”

			“Are you still coughing? Eating right?”

			“You a nursemaid or the schoolmarm? Can’t tell from here.”

			“Better get back inside. It’s cold as blazes out here. I’ll see to the kid.”

			With a nod and a grunt, his father backed through the doorway then closed the door.

			Trea’s first thought was to take the kid to the hotel, but he glanced up the street and noticed that the lamp was still on in the sheriff’s office.

			“Won’t hurt you to get a feel for the place. Just so you know to avoid it in the future.” Whether the young man heard him or not, he couldn’t tell.

			Even though the door to the sheriff’s office might not be locked, since it was late, Trea thought it best to knock. It was after hours and the lawman’s private time.

			The door swung open.

			“Brought you a customer, Sheriff Underwood.” The sheriff greeted him with a scowl. “Got himself kicked out of the saloon.”

			“This ain’t the hotel.”

			“I’m told he was drunk and disorderly.”

			“Now, that’s a legitimate crime. Reckon I’ll accept him.”

			Trea leaned the boy toward the sheriff, who caught the half-limp weight with a quiet curse. He probably didn’t care for having his solitude interrupted by business.

			Since Trea didn’t have much to say to the man he’d recently exchanged words with over his insult to Juliette, he turned without further comment.

			“I don’t believe you didn’t start that fire. Once an arsonist, always one.”

			Trea pivoted on the bottom step, looked up at the lawman and the half-conscious burden sagging in his arms.

			“Whatever I was in the past, I no longer am.”

			“That right? Well I’ve got my eye on you, Culverson.”

			“Good. I hope to see you at the pageant, just like you promised Miss McAllister.”

			“I’ll be there. Unless I’ve got fire-starter in my jail by then.”

			Trea nodded then went on his way, leaning into increasingly heavy snowfall. He wished he was already at the hotel and in his room with a fire lit.

			His conversation with Sheriff Hank left him uneasy. Ordinarily, he would have denied the charge of arson. But if he convinced the sheriff he was innocent, he would look elsewhere for the culprit.

			Elsewhere might lead straight to Charlie Gumm.

			* * *

			By the time Trea stepped back onto the front porch of the hotel, snow was mounded on the shoulders of his coat. He hoped the storm moved on before morning so the children could attend school.

			He took off his coat, shook it before he went inside. The doorknob felt cold, even through the thick padding of his gloves.

			Lamplight from the kitchen carried through the dining room and dimly illuminated the lobby.

			Glancing about, he admired Juliette’s hard work. The room looked nothing like it had before she purchased it. Didn’t feel like it, either. Ever since she had set her hand to renovating, he hadn’t suffered a single fleabite.

			Come Christmas Eve, folks were going to feel right at home.

			He didn’t hear any noise coming from the kitchen or the dining room but he didn’t believe that Juliette would inadvertently leave a lamp burning.

			He hung his coat, hat and gloves on the hall tree then put a towel beneath to catch the melting snow. Taking off his shoes, he set them on the towel then followed the light through the dining room and into the kitchen.

			Juliette sat asleep on the floor, her back against a row of low shelves, her long legs stretched out and a stewpot on her lap.

			Sleeping Beauty would not look more enchanting.

			Her festive green-plaid skirt was hitched about her calves and revealed a froth of lacy petticoats.

			Red ones. She wore red petticoats?

			With her braid half undone, the green ribbon she had twined through it lay across her throat like a glossy vine.

			If she’d had a pair of wings, he’d have sworn she was a Christmas Angel…colorful undergarments notwithstanding.

			But there were no wings and that was where his problem lay.

			Juliette was not ethereal. She was a flesh and bone woman. And, at this moment, the very lovely flesh was positioned on the floor in an enticing way.

			Her head rested on her arm, which was draped across the top of the shelf, which in turn shifted her posture a few degrees to the left. This accented the curve of one breast. It rose and fell in time with her dreamy breathing.

			Hell…damn.

			Gathering a great dose of moral fortitude, he shifted his gaze to her hand, where her slender fingers dangled, relaxed in slumber.

			He did not recall ever seeing such beautiful fingers. Certainly other hands were as lovely in structure; they might not even have the redness, the work-worn nails that Juliette’s did.

			But would pink and pampered hands set to a task and work until it was completed…even fall asleep in the act? Would they, no matter how weary, touch a baby with tenderness…tend to a cantankerous old man with patience?

			In his opinion, no woman had more beautiful hands than she did.

			He noticed that she did not wear her wedding ring. Some women did so long after the death of their spouse. Could this mean that she was open to finding new love?

			That he might hope she would stroke him with those exquisite fingers?

			Hell…damn…again. It did not!

			Not unless he was willing to cause a scandal. He had the rules of conduct for a teacher in the top drawer of his desk. He had them burned into his brain.

			A woman teacher would lose her position for courting. Not a man, though. He could court once or twice a week, depending on how often he attended church and read the Good Book.

			What Trea had to keep in mind is that he was not just any man. He was being watched, judged. No doubt he would be held to the same strict regulations that a woman would.

			Even if he gave up the career he had devoted himself to, he could not give up Charlie. Without being the boy’s teacher, there was no way he could reach him.

			Life was a complicated thing.

			That is why, in fantasy, he knelt down beside Juliette, touched her hair, let his fingers glide across her cheek and turn her face toward him. As clearly as if it were real, he breathed in the warm, womanly scent of her skin, felt her slowly come awake while he kissed her…touched—

			Hell and damn…for the third time now. No matter how he wanted to wake Sleeping Beauty in this manner, he could not.

			Deliberately, he kicked a pot lying among half a dozen others scattered over the floor.

			The clatter woke Juliette with a start. Her eyes flew open, wide and blurry, but quickly coming into focus on his.

			She slapped her skirt down over her ankles and upset the pan on her lap. It hit the floor with a sharp report.

			“Glory blazes! I didn’t mean to fall asleep!”

			She tried to stand, but rose too quickly and half stumbled.

			There was a bit of good fortune. He was able to touch her, after all…just his hand under her elbow, but it was a touch nonetheless.

			“The babies!” She placed her hand on his shoulder. The funny thing was, he was pretty sure she was already in control of her balance. “Father Lindor!”

			“Asleep, at least, I think so. I didn’t hear anyone stirring when I came in.”

			“In that case, the babies will be soon.” She withdrew her hand. Did he imagine…hesitantly? “I’d better get this done before they do.”

			“Go to bed. This can wait.”

			“Not really. My list for tomorrow is a mile long.” She stooped and snatched a skillet, slid it inside in the cupboard. “I’m making a Christmas dress for Lena and the sweetest little suit for Joe.”

			“A suit for a boy?”

			He bent over and picked up a saucepan, his recent fantasy still red-hot enough to sear his heart.

			Locating the lid, he placed it on top with a clang, then stood up again.

			“Oh, well, I know boys wear dresses as babies,” she pointed out. “But think how cute it will be to have him looking like a little man.”

			Maybe, but what he would call cute was her expression in revealing her project.

			No…not cute so much as enchanting, even if she was dead tired on her feet and her night not yet ended.

			While they worked on putting the kitchen in order, he was more aware of her bare wedding finger than he ought to be.

			* * *

			Part of owning a hotel was to clean the guests’ rooms.

			Given the heavy snowfall last night, the woman Juliette had hired for the task was housebound.

			And with no school today, Trea took advantage of the chance to take lunch to his father.

			“I’m sure we can finish this quickly, before he gets back,” she said to her babies as she wheeled them in their buggy into Trea’s room.

			It seemed awkward entering his private space without him present.

			And wouldn’t it be more awkward if he were here? She simply would not have been able to do it.

			It was still warm inside the room because he had only recently banked the fire. She stirred the embers to add a bit more heat for the children.

			She glanced about, deciding where to begin.

			There was a stack of McGuffy Readers on the desk in front of the window. Cold sunshine illuminated a pen and writing tablet beside them.

			She took a dust cloth out of the pail she had attached to the stroller handle. Dabbing on a bit of wax from a jar, she set to her task of polishing the desk.

			It was easy, quickly finished with only a bit of twinge to her conscience.

			Of course, there would be no twinge at all if this room belonged to anyone but Trea.

			But everything about his space felt intimate. Cleaning, touching his things, it all felt intrusive.

			Perhaps because she paused to smell his hairbrush when she dusted the washstand.

			She needed to gain a bit more control. If she went this weak inside over the scent of a grooming tool, what would happen when she put fresh sheets on the bed?

			She glanced over her shoulder at the intimate piece of furniture.

			Oh, dear. She should not have done that. In her mind the bed was not empty. Oh, dear…dear…dear. Her imagination saw Trea lying in it, sound asleep, the sheet drawn only to his hips… What a surprise to discover that he did not wear a sleeping garment.

			A delightful surprise. One that she was free to stare at, given it was only in the confines of her thoughts. But to be honest with herself, she had to admit that her thoughts were not all that confined.

			With a shake, a good mental one that shot her back to the here and now, she finished every chore but making the bed.

			Now, though, it needed doing. She would simply have to remove those rumpled, no doubt sweaty, male-scented sheets from the bed.

			Skimming her hand over the top sheet, she sighed out loud. Only the babies would hear and they would not know why she made such a yearning noise.

			She gripped the sheet in both fists then raised it to her cheek and drew it across her nose. It felt soft and the scent was even more erotic than she’d expected it to be.

			There was no denying she missed that part of marriage.

			“I better think of something else,” she said to the room at large, or perhaps to the bed…or maybe even to the babies who blinked up at her from the carriage. It didn’t matter. The point was to turn her attention in another direction.

			“Do you know what I’d like more than anything?” Well, clearly not anything, since she still stroked the sheet across her cheek. “Those dozen Christmas trees in the lobby. Maybe Santa will bring them since I can’t think of another way to get them here.”

			“Santa has been known to grant all sorts of wishes.”

			She opened her fists, dropped the sheet and grabbed the fresh one out of the buggy before she turned.

			“Back so soon?” Hopefully her face did not appear as blazing as it felt, because it felt perfectly singed. “I was just changing the sheets on your bed. Mrs. Cromby could not get in today, so here I am.”

			“Yes, here you are.”

			He glanced at the bed. Judging by the mischief lurking behind his smile, he had been standing behind her long enough to see past her show of industriousness.

			“Discussing Christmas decorations with the babies?”

			“Oh, yes, a dozen of them,” she said while she bent over the bed, tucking the sheets this way and that. “I’ll need all of Santa’s special magic to get those trees.”

			With the bed fresh, the sheets smoothed, she straightened then turned…in time to catch the most interesting expression on Trea’s face.

			The last thing she was going to dwell on was what it could mean.

			“How is your father doing?”

			“He seems a bit better. Still pale, but he ate the food in a hurry. It’s why I’m back so soon.”

			Did the corner of his mouth twitch when he said that? Yes, she was certain it did.

			“I’m glad to hear he’s eating.” If only he’d done it more leisurely. “Well…I have a lot to do.”

			She caught the buggy handle and pushed past him. There was not much clearance in the doorway. He did not move aside to allow more.

			“I should be on my way.”

			“Juliette…” He was close enough that she felt the beat of his warm breath on her face. He touched her hair, tugged lightly at the green ribbon entwined in her braid. “Yes, I reckon you ought to.”

			“I am…on my way, that is.”

			Pushing the buggy swiftly down the hall, she made the decision that she would not clean his room again. If Mrs. Cromby was not here, the task would wait.

			It would not hurt the man to spend an extra night in rumpled sheets that smelled so…so virile.

			Oh! Her balance shifted without warning.

			It was a lucky thing she had her hands clamped to the buggy handle because she tripped over the curling end of a rug.

			She’d come so close to falling…and not just into the carpet.

			* * *

			“Thank you, Charlie. Your strong, clear voice is just what we need,” Trea announced.

			The students stood in two rows, flanking Cora and Charlie, who were shoulder to shoulder in the center of the group.

			“Let’s show him our gratitude.”

			Cora clapped her hands with enthusiasm. The girl was always appreciative of anyone putting forth the effort to make the show a success and did not hesitate to show it.

			The rest of the class applauded, but with much less animation.

			A movement at the window caught his attention. A flash only moving across the bottom pane of glass.

			Curious parents had been known to peer inside, wondering how their children were progressing. A few times he’d seen members of the Ladies Service Society with their noses to the glass.

			He was under no misconception that they were there to admire his students’ progress. His former classmates would not be here for any reason but to catch him doing wrong.

			Strolling to the window while Cora recited ’Twas the Night Before Christmas, he peered out.

			Wind shivered through the tree branches, knocking off snow and dropping it in globs on the ground. It fluttered the coat of a familiar-looking woman running uphill into the woods.

			It surprised him that Mrs. Gumm had come to hear her son sing, after all.

			Trea only hoped she would attend the pageant, when her presence would truly matter.

			He knew it would mean everything to Charlie if she did.

			An hour later the wind had picked up enough that he felt he ought to send the children home early.

			He passed out copies of the McGuffy Reader that he had ordered for them and gave the older children a reading assignment from it.

			“Do any of you need me to walk you home? It’s blowing hard outside.”

			No one did, which left him free to bank the fire and catch up with Charlie.

			“Where are you off to, son?” Charlie glanced over his shoulder but kept walking. “Home’s the other direction.”

			“I know where it is, sir. But I ain’t going there.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“Just someplace that ain’t there.”

			“Isn’t there, Charlie. The correct word is isn’t.”

			“Why do you care how I talk? I’m not your boy.”

			“I care about how you speak because I’m your teacher. I want the best for your future.”

			The boy was quiet while they walked to wherever it was he had in mind…assuming he did have someplace in mind.

			“Why?” he asked at last.

			“You’ve heard the rumors about me?”

			Charlie glanced up, the beginnings of a smirk on his face. “A few.”

			“I was you, Charlie. Like you, anyway. So I know the truth and I’m going to tell it to you.”

			The kid shot him a scowl. Trea would have been surprised at any other response.

			“If you keep on the way you are, you won’t like where you are headed. It’s a hard place to come back from.” Trea shrugged out of his coat and set it across the child’s thin shoulders.

			Trea did not miss the sigh of relief when Charlie settled into the warmth.

			Still, he said, “Only place I’m going is to get some privacy.”

			“I wonder if old man Cleary still has that shed behind his property. It’s where I used to go.”

			“A hundred years ago?”

			“Naw…hundred and fifty.” Charlie almost smiled at him, but caught it back just in time. “I need to ask you something, and I know you might not want to tell me all of it…maybe not any. But sometime, if you want to, you can and I will help you.”

			“What? I ain’t… I’m not…going to sing but the one song all by myself, if that’s what you want.”

			“I smelled smoke on you the other day…and kerosene. Was it you who set the trash on fire behind the saloon?”

			“Weren’t me! And I don’t know who did!” He took off the coat, slammed it on the snow. “Folks are saying it’s you who did it.”

			Then he was gone, sprinting away through the woods in the direction of home.

			It was true, what he’d told Charlie. He had been him, and so he knew the boy was lying. Either he had lit the fire or he knew who had.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Juliette dragged Joe’s cradle out of his bedroom and into the lobby.

			She built up a fire in the large hearth. From out here she could not hear him fussing and fretting on her bed, but she knew he was.

			He’d fallen asleep feeling fine but woken near ten o’clock, unable to find comfort unless she walked and swayed with him.

			It was eleven thirty now, and she still had not completed the last thing on her list of chores.

			Hurrying back into her bedroom, she scooped up Joe, then her sewing kit. Sitting in her private quarters put her too close to Lena and Warren. The last thing she wanted was for them to wake up, too.

			There was still the chance that the wind racing about the building would wake them. Or that the loud banging on the piano, carried from next door on the gusts and sounding worse than normal, would.

			“All right now, my sweet boy.” Settling into the chair, she held him close and nuzzled his hair with her nose.

			Did he feel feverish? It was hard to tell. He might. She had never dealt with this before. With all that might cause a fever, this was something every mother dreaded.

			If he fell ill it would be her fault. She should have devoted more attention to him instead of trying to save the town. And, yes, he did need a good place to grow up in, but what if her focus on the hotel and not her family caused…no—no she would not think of that.

			But if he did get sick, perhaps her father-in-law had the right of things when he said she ought to have stayed at home.

			Stayed home…which would mean doing nothing to help her town survive. Sit by and watch while it became a place unfit to raise her children.

			No matter what she did, it was wrong.

			She took a breath, pushed back at the as-yet unfounded worry.

			It was very likely that all he had was gas…or colic. Both of those were normal for babies and nothing to fear.

			A fever, on the other hand? She did fear that.

			He was so young and vulnerable. It broke her heart to see him in such distress and not know why or what to do about it.

			The wind howled. The clank of the piano shivered faintly in the air. The grandfather clock ticked away the seconds.

			Suddenly it was an hour closer to Christmas… Joe’s suit an hour further from being finished.

			“Hush, now, love, morning’s coming. Things will be better then.”

			Did he feel hotter all of a sudden? Sometimes a sudden elevation of temperature would bring on a seizure. Hadn’t she heard that before?

			If only Suzie Fulsom’s son was here. Juliette would feel much better with a doctor across the street. Without a husband to turn to, Joe’s health was in her hands alone.

			Her hands, along with everything else in her body, were bone weary.

			“Hush, hush, baby Joe,” she half sang, half said. “Sweet little baby.”

			Standing, she wondered if more walking might help. Of course, it wasn’t walking so much as pacing.

			Over to the window, glance out…walk and rock all around the rug…over and over again.

			One time, when she looked out, she saw a customer from the saloon sitting on her front porch, a bottle raised to his lips. For a second she thought he might be frozen in place, but the next time she paced to the window he was gone.

			Joe’s cheeks looked flushed. Perhaps that high color was the beginning of a fever. His hands were cool to the touch, but his forehead felt overly warm under her lips.

			What was going on inside his little body? Whatever it was made him squirm, then stiffen in her arms. In between doing that, he fussed.

			If only Steven were here… She shut the thought away before it fully formed. He was not here, would never be here.

			Whatever happened tonight, if Joe became raging ill or became suddenly soothed, she would be dealing with it on her own.

			All of a sudden she felt very small in a world that had grown frightening.

			“Hey there, Beautiful, what are you doing up so late…again?”

			Pivoting from the window, she saw Trea standing at the foot of the stairway. Firelight reflected off his mussed hair and glowed warmly on his face.

			“I think Joe might be sick.” Something inside her cracked, allowed tears to smart in the corners of her eyes. “I don’t know what to do.”

			“Sit down.”

			“I can’t, I—”

			Evidently she could, because Trea lifted Joe from her arms then led her to the chair and gently pressed her shoulder until she sat down.

			“Dry your tears, now.”

			“I don’t even know why I’m crying. There’s nothing really wrong with him. I’m nearly certain.” Her nose began to run, so there was nothing for it but to give an unrefined sniff. “It’s more of what my imagination says is wrong. Just because a baby fusses does not mean…it doesn’t indicate that—”

			He had some fatal malady. Those words would not come out of her mouth but her imagination tucked around the horrid thought and ran with it.

			Although not on such a wild course as it had before Trea came downstairs. But still, she felt half sick to her stomach.

			“What’s wrong, little man?” Trea rocked the baby, same as she had, but with no better results. In fact, the fretting increased. “Let’s just see.”

			He put his finger in Joe’s mouth. It looked like he was rubbing the baby’s gums.

			Joe relaxed. She heard him coo.

			“Ah…that’s your trouble, is it?” He glanced down at her with a smile. “I feel a tooth trying to come in.”

			Truly? “He’s young for that. How did you know to check?”

			“A woman who helped out in the saloon in the kitchen where I worked had a baby. She used to bring him to work sometimes. I learned more than you’d guess.”

			“I suppose all I need to do is rub his gums for the rest of the night and he’ll be happy.”

			“Reckon he would, but, honey, you look dead on your feet. I’ll tend him and you go to bed.”

			The mention of bed made her remember how she was dressed…or rather, not. Her sleeping gown was flannel and not a bit revealing, except that she was naked underneath and things would jiggle when she moved that ought not to be seen jiggling.

			“I still have things to do.”

			Things that could be accomplished while modestly sitting. She glanced at the clock again.

			Two hours closer to Christmas now.

			Trea settled into the chair across from her, massaging Joe’s sore gums.

			Since her son was content for the moment, she snatched up her sewing and began to stitch.

			“I wish you would go to bed.”

			“As an unmarried woman, I’m free to make my own decisions,” she stated. That should put the discussion to bed even though he was correct. She did need to rest.

			A fact that did nothing to change how much still needed to be done.

			The advertisement she’d placed in the Gazette would be out tomorrow. It would be too late to back out of what she had set her hand to do, even if she wanted to.

			Which she absolutely did not. Especially now that her fear for Joe had subsided.

			While she stitched, she watched Trea hold her son. Her heart melted like butter left out in summer sunshine, which made her sigh and add another chore to her list.

			A pretty new Christmas dress for herself would be in order. She was not so foolish as to think she could whip one up with her shiny little needle, but she might be able to manage a trip to the dress shop and buy something ready-made.

			The plain bald fact was that she wanted to look pretty for Trea.

			“I just want to say, I’m glad you’re here,” she admitted. This night would have been far different had he not come downstairs. Funny how the world was not so frightening with him close by.

			“So am I. Even though those new sheets you put on the bed are the stuff of sweet dreams…so to speak.”

			Clearly he meant to bedevil her over her earlier behavior cleaning his room. It was a lucky thing she had not actually been rolling in his sheets like she had imagined doing.

			“I suppose you wish you were upstairs dreaming instead of keeping company with me and my fretful child,” she said, refusing to rise to his bait…as delicious as that bait might be.

			“I think—” slowly he withdrew his finger from between Joe’s lips “—that he’s gone to sleep.”

			He glanced over at her, his smile soft and his eyes appearing whisky brown by firelight.

			“And, Juliette, as far as me wishing I was upstairs dreaming? I’m not sure I’m not doing it right here where I sit.”

			“Here, then…” She reached her arms out for Joe. “Best get on up to bed where you can do it in comfort.”

			“Naw, this a waking dream. If I get up…if either of us moves an inch…it might go away. So let’s just sit here awhile and keep on talking.”

			“All right. Tell me about the pageant. Will the children be ready?”

			“Cora was born ready…the rest will be. Charlie is the one I don’t know about. The boy has a voice, but…blame it… I’m worried he might have started the trash fire behind The Saucy Goose. He wouldn’t admit to it, but he looked defensive when I brought the subject up.”

			“Maybe he didn’t. It could be that he was just scared. Think how frightened you were when you were accused.”

			He thought about that for a bit. What she said made sense. Sense that he desperately wanted to believe.

			“I only hope he doesn’t run. He’s a good boy who got some lousy breaks… Juliette? Hey…Beautiful.”

			What? She blinked. “What?”

			“Your eyes are closing. You’re going to poke yourself with that needle.”

			She glanced down at her hand. “I think I already may have. I suppose I will go to bed, after all.”

			She put aside her sewing and reached for her sweetly dozing baby.

			“How the blazes is a man to sleep with all the racket?” Father Lindor shuffled barefoot into the lobby wearing his nightshirt and sleeping cap. “Durned piano is about to shake the walls down.”

			Joe squealed then began to cry. She was not a woman to curse, but if she was, she would have shouted the word that just exploded in her brain.

			* * *

			Trea didn’t put on a coat for the short walk from the front door of the hotel to the front door of The Fickle Dog.

			Temper over the noise coming from the saloon already had his blood boiling. Sure didn’t need to add any heat to that.

			Going inside, Trea wished he didn’t have to breathe. The saloon was crowded with men, and nearly all of them had cigarettes dangling from their mouths or were blowing smoke out.

			He spotted a large man sitting at the end of the bar who didn’t appear completely drunk.

			Trea pushed past a couple of fellows arguing politics. Wouldn’t be long before those two came to blows.

			With any luck he would complete his task before tempers exploded.

			“Good evening,” he greeted the fellow and got a nod in return.

			“I’d like to hire you for a quick task.” He got right to the point since he doubted the man cared to socialize any more than he did.

			“Is it legal?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			“How much do you pay?”

			“Two dollars to help me slide the piano from this wall to that one.” Trea pointed to the wall farthest from the one that abutted the hotel.

			“Mr. Culverson know about it?”

			“No, sir, he does not.”

			“Four, then.”

			They shook hands on the agreement then approached the piano where the musician bent over the keys, pounding them hard and producing no tune known to mankind.

			“Here’s a dollar.” Trea said to the piano player… Felix, if he recalled right from his visits to bring his father food. “Have a drink on me.”

			“I do appreciate that, young Culverson.”

			Trea nodded at the burly fellow he’d hired.

			The piano screeched against the floor as the two of them pushed and pulled it toward the far wall.

			“Doesn’t sound any worse than it did when it was being played,” he muttered, certain that no one heard him over the surprised exclamations folks were making.

			With the piano deposited in its new spot, Trea gave his accomplice another dollar.

			Nodding, he tucked the money into his shirt pocket then returned to his place at the end of the bar.

			“What gives you the say-so to come in and act like you own the place, boy?”

			Trea glanced over his shoulder at the sound of his father’s voice and spotted him, hands braced on the bar and fingers clenched in tight fists.

			“I asked you to have it moved and you didn’t do it.” Resigned to being here longer than he wanted to, he walked to the bar, taking note of the red flush on his father’s face. He was angry and that might account for the high color. Then again, his fever might have returned. “You feeling all right?”

			“That’s none of your concern. Put the piano back where it was.”

			“I wish it didn’t concern me. The thing is, I was born your son, so it does. And as for putting the piano back…it stays where it is.”

			With a narrowed gaze and a string of curses erupting from his mouth, his father pounded his fist on the bar. Once. Which was enough to make folks set down their drinks.

			“Let’s go talk about this in your office.” Trea inclined his head toward the half-open door.

			“You insolent pup.” His pa started cursing again but ended up coughing violently.

			“Water,” Trea ordered. “Clean water.”

			Within seconds a glass was plunked down on the bar. Liquid sloshed over the sides.

			“Drink it all.”

			Trea expected to have it tossed in his face. To his surprise, his father gulped it down. He didn’t ease up on the glare, but he did set the glass down without slamming it.

			“The thing is, Pa, the piano is bothering everyone at the hotel. One of the babies is teething and the noise keeps him awake. It keeps Warren Lindor restless, too.”

			“Hell’s blistering beans! Sure don’t want that crazy old coot wandering over here, so I suppose the instrument can stay where it is, don’t you, Felix?”

			The piano player shrugged. “Don’t make no never-mind to me which wall I perform next to.”

			With the drama apparently over, customers turned to their pursuits.

			“Ain’t you worried about soiling your pretty new reputation, son? Better get along.”

			When was the last time the man had called him son? He couldn’t recall.

			“I’ll go, just as soon as I know you don’t have a fever.” There had been enough fever scare for one night. “And, yes. I am worried about my reputation. Seems like I have to fight to keep it every day.”

			“That’s what comes from being a Culverson. Like father, like son.”

			“When was the last time you ate?”

			“None of your concern.”

			The bartender gave a long swipe of his cleaning rag over the bar, which brought him within speaking range. “He ate enough at dinner for three men, if you ask me.”

			“Hell, Clarence…no one did. Go serve that man waving the coin in his fist before he goes home and hides it under his mattress.”

			Clarence served the man, then leaned one elbow on the bar, looking about.

			“Better rest up now, Clarence. Just as soon as my new advertisement in the Smith’s Ridge Herald comes out, you’re going to need three hands to serve the drinks.”

			His gaze swung back to Trea.

			“Don’t look at me like I’m dirt for promoting my business. Just because you turned over a shiny new leaf, don’t give you call to judge me. You were every bit the hellion I was as a boy…a real love-’em-and-leave-’em-crying bad boy.”

			“I can’t deny that.” Trea leaned across the bar. What he had to say was for his father’s ears only. “The thing is, all I wanted was the attention I never got from you. After Ma died, I would have been better off raising myself.”

			Trea hadn’t expected his father to be stung by the truth and apparently he wasn’t. He laughed in his gravel-grinding way then went into his office and slammed the door.

			Making the short trip from the saloon door to the door of the hotel lobby, Trea yawned. With any luck he would not fall asleep later in the day while teaching multiplication tables.

			At least everything here had grown quiet. If Felix had resumed playing, Trea could not hear it.

			* * *

			“Something cheerful…red, maybe? Or green?” Juliette said to young woman working in the dress shop. “Perhaps something green and red in one gown?”

			The salesgirl did not answer, her gaze having slid to the buggy where the babies slept.

			“I’d like one of my own someday. I doubt I’d raise it in this town, though.”

			“Things could change.”

			The girl’s attitude disturbed her. She and others like her would determine the future of Beaumont Spur. Perhaps once she saw the advertisement for the Christmas celebration in today’s Gazette, she would feel differently…or, at least, begin to.

			“I will say, there are more Christmas decorations going up in windows than last year,” the girl admitted, then she smiled again at Lena and Joe.

			“I, for one, want to look festive this Christmas… I’m looking for a gown that will suit.”

			“Let me think.” The girl tapped her finger on her lip. “There’s a green one up front.”

			Juliette followed her to the rack of gowns near the front window but had to glance down because of the glare of bright sunshine on the snow.

			“Here!” The girl removed a dress the color of a holly bough from the rack. She spread out the skirt to show off the subtle sheen of the fabric. “You’ll need to let out the hem, but it should do. Just sew some red silk berries here and there, and voilà, it’s festive!”

			A movement on the boardwalk caught Juliette’s eye. She lifted her hand against the glare, glanced out the window to see Nannie hurrying past with several copies of the Gazette tucked under both arms.

			“Oh, my, yes. This will be lovely.”

			Juliette paid for the gown and asked to have it delivered to the hotel.

			She was far too anxious to see the advertisement in the Gazette to wait for the gown to be folded and boxed.

			Pushing the buggy toward the café, her heart thudded against her corset. In moments, everyone would know about the grand Christmas fete!

			She only hoped Nannie had done as good a job as she had promised in promoting it.

			By the time Juliette maneuvered the buggy over the icy boardwalk and through the front door of the café, some of the customers would already have seen her invitation. No doubt they would greet her with smiles of anticipation.

			“I don’t know what things are coming to.” Levi Silver shook his head, a severe frown dipping his gray brows. “I remember when this used to be a safe place to live.”

			Three other customers sat at tables, each of them with their attention riveted on the Gazette that Nannie held up.

			“With an entire shed burned this time, I think we have good reason to be afraid,” Nannie declared…the tic of her narrow smile indicating that she was more intrigued than frightened. “Poor old Mr. Cleary was distraught when he reported the news to me.”

			“First the theft of the kerosene, then the trash on fire behind The Saucy Goose and now the shed!” Sarah Wilcox glanced from person to person, holding each gaze. “There’s villainy afoot, I tell you. I’m quit of this town.”

			Lena blinked, suddenly awake. Juliette lifted her from the buggy so that she would not bother Joe, who was still sleeping in spite of teething pain.

			She picked up a copy of the Gazette and sat at a table.

			No doubt, when everyone’s nerves settled, they would turn past the first page of the paper, give their attention to something far more pleasant than the imminent ruin of the town due to a burned shed.

			Juliette opened the paper. She had hoped her advertisement would appear here, since the paper only had four pages.

			A last-page announcement is not what she had paid for. Hopefully folks would see it—

			It was not on the second or third, or fourth page. Juliette checked again.

			It wasn’t there. She flushed hot and cold all at once…felt irate and distressed in equal measure.

			“Nannie?”

			Her friend—of sorts—turned about, the paper gripped tight in her fists and her blue eyes glowing. “I know, it’s perfectly horrid. Believe me, as soon as we discover who committed this crime it will be front-page headlines! We may even print a special edition.”

			“Where is my advertisement, Nannie?” She strove to keep her voice as calm as possible, so as not to alarm her small daughter, who smiled up at her, unaware of her mother’s stress.

			If folks were uninformed about her event, they would not attend. If they did not attend, how would they be convinced that a new day was coming for Beaumont Spur?

			They would not! Folks would continue with their plans to leave town, not aware that a brighter day was coming.

			“Your advertisement?” Nannie turned the pages, quickly scanning her narrow gaze over them. “It isn’t here. In all the excitement of real news, I must have forgotten to give it to Father.”

			“But I was counting on having it in today’s paper.”

			“I’ll be sure and tell Papa first thing when I get back to the office. We’ll run the ad next time.”

			“That will be too late.”

			“Everyone!” Nannie raised her voice. “Juliette is having a party at the hotel on Christmas Eve. You are all invited.”

			Juliette pressed her lips together to keep an uncharitable string of words inside her mouth.

			“There,” Nannie declared. “The news will spread in no time.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			This afternoon Juliette had expected to be sewing curtains for the lobby windows…they would match the ones she had already stitched for the guest room windows.

			Anyone approaching the hotel would feel instantly welcomed by the charm of them. Pretty curtains, she had noticed, always made a person feel comfortable and at home.

			But she was not sewing curtains, she was stewing. And not something delicious on the new stove in the hotel kitchen.

			She felt a jumbled mess inside. Hugging her arms about her ribs, she huddled into her cloak and walked toward the schoolhouse.

			She had spoken to the babies for an hour about her frustrating predicament, even tried to find a bit of solace by telling Father Lindor about the problem.

			Naturally, he’d pointed out that if she stayed home and cared for her family like a proper woman ought to, she would have no reason to be stressed.

			In the end, she’d taken him, along with Lena and Joe, to the café.

			She’d settled him into his familiar chair and set his lunch tray on his lap before she bent down to kiss his cheek. The man probably could not help saying the things he did, given that his world was not at all what it used to be and that he did not understand why.

			It occurred to her that when he wanted her to stay home, in fact, he was longing for the days when she did do that. When she and Lillian had a meal waiting for their husbands at the end of the day and laughter reigned at the dinner table.

			This was a far different time.

			But even though it was, she still had someone to turn to. An old friend who, over the course of a few weeks, had become a new one…a dearer one.

			Trea would understand her anxiety. Especially since their events were closely linked.

			Coming up the schoolhouse steps, she was glad to find the children at lunch. Because of the cold, Trea kept them inside.

			She did not remember school being such a cheerful place. Peering through the window, she saw students playing games and laughing.

			She had no idea why she should be proud of Trea’s success. She hadn’t had a thing to do with it. He’d made the best of his past all on his own.

			Truly, she respected him more than anyone she had ever known.

			Seeing her, he stood up from his desk, crossed the room and opened the door.

			“Don’t stand out in the cold, Mrs. Lindor,” he said. “Please come inside where it’s warm.”

			He picked up a chair from the back of the room and carried it to his desk.

			The noise level in the room died, then picked up again once the novelty of having an unexpected visitor had passed.

			Trea set the chair beside his desk and motioned for her to sit down.

			“You look upset. Are the children well?”

			“Well enough, considering the fact that their mother spent her God-sent fortune on a hotel that will fail and she now does not have the money to move anywhere else, so they will be forced to grow up in this sordid town.”

			“Sounds dire.”

			Was he suppressing a smile at her breathless rant? Yes…she believed he was.

			“Nannie did not print my advertisement.”

			“Why not?”

			“Mr. Cleary’s shed burned down. In all the excitement of having something dramatic on the front page, she forgot to give the information to her father… Oh, I reckon she remembered to give him my money, though.”

			“Don’t worry, Mrs. Lindor.” Trea’s gaze shot to Charlie, then quickly away. He lowered his voice when a student passed by close enough to hear their conversation. “We will think of something. Christmas is only around the corner, but it’s going to work out.”

			Clearly this was not the time or place to throw herself into his arms and weep away her frustration. Truly, that was not what she intended by coming here, only what she felt like doing in the moment.

			Somehow, seeing the reassurance in his warm brown eyes, knowing that she was not as alone in the world as she sometimes felt…well, she did want to weep.

			“I’ll be on my way,” she said, instead. “You have a class to teach and I have curtains to sew.”

			“Try not to worry.” He walked with her toward the door. “We’ll talk tonight.”

			On the way back to the café she did feel more optimistic. She was even deciding where to sew the red silk berries to her new dress when she passed by Sheriff Hank in deep conversation with Herbert Cleary.

			Perhaps Herbert had seen the person who burned his shed.

			Trea feared it was Charlie. The concern she saw shadowing his eyes when he looked at the boy was evident.

			She hoped…prayed…that Charlie was not the culprit.

			* * *

			Trea rose earlier than he normally did. He gathered the artwork that his students had created yesterday afternoon then tucked the pages under his arm. Swiping up a handful of small nails along with a hammer, he stuffed them into his coat pocket.

			Down in the lobby, everything was still quiet. He hoped that Juliette was sleeping.

			He’d promised to sit up with her last night, to help figure a way past the failed advertisement, but by the time he had come back to the hotel she’d already closed the door to her private quarters.

			It was for the best. In his opinion, which did not influence anything since he was not her husband, she was working too late and too hard.

			As she had pointed out the other night, she was unmarried and therefore free to do what she pleased.

			By that logic, so was he.

			It was why he had gotten home late last night. It was also what brought him out early this morning.

			Something needed to be done to make up for the missing advertisement.

			While he figured he could count on the parents of his students to attend the pageant and the opening of the hotel, everyone in town needed to turn out.

			If his idea played out the way he envisioned it, folks would come from beyond Beaumont Spur for the opening.

			This town needed the revival that Juliette was striving for. The odd thing was, his unwitting father had played a part in what, Trea hoped, would turn out to be a successful event.

			If The Fickle Dog could draw folks from out of town by running an ad in Smith’s Ridge Herald, so could the hotel.

			Folks did like to say Like father, like son.

			Closing the door with a quiet click, he stepped into the brisk morning. The sun was coming up and he couldn’t recall ever seeing a prettier dawn.

			Sunshine pierced a bank of clouds on the horizon, shooting rays of light onto the snow and making it glitter like a scene in a snow globe.

			This was a perfect morning for success.

			Things did not always work out just how one planned, but if this did, it would be a very good day.

			Better than yesterday.

			A day ago, it had cut him deeply to see Juliette so worried. It’s not what he was used to. Juliette was the most confident person he’d ever met, facing whatever life dumped on her with a smile and a wink.

			Had it been appropriate, he would have taken her in his arms when she’d come to him, soothed her by folding her to him, stroking her hair, kissing her forehead…or lower.

			But given that she had come to him at the schoolhouse, he could not.

			Mrs. Lindor had come on school business, having to do with the pageant.

			It’s what the students thought, and to an extent that was true. The pageant and the grand opening were all but one and the same event.

			The students would not know that there was so much more to the visit than that. They would not understand that Juliette had come to him, sharing her predicament.

			She couldn’t know how deeply that simple act of trust in his friendship had touched him.

			Trea pivoted right, took the few steps to the front door of the saloon.

			He tacked the painting of a Christmas tree that young Maxwell Finch had painted to the wall.

			Writing the actual invitation on each painting was what had kept him at the schoolhouse so late.

			Next he went to The Saucy Goose, tacked a likeness of Santa beside the window.

			When he was putting up a painting of Christmas bells on the wall of The Suzie Gal, the owner stepped out of her front door. When he told her what he was doing, she offered to take four of the advertisements and give them to other business owners.

			He had only three left when he heard footsteps tapping the boardwalk with a quick rhythm.

			“Trea Culverson!”

			Halfway into a swing he lowered the hammer, slowly pivoted toward the voice.

			“Hello.”

			Nannie Breene looked flushed, her nose red tipped from the cold air.

			“What are you doing out and about so early?” he asked.

			“Looking for you. I just came from the hotel but couldn’t tell which room was yours. I opened half a dozen doors before I gave up looking.”

			It seemed to Trea that tapping discreetly on the doors would have been more appropriate than opening them.

			“Visiting me at the hotel is not acceptable, Miss Breene.”

			“Don’t be silly.” Her eyelids closed halfway, her gaze from under them could only be called sly. His use of her formal name had not put her off in the slightest. “It’s only me—you and I are—”

			“In the future, if you wish to speak with me, send word and we can meet at the café.”

			Her brows furrowed, her blond frown severe.

			“I’m sure you encounter Juliette at the hotel. Is that acceptable?”

			“It is.” Nannie would like nothing more than to gossip about him and Juliette, and it turned his stomach sour. “Mrs. Lindor and I have a business arrangement. There is nothing inappropriate in my encountering her from time to time.”

			Nannie’s expression brightened as quickly as the flick of a dog’s tail.

			“Oh! I didn’t think.” She stepped too close to him. He backed up. “Yes, of course, since our relationship is more intimate than business, yes, it would not be appropriate for me to come to your hotel room during daylight hours.”

			“Not during any hours.”

			“Oh, surely once you announce your intentions to court—”

			“Why was it you were looking for me?”

			“Since you are too respectable now to meet me at the hotel, let’s go the café. We can have a nice long chat over coffee.”

			“I’ve got to get to the telegraph office before school starts. You can walk along with me if you like.”

			Hell’s business. Why did she have to slip her hand into the crook of his elbow, lean close in a way that implied familiarity?

			“Well, you know I don’t like to tell idle tales.”

			It was true, she didn’t like it—she lived for it.

			“But I overheard the sheriff and Mr. Cleary speaking. I thought you ought to know that Mr. Cleary saw you near his property shortly before his shed burned.”

			Trea stopped midstep, stared down at her.

			“Did he see anyone else?”

			“He didn’t mention anyone.”

			Trea started walking again. His heart settled back to its normal rhythm. Relief flooded him. Rumors about him bounced around town like a rubber ball in the wind. He could handle that.

			What he could not abide were wagging tongues talking about Charlie.

			“Trea, surely this trip to the telegraph office can wait until later. We’ve barely exchanged a word since you came back to town.”

			Oh, how true. And that was how he intended to keep the situation. The problem was, Nannie apparently wanted them to be seen together, arm in arm.

			It took some effort, but he managed to dislodge her grip on his elbow.

			“This has to do with the school pageant and the grand opening of the hotel. Since the advertisement that Juliette placed was not posted as it should have been, we’ve got to find another way to promote the event.”

			“I did scold Papa for that.” Nannie shrugged one shoulder, dismissing the error as trivial. “Those quaint little drawings ought to do as well.”

			“Good day, Miss Breene.” There was nothing else he had to say to her that would be polite.

			Tipping his hat, he hurried along, listening for the sound of her footsteps following. Thankfully, the only noise was the fall of his boots on the boardwalk, that and the rat-tat-tat of a woodpecker pecking the trunk of a nearby tree.

			* * *

			Juliette tacked a garland over the frame of the front door. Stooping down, she picked up another off the floor and draped it over a painting, her attention only halfway on her task.

			There had been an unannounced visitor to the hotel early this morning.

			The footsteps had not belonged to Trea. She knew the sound his boots made crossing the floor, the rhythm of his pace. She’d heard him go out earlier this morning.

			Believing she was alone, it had been startling hearing doors opening and closing overhead while she dressed Lena.

			She’d settled the baby in a safe spot then hurried into the lobby with a broom gripped in her fist just in time to see Nannie’s ruffled skirt in a swish, going out the front door.

			Why in blazes had the woman been skulking around up there opening doors? And how long had she been up there?

			It didn’t take too much guessing to know the reason. Nannie was drawn to Trea like a bee to spring nectar.

			Wondering—stewing over, to be honest—how long she had been up there had Juliette’s stomach twisted in a knot.

			Trea was a changed man, no longer the boy seeking affection wherever he could find it—wasn’t he?

			She would have bet her heart on it—had, in fact.

			Still, jealousy—and she knew what that sickening emotion felt like from long ago—snaked about her heart and squeezed. She fought the tear that leaked out of her eye, fought it valiantly.

			She was in the process of wiping it on her sleeve when the front door burst open and Trea swept in with a great grin on his face.

			What had happened to make him look so joyful? No—she did not want to know that.

			Trea and Nannie?

			Even though Juliette and Trea had no understanding between them beyond friendship, and he was free to pursue a future with any woman he wanted to—no, not Nannie Breene.

			“Come outside with me.” He caught her hand and drew her onto the porch.

			Schoolchildren, bundled up in coats, hats and scarves stood in two rows on her porch, tallest in back and shortest in front. Maxwell Finch held a painting of a Christmas wreath bearing a hand-painted invitation to the grand opening.

			With a sweep of his hand, Trea gave his students a signal. They raised their voices, happily singing “Jingle Bells.”

			What a joyful sound!

			Folks on the street smiled, nodded. A few of them sang along as they passed by.

			What a very sweet thing for Trea to have done. Even the fact that Nannie stood twenty feet away, grinning as if she had played some part in this performance, did not diminish Juliette’s pleasure.

			Looked at in a certain way, Nannie had played a role. Had she published the advertisement the way she was supposed to, Trea would not have called upon the children to promote the Christmas event in this way.

			She could scarce believe he had done this wonderful thing, but there the children were, singing with their hearts as well as their voices.

			She had half a mind to thank Nannie for her neglect. But only half.

			After singing “Jingle Bells,” the children stood silently smiling.

			A gust of wind whooshed softly around the building, as if sighing its pleasure.

			Trea nodded toward Charlie.

			“‘O come, O come, Emmanuel…’” Charlie’s song drifted sweetly across the morning. “‘And ransom captive Israel…’”

			People passing by stopped.

			“‘Rejoice… Rejoice, Emmanuel…’” The strains of his clear, beautiful voice carried across the street.

			People came out of the café, stared, silently stunned.

			She saw the awe and the questions on observers’ faces. Could this be Charlie Gumm, the terror of the schoolroom?

			Juliette heard footsteps behind her. She turned to see Father Lindor at the door, smiling and holding his grandchildren in his arms. She could not recall the last time she had seen him smile or touch the children.

			“‘Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel…’”

			Felix came out of The Fickle Dog, rapture on his thin, wrinkled face. Clarence came out after him. He did not look enraptured, but stunned.

			“‘Rejoice… Rejoice…’”

			The blacksmith stood outside his shop, hammer forgotten in his fist. Suzie Fulsom leaned beside her front door, her hand tapping her heart. Levi Silver, Mr. Bones and Leif Ericman watched, shoulder to shoulder.

			If a voice like Charlie’s had ever been heard in this town before, she could not recall it.

			The pride shining out of Trea’s eyes very clearly shot straight from his heart.

			Now she understood why he had looked so happy a moment before, and it hadn’t had a single thing to do with Nannie Breene.

			When Charlie’s pure voice sang “Rejoice!” that was exactly what she did. Yes, it was for the redemption of mankind, like the ancient carol told, but also for the satisfaction evident in Trea’s expression.

			She could not ever remember him looking so joyful. She understood that he meant to showcase the boy’s worth as much as to promote the pageant and the hotel opening.

			Sheriff Hank came out of the saloon. He did not look at Charlie, but at Trea. He, for one, was not caught up in the magic spell, but studied Trea with sharp speculation.

			A second after the sheriff cleared the doorway, Ephraim Culverson stepped outside wearing his nightshirt, cap and baggy socks.

			If Trea bore a look she had never seen before, his father did, too.

			One corner of the man’s mouth ticked up. Apparently father and son had something in common, after all—that intriguing half smile.

			The tender expression passed in a heartbeat. Long before Trea noticed his father had even come outside.

			The devotion, the affection Trea felt for Charlie and the rest of his students was evident in his gaze upon them.

			Then he turned that gaze upon her—meant that devotion for her.

			He had done all this for her—the singing, the posters.

			The emotion reflected in Trea’s eyes nearly brought her to her knees. It was a very good thing that Warren was holding the babies.

			Truly, she doubted that Trea intended to reveal so much.

			Did she dare trust that depth of feeling? In him or in herself?

			With some effort, she looked away from the gaze pinning her heart—right into the startled eyes of Nannie.

			Clearly she’d noticed the longing that shot between Juliette and Trea, because her expression looked like thunder—like a green-eyed monster ready to spit fire.

			The very doubts and the jealousy that had assaulted Juliette moments ago were now reflected on Nannie’s face.

			With the performance ended, Juliette applauded vigorously. So did everyone standing in doorways and down on the street.

			All but one.

			There was Mrs. Gumm, a tattered shadow standing in the alley between the mercantile and the bank, her arms crossed over her bosom while she shook her head. It was a lucky thing that Charlie had his back to his mother and could not see her frowning before she spun about to retreat down the alleyway.

			* * *

			At noon the next day, life was peaceful—for an hour or two, at any rate. With the babies napping and Warren having dozed off in his chair while reading, Juliette took a few precious moments to sit at her dining room table, to look out her window with a cup of coffee warming her hands.

			This was her favorite spot in her private quarters. With a view of the street, she could watch life parade past her window and yet be apart from it. This was an ideal spot to keep watch over the café. Most of the time she could look out this window and into the one across the street with only an occasional passing wagon to get in the way.

			She took a sip of coffee, felt peaceful. Christmas Eve was only four days away and she was nearly ready. She hadn’t been able to get a Christmas tree, let alone her fanciful dream of twelve. Life was just too busy to get it all done. But maybe next year, and she did have garlands and wreaths to make things festive.

			She took another sip. Try as she might to indulge in the tranquility of the moment, she felt agitated—but in the most lovely way.

			Thoughts of Trea had her turned inside out. The look he had given her yesterday when the children were singing, well, she had never felt more desired.

			Her husband had been a good man, and for a time he had made her nerves sing. However, one glance from Trea and she felt like a symphony shivered under her skin. The thing she had to bear in mind was that he also made Nannie’s nerves strike a tune.

			With cause or without? And why was Juliette allowing suspicion to follow her about like a hovering cloud?

			She drummed her fingers on the warm mug. At least there was coffee. She breathed in the aroma and tried to let everything but the peace of the moment, of napping babies and a resting father-in-law, slip away.

			Across the street, the door of the café opened and Cora stepped outside. She marched across the road toward the hotel, looking something like a teakettle and carrying a stack of books under her arm.

			Juliette heard the lobby door open. She set down her coffee and hurried toward the public space.

			There was every chance that Dixie would rouse from her bed by the lobby fireplace and start barking.

			By the time Juliette reached the lobby, Cora was kneeling and hugging the pup to her.

			“Do you mind if I study here, Juliette? Those women over at the café are making me crazy.”

			“There’s no school today?”

			She shook her head and stood up, lifting Dixie with her.

			“No. Mr. Culverson had something important to do so he let us off for Christmas Recess a day early.”

			Had he? He’d left earlier this morning than he usually did. She hadn’t seen him since.

			“Did he say what it was?”

			“I only wish he had.” Cora rolled her eyes then set the puppy down. “That’s what all the gossip is about over there. How’s a girl supposed to learn anything with them all so het up on other folk’s business?”

			“Feel free to stay as long as you like, Cora. It’s nice and warm here by the fire.” Juliette pointed toward the big stuffed chairs. “Everyone’s asleep so you won’t be disturbed, for a little while, anyway.”

			“Thank you! I suppose I should go back and put at least one story to rest—I might do it, too, if it weren’t so cold outside.”

			No doubt the rumor had to do with Trea. It seemed that every unexplained thing that happened lately had to do with him.

			“What story can you put to rest, Cora?”

			“Oh, the one about you and Mr. Culverson carrying on a scandalous tryst right here in the hotel.”

			“What?” Oh, dear, she hoped her outburst hadn’t woken the babies.

			“Here—in the middle of the day with the babies and Mr. Lindor underfoot?” she asked more quietly. And wasn’t Cora too young to know what a scandalous tryst was? Those women should be ashamed of discussing such a thing in front of a child. “That is just not logical.”

			“Yes, well, gossip hasn’t much to do with logic.” Cora sat down and shrugged. “That’s what my sister says.”

			Unless Juliette missed her guess, there was one person who would be the leader of the wagging tongues. She should not ask but—

			“Is it Nannie spreading rumors?”

			“Well, no.” Cora’s brows lowered, as though she were puzzling something out. “Really, that is the other rumor. No one has seen Nannie all day, either.”

			That made Juliette feel half sick.

			“They haven’t? Are you sure?”

			“I’m not—but they are. Some people are convinced Mr. Culverson is here with you—some think he’s with Nannie. Some of the old biddies, when they thought I could not hear—but really I do have young ears and I don’t miss much—they say that all three of you are secreted away together in a lewd liaison.”

			“Well!” That’s all she could say really, just, “Well…”

			“I don’t know what they think you’ve done with the children during the wicked melee.”

			“Made them nap in a trunk, perhaps.”

			Really, the whole thing was so absurd it made her want to laugh. Or cry. Because if Trea was not with her—where was he? Where was Nannie?

			And now, on top of it all, she felt ashamed for even thinking such a thing. It made her no better than the women at the café.

			Trea had changed his ways, she was certain of it—nearly positive.

			And yet…

			No! There was no and yet. She would not let herself succumb to the low-down, mean-spirited thoughts others were suggesting.

			It made her blood simmer, thinking how things hadn’t changed around here. Even after all these years had passed, even though Trea had come back and shown what a fine person he had become, all they saw was trouble.

			“What I would like to know is how, between behaving like the devil with you and Miss Breene, he had time to light the fire in the straw behind the livery.”

			“There was a fire at the livery?”

			“Just a small one. Smoke more than flames, really, and the livery owner stomped it out with his boot. But I imagine by now the story is that it was a massive blaze.”

			Now Juliette felt truly sick. A fire at the livery, of all places! And Trea nowhere to be found?

			Someone was igniting fires and trying to make Trea look guilty on purpose. She almost wished he would be caught with Nannie.

			She would absolutely not believe he had run in fear again. He would not do that to her.

			Wouldn’t!

			“Should I tell them that I saw Mr. Culverson near the train this morning?”

			“Did you?”

			“I can’t be sure. I saw someone, though. It might as well be him.”

			“No. Better that he is thought to be having an affair with me or Nannie—even both of us—than to have them believe he ran away from a fire at the livery.”

			Again.

			“That’s what I thought.” Cora tipped her head to one side. “The babies are crying.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			It wasn’t far to Leif Ericman’s store, but it was bitter cold, even with the slanting rays of afternoon sunshine streaking through a gathering bank of clouds.

			Luckily Cora had been willing to tend her family while Juliette went shopping.

			With Christmas Eve four days away, it was time to purchase what she would need in order to feed the town.

			Her list was a long one. She tried to go over it in her mind while she walked. A list was only as good as what one remembered to write on it, after all.

			“Flour for the cookies,” she muttered under her breath. “Butter, eggs, vanilla and—”

			A shadow moved in the alley. She stared hard into the winter shadows. Trea?

			No—a cat. None of the last four shadows she had spun toward had been Trea, either.

			Where was he? Not warm and safe at the hotel. She knew because she had strained her ears listening for his footsteps most of the day.

			She walked faster, thought harder about her list in order to purge the images of his possible fate from her mind.

			Blame it! In her mind he was lost in the snow, half frozen and unconscious—wait—now he was sitting in jail because he had been arrested for the smoke in the livery.

			Not likely that, though. People would be talking about it.

			So that put him looking out a train window speeding toward who knew where. Was he thinking of her? Of Nannie? Of the students he’d left behind? Perhaps Nannie was with him!

			No. It was unthinkable that he would have left town—not with the pageant coming up. He’d poured his heart into it and into his students.

			She was sure he would not just up and leave. He did not deserve to be dragged to the places her imagination carried him.

			Juliette lifted the hem of her skirt to climb the steps to the store. Perhaps he was with Nannie.

			As much as it hurt, as much as her logical mind did not believe it to be true, this last nightmare was better than the one with the snowy ditch where Trea turned blue and lifeless before her eyes.

			She ought to organize a search party. Sundown was coming and the weather would grow even colder.

			The bell over the door jangled as she opened it and went inside.

			Oh, no! The first person she spotted was Nannie, her back toward the door while she ran her fingers over bolts of fabric on display along the back wall.

			If Nannie was here—where was Trea?

			Juliette’s first impulse was to dash over and interrogate her. She would not, though. Finding out that Trea had been with her all day would be horrible, but not as horrible as finding out he had not.

			She turned toward the counter and handed Leif her list.

			He confirmed that he had all she needed and agreed to have a boy deliver it to the hotel in the morning.

			Nannie, looking in a mirror and holding a bolt of blue fabric beside her face, was apparently deciding whether it matched her eyes or not.

			The woman knew the answer to Juliette’s inner turmoil.

			Either she could ask Nannie and deal with whatever heartache arose from it, or she could spend who knew how long in fear of the unknown.

			“Thank you, Eric,” she said while handing him the payment for her goods. “Will I see you Christmas Eve?”

			“Me and my wife will be there. We don’t have a child in the school, but if the Gumm boy is going to sing again, we wouldn’t want to miss that.”

			Tucking the list back into the small beaded bag strung about her wrist, Juliette approached the fabric wall.

			“Hello, Nannie.”

			“Juliette! You are just in time.” Nannie held a bolt of yellow fabric next to her face. If she felt any lingering envy from yesterday it did not show. “Does this color make me look washed out?”

			“The blue is better.” Why wasn’t Nannie envious? As much as Juliette had tried to banish the petty emotion, she had been a bit green all day.

			“Have you seen Trea?”

			“Well I—have you?”

			“No.”

			“Oh, perhaps I have.” Nannie shoved the yellow bolt back into the row and picked up the blue again. “I can’t say—a lady does have her secrets. You understand?”

			Juliette did not understand! The very last thing she could imagine was a man like Trea being interested in a woman like Nannie.

			It made no sense.

			But if it didn’t make sense, if she could not accept that he had been with Nannie, she would fret the rest of the day over where he really was.

			Even hours after leaving the store, that is exactly what she continued doing…fretting and worrying.

			Even if Trea had been with Nannie this morning, he had not been with her several hours ago.

			Juliette paced in front of her dining room window with Joe in her arms, staring out into the dark.

			The clock had struck nine o’clock an hour ago.

			She reminded herself that he was a grown man and could go where he pleased, but surely he should have been back from wherever it was by now.

			“Are you hungry, Joe?” Given the way he plucked at the buttons of her bodice, he was. “Lena has been asleep for hours already. Are those little gums sore, sweetling?”

			She carried him to her private parlor and sat with him in front of the hearth. The flames snapped and sent out wave after wave of warmth. She took off her shoes and stockings. Not her dress, though.

			As soon as Trea got back, she would find out where he had been. Kiss him or smack him—she was not sure which. It didn’t matter. She would be relieved to see him safe, either way.

			She set Joe at her breast, stroked his hair and sang him a Christmas carol.

			Halfway through “Silent Night” she began to dream of frosted cookies, mulled wine and sugar-dusted mountaintops under a starry sky. She was vaguely aware of drifting off and welcomed it. Imagining the scent of Christmas trees was ever so much better than…gumdrop frogs.

			* * *

			A foray into the forest to cut a dozen trees was harder and took longer than Trea had thought it would.

			Even though he’d left the hotel at dawn, the adventure had taken all day and into the evening. The morning had begun when he went to the train depot and picked up the crate of candles and metal reflectors he’d ordered from Smith’s Ridge. Then he’d gone into the woods to find twelve perfect trees, cut them down and load them into the wagon.

			It had been a huge undertaking. One he could not have completed without Charlie’s help.

			He winced now and again at newly sore muscles and a collection of scratches, but he did not regret them. They were a small price to pay for what he had gained today.

			Not only was he going to fill Juliette’s lobby with trees, but the hours spent with Charlie had been invaluable.

			While sharing the labor of cutting and hauling, a man-to-man sort of activity, he had been able to speak with Charlie about dozens of things. The kid seemed to bask in the attention like a lizard soaking up sunshine.

			They’d spent the previous evening stringing popcorn garlands, and he had been able to talk to Charlie about life—how at his age it could go one way or another. That it was his choice to pick success or failure for his future.

			At some point while they were tying up berries and ribbons, he’d thought Charlie understood—success was hard and had to be worked for. Failure was easy and just naturally slipped into a life of failed dreams.

			It had taken Trea a long time to learn that. Hopefully the way would be easier for his student.

			Deep down, he was a good boy. Truly, Trea could not have pulled off the surprise for Juliette without the boy’s hard work.

			When they parted ways at the schoolhouse, Trea swore the boy walked taller. A bit of pride straightened his posture.

			That had been at eight o’clock. It seemed like it took an awfully long time for Juliette to quit looking out her dining room window and settle in for the night. Watching and waiting from the alley between The Suzie Gal and the dress shop had been a cold business.

			He didn’t even know what time it was now, but late—or early, depending upon how one looked at the wee hours.

			Everything had been worth it, in the end.

			Twelve trees were now scattered about the hotel lobby, decorated and glowing with the light of too many tiny candles to count. He hoped this was the enchanted forest of her dreams. He could not wait another minute to see Juliette’s joy when she first saw them.

			For half a second he thought he should not disturb her, but no longer than that. There was something he wanted to tell her and he needed to do it while everyone was asleep.

			Barefoot, he walked to the door of Juliette’s private quarters. The floor had been chilly when he removed his boots earlier in order to complete his task as silently as possible. It still was.

			Dixie didn’t seem to mind. She trotted from tree to tree wagging her tail and sniffing low branches.

			Knocking softly on Juliette’s door, he listened for movement.

			Nothing, not a shuffle or a sigh.

			He would have to wake her, but he doubted she would mind after seeing the bewitching shimmer of the transformed lobby.

			Fortunately, the door was not locked. Neither was the one to her parlor. It stood ajar, the glow of the dying fireplace leaking out the gap.

			Inch by slow inch, he pushed it open.

			Softly illuminated in the flames’ last glimmer, Juliette slept in her chair. Her dress was open to the waist and Joe’s pink cheek lay against her breast. Even in the baby’s dreams, his small pink mouth made sucking motions.

			It was wrong to stand, dumbstruck and staring, but he could not recall ever seeing anything more touching, more beautiful, in his life.

			Maybe having missed a mother’s love growing up was what made his eyes moist, made his heart swell and his breath catch in his throat.

			This woman deserved to have all of her dreams come true. He was grateful to be able to fulfill a dozen of the smaller ones.

			With great care, he lifted Joe from her slack arms, resisting the very great temptation to glance where he should not.

			He carried Joe to the bedroom, laid him down in his cradle then paused for a moment to watch Lena sleep. Sweet little thing, she was the image of her mother.

			Tiptoeing back to the parlor, he kept his gaze steadfastly on the floor. With the baby removed the scene had changed.

			Where a moment ago it had been tender beyond bearing, it was now pure titillation. Yes, his reaction to Juliette not being modestly covered was unlike what it had been with Joe to chaperone.

			It was not the tender vision of a mother with her child that kept his eyes riveted on the roses woven in the rug, but ripe and forbidden fruit.

			He’d be a fool to think otherwise and he’d outgrown being a fool years ago.

			If he succumbed to temptation, looked at her in lust, it would only prove that he had not changed at all.

			Hell and blazes, it didn’t mean he didn’t feel lust. A man could not control what he felt, only what he did.

			Kneeling in front of her, he gently tugged on a lace ruffle to slide up her chemise. It was not his fault that smooth warm skin grazed his knuckles or that his body reacted to the velvet brush against the hairs of his fingers.

			With his eyes still closed, he located a button on her shirt and tugged the chemise across her skin—didn’t button it up, though. That was not a job for a man on the verge of tossing away restraint.

			Since he had so far survived temptation, he figured it would be safe to open his eyes.

			He’d figured wrong. His heart tumbled, free-falling at the sight of loose tendrils of hair kissing her temple and the sweep of her long dark lashes closed in deep sleep.

			For as much as he wanted to kiss her awake, he didn’t. He stood up, ever so quietly, then backed up three steps. Perhaps she would not realize he was the one to set her clothing to rights.

			“Juliette… Beautiful, wake up.”

			She jolted, grabbed her empty lap and gasped.

			“I put him to bed.”

			With the barest of glances, she took note of the fact that her clothing was not as it had been when she fell asleep.

			She leaped out of the chair without seeming to care that the crescent-shaped curve of one breast had popped back into view.

			He cared—greatly. Mouth dry, he pointed his finger, urging her to cover herself.

			If she didn’t, years of self-discipline might be for naught. Reformation had its limits.

			“Where have you been?” she exclaimed, launching herself at him while she buttoned up.

			For a moment he thought she would fall into his embrace. But no, she poked his chest with one finger…forcefully. “You aren’t dead.”

			She touched his cheek, blinked her eyes against the gathering moisture. “I don’t even care if you were cavorting with Nannie Breene—well, I do, but I thought you were dead!”

			“Why would you think so?”

			“You just disappeared! Not a word to anyone! Poof—you were gone. You couldn’t have left me a note?”

			“I nearly did, but I didn’t want to lie about where I was.”

			She went from flushed to pale, quick as a gasp.

			“I’m sure it’s none of my business what goes on between you and Miss Breene, although if you ask me, she isn’t—”

			Wrapping his hand around the finger that had begun another assault on his shirt, he led her out of her parlor and toward the lobby.

			“Nannie Breene?” he muttered, pulling her along. “I’d rather be alone the rest of my life.”

			“You would?”

			“Come with me.” When she resisted, he tugged her along the hallway.

			“If you aren’t dead and you haven’t been with Nannie—then what? I will not believe you started the smolder in the livery.”

			“There was a fire at the livery?”

			“A small one that the liveryman was able to stomp out. But no one knew where you were, so everyone assumed it was you and you’d run away.”

			“They’ll have to assume something else.”

			The glow cast by hundreds of candles came into view before the trees did.

			At the lobby door, he heard her gasp his name. He let go of her hand.

			Silently she entered the parlor, slowly moving from tree to tree, touching one, breathing in the pine scent of another. She did not seem to be aware that Dixie jumped up and down on her skirt in greeting.

			“This is—it’s just so unbelievable—I might still be asleep.” It had to be his imagination that her bare feet didn’t quite touch the ground while she glided from one tree to another.

			“How did you get the angel all the way on top of that one?” she said, looking up and up, nearly to the ceiling.

			The angel she spoke of was simply a handful of straw, twisted this way and that, with white feathers stuck in it for wings.

			It was something of a rustic masterpiece, he had to admit. He was particularly proud of the small wooden star attached to the back of the angel’s head that Charlie had carved and Trea had painted white.

			“I stood on the landing with it stuck on the end of a broom handle and then—”

			She must not have cared about the and then of things so much, because she rushed across the room and into his arms.

			“I am so relieved you aren’t frozen in a ditch.” Her arms went around his neck, hugging tight. “Truly, Trea—I could accept you being with Nannie, but the world without you in it? No, never that.”

			He felt the chill of her bare toes brush his warmer ones, smelled the feminine scent of her cheek so near his lips.

			“That so?” he asked casually, but life as he’d known it was about to change.

			Maybe it was too soon, but he had something to ask of her. The answer would determine the course his life would take.

			On the other hand, it might always be too soon. Better too soon than too late, though, so he was going to do it.

			“Yes, it is. I’ve never had a better friend than you.”

			“A better friend?” He gripped her shoulders, held her back just far enough so that he could look into her eyes, judge the sort of emotion flooding them. “So good a friend that you wouldn’t mind if I courted Nannie? And one you would hate to see dead?”

			* * *

			“Hate it very much,” she agreed, nodding vigorously.

			Judging by the slow narrowing of his eyes, perhaps she had said too much—or not enough.

			The thing was, she was so completely and enormously overwhelmed by this gift he had given her, she could scarce form a logical thought.

			The one and only thing in her mind was kissing him and admitting how truly devastated she would be if he courted Nannie.

			“Why?” he asked.

			She backed up a step, but he lifted the braid that was dangling over her heart, then drew her close again.

			“Because I—what are you doing?” Or rather, why was he doing it? She knew what. He was untying the ribbon that secured her braid and unraveling it from the tresses—fondling the strands with his fingertips.

			“Watching the reflection of candlelight in your hair.” He shot her the lopsided smile that made her insides buzz like a hive of honeybees. “You didn’t tell me why you would hate to see me dead.”

			“Naturally, I would hate to see anyone dead,” she whispered. Where was her breath all of a sudden—her logic and sound judgment? Gone to a place she could not find them and where, in that moment, she did not care to go looking for them. “But in your case—I couldn’t kiss you if you were dead, Trea.”

			Looking at her silently, his grin evened out. He withdrew the ribbon from her hair, opened his fingers and let it drift to the floor.

			Dixie snatched it up and ran off with it.

			“I’m mighty glad I’m not lying lost in a ditch.” He lifted her chin with his big firm thumb. Evidently one could drown in another’s gaze because she was doing it. His steady brown eyes utterly took her breath away and she didn’t care to get it back. “Do you know how long I’ve been waiting to kiss you, Juliette?”

			She shook her head because she did not know, but she wanted to—desperately.

			“Since I was fifteen years old.” The warmth of his breath inched closer to her lips.

			“That’s a very long wait. I think you ought to do it—now.”

			In case the Christmas trees were not blessing enough, the warmth, the possessive pressure of his lips coming down upon hers were half a heartbeat from a miracle.

			For as long as he claimed to have dreamed of this moment, so had she.

			Dreamed of it, given up hope of it, then dreamed it again.

			His grip on her waist was firm, his fingers warm, tender as they inched up her ribs in a possessive advance. Muscular arms circled her back, drew her in.

			With heartbeat pressed against heartbeat, Trea Culverson changed her world.

			Life might appear normal once he released her lips, but she would never be.

			In time she might have recovered from a kiss given by the fifteen-year-old boy, but not one from the man. No, she would never recover from him.

			And if he didn’t feel the same way?

			She could not let herself think it. Right now, in this moment, they were not simply meeting mouth to mouth, but soul to soul.

			In her marriage she had been kissed, pecked and petted. This was different.

			She was consumed—taken by this man. With one embrace, she was forever his.

			Slowly, he let the kiss go, but he hugged her close, breathing hard.

			She clung to him. As much as she wanted to draw back, to look into his eyes and see if the life-shaking moment had touched him as much as it had her, she was frightened to, because if it hadn’t she—

			“Juliette.” His voice stirred the hair at her temple. His breathing began to slow but his heart still beat as madly as hers did. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you. I hoped to do it here among the trees.”

			“Yes?” She pushed out of his embrace, felt bereft of his warmth. But then she looked into his eyes and found them gazing down at her, as full of heat and yearning as the kiss had been.

			“May I court you?”

			“Yes!”

			“May I begin now?” He crooked his elbow so she placed her hand upon it. “Will you honor me with a barefoot stroll among the evergreens?”

			“It’s a lovely night for it, don’t you think?” she asked politely, then winked.

			“It’s enchanting by candlelight. Especially in the company of such a delightful companion,” he said, equally proper and formal.

			For five minutes they toured the room, chatting affably while pointing out various ribbons and berries adorning the trees.

			“I enjoyed our courtship,” he announced with a grin and a nod.

			“Are we finished already?”

			“Transitioning.” He ran two fingers along her brow, the curve of her cheek and the line of her jaw. “There’s something I want to tell you, Juliette. Actually, I’ve been wanting to say this to you for a long time—maybe for years. The length of our courtship won’t make it any more or less true.”

			Her hands and face grew damp, her stomach flipped and swirled. There was every indication that she was going to faint—or float.

			Trea cupped her cheeks in his rough, warm hands, his touch grounding her to the here and now.

			“Juliette Lindor, you are the most amazing person I have ever met. I respect you more than anyone I have ever known—”

			“As I do you, Trea.”

			“And I’m completely in love with you.”

			Her face was moist, dripping, in fact, and there was not a single thing she could do to stop the tears.

			“Well—I love you, too.”

			Going up on her toes she wrapped her arms around him, pressed her face against his throat.

			“I always have.” Her lips grazed his skin with the whisper. “And I don’t mean to take away from what I felt for Steven, but Trea—somehow it’s always been you.”

			He closed his eyes for a moment, his head nodding ever so slightly. “You know how I was as a kid, all those girls. But in spite of how that appeared, there was only ever you. You are the only one who was ever in my heart, Juliette.”

			He held her for a long time, bare toes touching while she clung to him as tightly as he did to her—rocking, holding on to the newfound joy of confessing their hearts.

			“I’ve got something else to say before we quit this courtship. Let’s continue our walk in these magical woods.”

			He did not extend his arm but hugged her close to his side. This time there was no polite, courtly conversation.

			A silent awareness, an awakening, pulsed between them while they strolled between the trees. He drew her to a stop behind one, kissed her and told her again that he loved her and how much.

			Pausing at each tree he did the same, revealing one more reason that he loved her.

			She was not completely certain this was not a dream. How could one go from complete misery to complete joy in such a short time?

			He led her to the tallest tree, the one with the angel on top.

			With a great grin, he hugged her then released her with a kiss on the top of her head.

			Kneeling down, he took her hand, kissed her palm and then her knuckles. “Marry me, Juliette. Let me be your husband. I can honestly say I will love you for a lifetime. I know I’m not Joe’s or Lena’s father, but I’ll be devoted to them, love them every day, as if I was. I promise you. Please, just marry me.”

			Candlelight cast his hair in glimmering light, and it reflected the love in his eyes as a living flame, leaving her speechless.

			“Is it too soon?” His expression fell. “Don’t you feel—?”

			“I do—yes!”

			“You do—as in, you will?” Bounding to his feet, he glanced about as if it was someone else she had just pledged her life to. “You will!”

			“You knew I would before you asked,” she said between the quick kisses he was raining on her mouth and cheeks.

			“I prayed, but I didn’t know.”

			“Me, too, Trea.”

			Upstairs, there was a bed. There was one down here, even closer at hand.

			No words were needed. The knowledge of that intimate piece of furniture lay ripe between them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			“We could.” He bent his forehead to his betrothed’s, whispering an answer to the question that lay unspoken between them. “No one would know.”

			“No one but us. And we are the only ones who matter.”

			She mattered, she was everything to him and would be for the rest of his life.

			“My bride-to-be…” He pulled away, but only enough to look into her eyes, judge what she was thinking. “I like the sound of it.”

			“So do I, husband-to-be.” She winked at him. “We have a very long time to be married, God willing. I think I would enjoy anticipating the mystery of our marriage bed for a while.”

			“Me, too, honey. Somehow betrothal bed doesn’t hold the same depth of commitment. I want to have you for the first time as my wife. You deserve the respect of that and I, I need to give it to you. You don’t mind?”

			“No woman I ever heard of minds being respected by her man—and you will not actually be my man until the preacher says so.”

			“But don’t think that bed won’t be on my mind every minute from now until then.”

			“Yes, mine, too. And quite apart from my desire to steal away with you right now, Lena will be waking soon to be fed. Since you are going to be a father and a husband, it’s something you’ll need to get used to.” The look she gave him was a little too somber. She must think that was something he had not considered.

			“Do you mean I’ll need to get used to watching you nurse your babies instead of squeezing my eyes shut?”

			“You did that?”

			“Could have broken my toe tripping over something, but yes. And, honey, it was damned hard.”

			She laughed. The sound went straight to his heart, wrapped it up and squeezed.

			Staring and smiling, neither of them spoke with words for a moment.

			“I don’t know about you, Trea, but I won’t get any sleep tonight. Let’s go to my kitchen. I’ve got muffins and I’ll make us some tea.”

			On the way there, they passed by her bedroom door. It was cracked open and he saw the bed, neatly made and calling for its sheets to be tangled and the blankets tossed on the floor.

			She intercepted his stare. “We are going to need a very short engagement.” She caught his hand and drew him into her cozy dining room.

			With a sweep of her finger, she indicated that he should sit down at the table in front of the window. With a quick dip she leaned down and kissed him, then, with a swish of red-and-green plaid, went to the stove.

			A few minutes later she placed a cup on the table in front of him. The scent of black tea swirled about the room.

			“Christmas Eve, we’ll be married then,” he announced.

			“Thank goodness. I couldn’t wait a day longer than that.”

			She set the tea on the table then came to his chair and bumped him sideways with her hip so that they shared the seat.

			Side by side they gazed out at the night. It was pretty with the light of a full moon reflecting off snow, every bit as magical as the Christmas trees were.

			Adding to the peace was the fact that there was no noise from the saloon. Hadn’t been since the piano was moved. He could tell The Fickle Dog was still open for business because someone had just staggered past the window. Hopefully the fellow didn’t pass out in the snow. He’d freeze to death if he did.

			Trea tried to pay attention to the man, but he and Juliette could not quit kissing each other.

			“I love you,” he said again for the—he didn’t recall how many times—but it was only the beginning of a lifetime of making that declaration.

			Another kiss was called for, so he gave it, deeper and less playful than the last several. He felt laughter bubble under his lips.

			“Someone is going to see us,” she advised with a grin that indicated she didn’t care if they did.

			“At this hour, I can’t think of who that would be, but I’m going to talk to Preacher Gordon first thing after sunrise.”

			With the next kiss his hands got tangled in her thick, black hair. It slid between his fingers, gloriously lush.

			From down the hallway he heard a baby cry. Lena, judging by the high-pitched squeal.

			He broke the kiss, let his hands fall away and found that he was grinning like a loon.

			“Welcome to nearly married life, Trea.”

			“Let me get her.”

			Standing, he gave a start. Someone stood outside the window, staring in with his nose smashed on the glass.

			It was his father, his arm supporting the drunk man.

			Their gazes caught and held for an instant. The old man nodded; Trea nodded back.

			Walking down the hallway to get the baby, he wondered about that. An expression had crossed his father’s eyes that he’d never seen before.

			If he didn’t know better, he’d have thought the look bordered on tenderness. But it was dark outside and hard to read anything clearly. No doubt his father was only showing the strain of holding up his customer.

			* * *

			In spite of the fact that her heart was living among the clouds, Juliette’s feet were planted firmly in Beaumont Spur.

			She stood in front of her dining room window, sipping coffee and watching the town wake up. The breakfast crowd at the café was larger than usual, so she bundled everyone up and took them across the street.

			It felt good to put on her apron again, to take orders and serve her customers.

			“Good morning, Levi,” she said. What she really wanted to do was hug him.

			She missed seeing him and the rest of her regular patrons each morning.

			It was hard to think about how much she would miss the ones determined to move away.

			“You’ve got a sparkle about you this morning, Juliette. Your smile looks all full of Christmas cheer.”

			“The big day is almost here. Can’t you just feel it in the air?”

			“I can when I look at you.”

			“What can I get for you?”

			“The usual, and some of your holiday cheer. With the move coming—well, I could use a bit of it.”

			“You could stay in Beaumont Spur.”

			“Things around here are beginning to look up, I’ll admit, but still—I just don’t know. Those fires say that no good is afoot.”

			“Folks build bigger fires when they burn leaves in the fall, and don’t forget, Mrs. Fulsom’s son is due in on the train today. He’s a doctor. Did you know The Suzie Gal will become his office?”

			“It’s all the talk, and as fine as that is, there’s still two saloons in town and old Culverson keeps advertising in Smith’s Ridge. Strangers keep on coming and going. One doctor isn’t going to change that.”

			“The hotel—”

			She lost track of the thought when Trea walked in the front door. This was the first time she had seen him since the wee hours of the morning when they had each gone to their own rooms.

			As much as she wanted to dash madly around the tables and into his embrace, they had not yet announced their engagement.

			“Good morning, Mr. Culverson,” she said. “What can I get for you?”

			“Just some toast and coffee to take with me to the schoolhouse, Mrs. Lindor.” His smile indicated that he wanted a bit more than mere food from her. Did anyone else notice? she wondered. “And a moment of your time?”

			He indicated with a nod of his head that he wanted to speak with her outside.

			“Of course. Just let me get your breakfast first.”

			Within moments, she stood beside him on the boardwalk, casually handing over his toast and coffee. Folks looking out the window would see her positioned a respectable distance from the schoolmaster, but in her mind she leaned into his embrace.

			“Here,” he said, digging in his coat pocket. “I just came from the telegraph office. These are for you.”

			He handed her four pieces of paper.

			“Reservations,” he explained in the face of her bewilderment. “For the hotel. Sure do hope you are ready, Beautiful. Your first guests will be here tomorrow.”

			“They will? Why? I never—”

			“I put an advertisement in the Smith’s Ridge Herald. Figured if my father could attract customers that way, so could you. I also invited them to our party.” He lowered his voice even though no one was close enough to hear. “Hope you don’t mind, but I reckon they’ll be attending our wedding, too. I visited the preacher this morning. He says this will be his first Christmas wedding and he’s looking forward to it.”

			“I’d give you a giant hug, but it would cause a great scandal.”

			“In a few days it won’t. But I reckon we need to keep this to ourselves. For some teachers it wouldn’t matter—but for me? I reckon it would, and honestly—I almost don’t care.” He must not, because he lifted his hand toward her braid.

			“Helloooo!” Nannie’s voice carried from half a block away. Trea snatched back his hand, took a big step backward.

			“Good morning, Trea,” she said, filling the space that was, by rights, Juliette’s.

			For all that Nannie noticed her, Juliette might have been turning pancakes in the kitchen.

			“Good morning, Miss Breene,” Trea answered.

			“Pish. We’ve discussed that. It’s Nannie and you well know it.”

			“Good morning, Nannie,” Juliette said, because it had been a good morning a moment ago.

			“Oh, Juliette! I’ve come to see you, actually.”

			“Well, here I am.”

			Nannie withdrew a newspaper from the basket she carried over her arm. “I just feel horrible about neglecting your advertisement. I convinced Papa to run a special Christmas edition to rectify it. Your grand opening takes up half the second page.”

			Juliette turned past the front page, which was filled with the announcement of Dr. Fulsom’s setting up business in town.

			In reality, her advertisement of the hotel took up only a quarter page. Still, it was nicely done and Juliette said so.

			“I am rather proud of it,” Nannie answered, addressing Trea. “I’ve discovered that I have a talent for this sort of thing. Father is giving me more responsibility every day. I don’t mind being gainfully employed one little bit.” She inched a step closer to Trea, if that were possible, and blinked up at him. “At least until I’m a married woman.”

			“Thank you, Nannie. This is lovely,” Juliette briskly put in. “Mr. Culverson was just on his way to the schoolhouse. Wouldn’t you like to come in for some breakfast?”

			“Oh, I would. And I’ll pass this along to everyone at no charge. Papa said that, in the spirit of the holiday, I could.” She lowered her voice to a murmur. “Good day, Trea. Perhaps I’ll see you later.”

			“And perhaps,” her fiancé murmured after Nannie went inside, “I should just kiss you right now. Let that woman know where I stand once and for all.”

			“A part of me would like that, but it wouldn’t be right.”

			“Do you reckon I ought to have a private conversation with her before the wedding?”

			“No, I do not. She can find out when everyone else does.”

			He reached for her hand and squeezed it.

			“Maybe, but, how many more hours until Christmas Eve?”

			“Too many. I’ll see you at dinner tonight.”

			Spinning about to go back inside, her gaze crossed over the front window of the dining room.

			Nannie’s nose for gossip must have been in fine fettle because she was staring hard through the glass—well, glaring, actually.

			It was difficult to hide anything from Nannie.

			* * *

			Guests were booked and arriving tomorrow!

			Juliette felt like a bee flitting from task to task. There was a basketful of final details to be seen to.

			Scrubbing floors, cleaning windows, putting fresh linens on the beds, shaking out the rugs and, perhaps most important of all, preparing food for the party.

			Juliette had planned on doing most of the work by herself. Of course, that was before she knew that Christmas Eve would also be her wedding day. Thank goodness Rose had volunteered to cook and Cora agreed to tend the babies and Warren on that day, even without knowing about her wedding.

			Even given all that she needed to do, she could not help but take a moment to gaze—dream, more rightly—upon the wedding gown hanging on a hook on the wall of her bedroom.

			She hadn’t known when she purchased the green satin gown, when she’d sewn the festive berries on it, that it would be for her wedding day.

			The first time she married she had worn an elegant white gown that she had spent months picking out.

			This one was also elegant, just in a less frothy way. Smiling, she straightened a red berry she’d sewn to the waistline.

			A Christmas-colored wedding gown—nothing could be more wonderful. The only white she’d wear this time would be the new petticoat and the pretty, lacy chemise she had purchased this morning.

			When Trea unwrapped her, so to speak, he would untie the pink satin ribbon on the bodice. Feel soft lace under his fingertips when he drew it down over…

			She would continue this lovely fantasy before she went to sleep tonight. With so much to do, she could hardly stand here indulging in intimate dreams of her future with Trea.

			Hurrying into the kitchen, she snatched up a bucket of cleaning supplies then rushed back to the lobby.

			From upstairs she heard Mrs. Cromby singing “Jingle Bells” while she prepared the guest rooms.

			Apparently Juliette would not be cleaning the outside of the windows today. Sunshine beating on the roof melted the snow, which slid off the eaves like raindrops. There was really no point in attempting to keep the windows sparkling.

			She turned her attention to polishing the reception desk. It already gleamed, but a layer of wax gave it a mirrorlike sheen. From a shelf under the desk she lifted out the guest register and placed it on top.

			This was really happening. Only a short time ago she had purchased a building with a dirty reputation, overrun by bugs and vermin. Today it was a jewel. One that had enough refinement and charm to revive her town, if folks gave it the chance.

			It would not hurt having Dr. Fulsom setting up business across the street, either. If he was as gifted as his mother claimed him to be, folks might move here purely for reassurance of having a healer nearby.

			That did still leave two saloons to attract criminals and drunks, but—the bell over the lobby door tinkled. Juliette looked up with the smile that sang in her heart.

			Oh—well, clearly Nannie Breene did not have a smile in her heart.

			“We need to discuss something, Juliette,” she said, charging toward the desk without greeting.

			It was true that they did. More than poor Nannie knew.

			“Would you like to do it over tea?”

			“I would not.”

			“Coffee, pastries?”

			For a second Nannie seemed to consider the idea.

			“I rather think not. My stomach is all in knots because of you.”

			“Maybe we ought to sit down and you can tell me why.”

			Was it silly to pretend she did not know? It was, but this was a conversation she did not want to have and she was stalling.

			“I can’t sit, either. Feels like I’ve got fleas jumping in my veins.”

			“That can’t be healthy, Nannie. You should try and calm down.”

			“I will, once I’ve had my say.”

			Juliette heard a rustle of skirts on the stairs. Nannie did not appear to notice, being caught up in turmoil as she was.

			“What is it, then? I have a lot to get done.”

			“Oh, you always do and that is part of your problem. You are so caught up with babies and cleaning and business, you neglect yourself.”

			“I like being caught up in those things.”

			“Well, you oughtn’t. The neglect of your appearance shows.” Nannie slammed her hands on her, admittedly slim, waist. She narrowed her close-set eyes in accusation. “Just look at your hair!”

			“My hair? It’s clean.” It was hard to take the accusation to heart. Not when she remembered the feel of Trea’s hands undoing her braid and caressing the strands. Something a man would not be able to do to Nannie’s hair, being as looped and tightly curled as it was.

			“I’ll give you that, but the style is dowdy. That braid makes you look like you are just off the farm.”

			“That’s a disrespectful thing to say about the women who work hard to provide what we eat.”

			Nannie blinked rapidly. “Oh, I didn’t mean that about them. Living out in the middle of nowhere, no one cares what they look like. But we live in town and ought to dress the part.”

			“I’m not going to change my hairstyle to make you happy, Nannie Breene. Do not hold your breath for it.” Although she might do her hair up in a few curls for the wedding. Yes, and place a white silk flower sporting slender satin ribbons to suggest a veil.

			“Juliette! Your attention is wandering. I don’t think you are listening to what I’m saying.”

			“I’m doing my best not to. But, honestly, why would you come here to malign my hair?”

			“Oh, it’s not only your hair. Just look at your dress and that dirty apron. If you want to attract a man, you will have to do better.”

			“I have attracted a man.” Juliette stepped from behind the desk, her rising temper making her too riled to stand in one spot. “I married him, as you will recall.”

			While you have married no one, she wanted to shout. But aside from it being a cruel thing to say, it would wake the babies. They had never heard her shout and it might frighten them. When she thought about it, she doubted if anyone had ever heard her shout.

			In the moment she thought she ought to, but refrained.

			“Yes, Steven was a good man,” Nannie admitted. Juliette’s temper cooled a bit. “But he is not the reason I’m bringing all this up.”

			“May I assume Trea Culverson has something to do with this attack on my appearance? Do you know what I think, Nannie? I think you are envious.”

			“Envious!” Nannie’s face flushed bright red. “Why would I be? Really, Juliette. I only want to point out that you are not at all right for Trea. I would not want you to be hurt by pursuing him. Don’t you remember when we were young girls? How you were the only one he had no interest in?”

			A thousand replies sprang to her tongue but it was Mrs. Cromby, standing on the landing, who voiced them. Mrs. Cromby did not bother to refrain from shouting.

			“You, Nannie Breene, are a contentious troublemaker! If you ever have a hope of capturing any man, it’s you who need to change. Go away and quit pestering Juliette. She is far lovelier than you can ever hope to be.”

			“Well! That is the most insulting and untrue thing I have ever heard.” Nannie backed toward the door, moisture glittering in her bright blue eyes. “I’m a successful businesswoman. I don’t need to capture a man. He needs to capture me!”

			With that, she spun about and dashed through a fall of cold water dripping from the roof.

			“Oh, mercy me. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so hard on her.” Mrs. Cromby wrung her hands at her waist. “She is who she is, we all know it. It’s just that she riled me with those awful things she said to you! I just could not keep hold of my tongue.”

			“She was nasty.” And Juliette ought to be more offended by it. And might have been, if not for the fact that she was about to be married to the very man Nannie thought she was not good enough for. “But you are right about her being who she is. Ever since we were young she’s been trying to feel important to someone.”

			“Just don’t you go believing what she said. I can think of a dozen men in town who would be interested in you and those beautiful babies. Probably not in having Warren in their home, though. He’s turned cantankerous of late.”

			“He can’t help that. He’s gotten confused about things.”

			What Juliette did not confide in the woman was that she did not need the interest of a dozen men. The one she was about to marry was a blessing she had only dreamed of. And he wanted to love her children, as well as having no qualms about helping her care for her father-in-law.

			* * *

			Trea remained in the classroom until after dark, making sure everything was ready for Christmas Eve. The place looked festive, with the garlands the children had made decorating the windows and walls and the risers in place for them to stand on when they sang.

			The students had not been in attendance today because of the holiday but they would come by tomorrow for a brief rehearsal before the performance. It would be a fun time for them, since Juliette had promised to bring cookies and hot chocolate.

			Day off or not, one child still came to school. Charlie had knocked on the door late in the afternoon.

			Poor kid needed some reassurance about singing his solo. Apparently his mother had been criticizing his voice. Telling him he had no business putting on airs like he was “somebody.”

			“It’s late,” Trea said, clearing up the remains of the dinner they had shared. “Better get on home before your mother worries.”

			“She never does. Can’t think she’ll start tonight.”

			“She might. You can’t know for sure what someone is feeling. Wait until the pageant. She’s going to be proud of you, for sure.”

			Trea didn’t think that was true, but he did think no one could know what someone else was feeling.

			His own father had him confused. He was still as surly as an old bear, but every once in a while of late a softer expression crossed his face. What, if anything, did that mean?

			“She says she’s not coming,” Charlie called over his shoulder as he walked away, the full moon lighting a path for him through the trees.

			“Lots of other folks are coming,” Trea called back. “Every one of them will be proud of you.”

			When he could no longer see the boy, he locked the door and began the walk home.

			His thoughts went where they always did—to Juliette.

			She’d probably be busy with last-minute details, which he intended to lend a hand with. Partly because keeping his hands active with chores would keep them off her, maybe.

			Christmas Eve suddenly seemed a very long way away, not the forty-eight hours it actually was.

			Trea reached inside his vest pocket, checking to make sure the wedding band he had purchased earlier today was safe where he’d put it.

			It was. He had verified its presence no less than fifteen times already.

			The gold band felt warm from being next to his heart. He ran his finger over the engraving on the outside. He thought the circle etched with fir boughs would suit his bride. He couldn’t quite believe the goldsmith had been able to engrave the design so quickly. It was what was on the inside of the band, though, that meant the most. He had asked the jeweler to write Forever My Heart.

			It was appropriate, because Juliette had been there ever since he could remember.

			He was nearly to the hotel, going at a half run against the falling temperature and eager to be home before the sidewalk turned icy, when he heard a shout.

			He looked toward the sound, saw a man waving his arms and pointing.

			That’s when he smelled smoke.

			Pivoting suddenly, he nearly lost his balance.

			The sky to the east pulsed bright orange. A twisting, leaping finger of flame scratched the black sky.

			The schoolhouse was on fire!

			He ran, shouting for help, heard another cry of alarm and then another.

			Slipping on the gathering ice, he went down hard, scrambled up and pushed on.

			At a distance of fifty yards he felt thrumming heat, smelled wood burning—knew the school was lost.

			Flames ate up the back of the building. He raced for the front, yanked the rope attached to the bell tower.

			Raising the alarm would not help a damn thing, but he jerked and pulled until his shoulders ached. Men would show up with buckets and shovels, but it would be too late.

			A block away he saw them running, shouting, waving their tools.

			He squinted through smoke that rolled in a sinister gray cloud across the road.

			There was the banker, along with Levi Silver, Leif Ericman and a dozen others.

			Was that his father charging ahead of a group of his patrons, some of them half weaving and going down on the ice?

			Heat seared Trea’s face and clothes. He had to back away.

			His father’s voice rang out above the others, urging them to run faster.

			And then he heard another sound. He listened hard over the roar of flames and the crash of lumber.

			There it was again! A scream, coming from the rear of the schoolhouse.

			On the run, he followed the screech. Rounding the corner as flames jumped out, singeing the elbow of his coat.

			He saw a woman, the hem of her skirt ablaze. Leaping, he caught her about the waist, went down on top of her and rolled with her in the snow.

			Another shout came from the edge of the woods.

			“Mam!” Charlie’s voice screeched over the chaos. “Mam!”

			“Mrs. Gumm!” Trea gasped, coughing. Her eyes focused on his face, looking angry more than injured, praise the Good Lord.

			“Oh, Mam!” Charlie skidded on his knees, caught his mother’s arm, batted at her burned skirt. “You weren’t supposed to be here!”

			Charlie looked away from her long enough to glance briefly at Trea.

			Had he been kicked in the gut by mule, he’d not have felt half as stunned.

			The boy’s eyes filled with tears, his mouth turned down, trembled. The remorse he saw on that young face nearly laid him flat.

			“I don’t think she’s hurt. Just her skirt burned and a bit of hair singed.”

			He heard shouts near the front of the building.

			“Get out of here, son. Take your mother and get home.”

			“But I—”

			“Now! Before anyone sees you.”

			Charlie’s mother leaped up, shooting her child a hateful look.

			When the boy bounded to his feet and reached for her she wrenched away. A sneer cut her mouth in a ugly, jagged line.

			She fled for the woods, Charlie a few yards behind.

			Charlie? Charlie had burned the school! Everything pointed to his guilt. He’d been there moments before the fire began, was still there in the woods while it was burning. And he’d told his mother she was not supposed to be there.

			It all added up, but damned if it made any sense.

			Trea wanted nothing more than to sit down in the snow, cover his face and weep away the grief squeezing his heart.

			Then a hand clamped down on his shoulder. “It’s a hell of a thing, son.”

			“Pa! What are you doing here? It’s too cold for you to be out.”

			“Like I said.” His father shook his head. “It’s a hell of a thing.”

			“Damned shame is what,” declared Felix, who had been the second man to come around the corner. “Wouldn’t know it now, but I always liked school as a kid.”

			“Damned shame,” repeated his father, a red glow glittering off the sweat that dotted his forehead.

			“Take him home, won’t you, Felix? There’s nothing to be done here.”

			“There’s one thing,” said a voice a several feet to his left. With all that was going on, intense grief over the loss of the school and the reason for it, Trea hadn’t noticed Sheriff Hank’s approach.

			The man had a gloating—almost triumphant—look on his face. He dangled a kerosene can from his finger. It had to be empty, judging by the way it swung so easily. Hell if it didn’t keep time with the heavy thump of Trea’s heart.

			Charlie, no—it seemed impossible. And yet—

			“Trea Culverson, you are under arrest for arson.”

			Sheriff Hank handed the can to a man standing behind him. “You see how close this can was to him, Stanley?”

			“Yep, and no one else around? I’ll testify to it.”

			Hank Underwood drew a pair of handcuffs from his coat pocket. He locked them about Trea’s wrists.

			A series of creaks came from the support frame on the bell tower. The wood suddenly snapped. The bell fell, clanging twice before it hit the earth.

			* * *

			Father Lindor had been unusually tired that evening, so Juliette prepared him for bed early. He’d fallen asleep right away, which was a blessing since no one else had.

			“Lena,” she crooned. “Go to sleep, my sweet girl. Mommy would like to have some time alone with your new daddy when he gets here.”

			She could not help but wonder what Steven, looking down from heaven, would think about Juliette calling another man her baby’s father. But Trea was the only one Lena would ever know. The only one Joe would know, too.

			“I’ll tell you about him one day when you are older, you and Joe both. And I think, knowing who he was, your first papa will not mind one little bit.”

			Juliette began to hum in the hopes that Lena would grow sleepy. But no, her big blue eyes stared up, apparently happy to be awake and not having to share her mother’s attention with anyone.

			“All right, then—”

			A clang cut the night, harsh and jolting. Someone was ringing the school bell, urgently sounding an alarm.

			Juliette hurried from her parlor to her dining room where she had a good view of the street.

			People were running, shouting—some in their nightclothes, some carrying buckets, shovels and lanterns.

			A wicked orange glow brightened the sky at the east end of town.

			She hugged Lena tighter and sat down hard on a chair. The fire might be in the woods behind the school, but it was unlikely, not with snow and ice on the ground and in the branches.

			Which could only mean—the school was on fire.

			Trea was at the school!

			As suddenly as it had begun, the school bell quit clanging. The silence was more alarming than the sudden ringing had been.

			An agony of moments ticked by with the only noise being Warren’s uniform snoring.

			At last she thought she saw people returning, their vague shapes fading in and out of focus in the darkness.

			She strained her eyes to see. Yes, a crowd, looking agitated, was coming down the middle of the road.

			Sheriff Hank led the way. Steps behind him was Trea, head bent and hands cuffed.

			The group rounded the corner, coming past her window, their churning voices excited, aroused.

			Only the man under arrest appeared calm. He walked past without glancing up. With moonlight upon him, she saw that his clothes were wet, that he was shivering.

			It took only moments to race upstairs, gather some of Trea’s clothing and bundle up the babies.

			She did not like leaving Warren alone, but she could hardly wake him out of a deep sleep to drag him out into the cold. No—he was better off here.

			Besides, it would stress him to see Trea locked up. The men had formed a bond, living together as they did. There were moments lately when Warren confused Trea with his sons.

			The last thing he needed was to see Trea in jail.

			With three blankets draped over the buggy, she pushed it up the street. The moon cast their shadow in a long, distorted figure, which seemed as bizarre as everything else that was happening.

			By now, only a few people remained outside. As frigid as it was, they had no doubt taken to their firesides to discuss the night’s dire event.

			How many believed the schoolteacher would set the school on fire? After how dedicated he’d been to the children’s education, how many would?

			Coming to the foot of the stairs of the sheriff’s office, Juliette picked up the babies. With one in each arm she carried them up the steps.

			Only two people were inside the office, the sheriff and Nannie.

			Sheriff Hank sat at his desk, feet propped upon it while he grinned. Nannie, seated across from him, leaned forward, frowning but apparently intent on everything that hissed from the lawman’s tongue.

			Juliette did not know what evidence the sheriff had to make the arrest, but she did know it was false.

			“Sheriff,” she said. Hank Underwood looked up, clearly startled to see a woman holding two babies standing in his doorway. “If you would not mind bringing in my buggy?”

			He hesitated. She readily interpreted the frown on his face to mean the chore was beneath his dignity as an enforcer of the law. He did look rather proud in the moment.

			“I’d be ever so grateful. I’m sure you would not want the babies to take chill from it being frozen through.”

			“Why, not at all.” All of a sudden his expression transformed. Evidently he liked the image of being a hero to her and the babies. Especially with a fledgling reporter, pencil in hand, watching him. “It’s no trouble at all.”

			“What are you doing here?” Nannie asked once the sheriff had stepped outside.

			“I don’t imagine anyone thought of providing Trea with dry clothes?”

			No one, she would bet, had bothered to light the stove in the cell area, either.

			“No, I don’t believe so.” Nannie glanced toward the closed door to the cells. She jotted something down on the notepad she held on her lap. “I’d have thought of it—honestly, I would have—if I weren’t so taken up with writing the story for the paper.”

			The sheriff came back inside and set the buggy near the stove.

			“Here.” Juliette handed Lena to Nannie and Joe to Hank Underwood.

			“Oh, no, I can’t. I’ve never…” Nannie’s expression looked stricken, as if Juliette had placed dynamite in her arms instead of a smiling child.

			The sheriff looked down at Joe with a half-tender expression. How odd.

			That just went to show that everyone, except maybe Nannie, had a soft spot for babies.

			“I can hardly take her back there with me,” Juliette explained.

			“No one goes back there.” The sheriff’s soft expression vanished.

			“Well, I do.” Juliette snatched up the package she had stuffed into the buggy. “As I understand it, you have not provided dry clothes for the…” She could not get the word prisoner past her lips. “For the accused.”

			“Well, I—things were—go ahead, then. Don’t be long and be sure and leave the door open.”

			Drat it! She had hoped for a few minutes alone with Trea.

			Opening the door to the cell area, she found that it was, indeed, cold back there, and none too clean. Trea sat on a stained cot, shivering, his shoulders hunched.

			Luckily the cell was in a spot that could not be seen from the open door.

			She rushed forward, curled her fingers around bars that felt more like icicles than iron. Seeing her, he stood, crossed the small space and wrapped his hands around her fingers.

			“Charlie,” he whispered. “I think it might have—”

			A shadow fell across the hallway. Nannie, hovering just outside the door with Lena in her arms.

			Trea dropped his hands, backed away from the bars.

			“I’ve brought you some dry clothing, Mr. Culverson,” Juliette declared loudly enough to be heard in the other room.

			Half of her didn’t care if they found out about her relationship with Trea. The other half, the prudent half, knew it would be folly to add more scandal to what he was already facing.

			“I know you are innocent,” she mouthed.

			He nodded. “Charlie?” he mouthed back. The grief reflected in his eyes broke her heart.

			“Are you certain?” she answered voicelessly.

			He shrugged, whispered, “He was there—he looked stricken—I think he might have.”

			“You were there. You look stricken. Maybe he’s as innocent as you are.”

			“You finished in there?” It sounded as if the sheriff’s patience, such as it was, was near an end. She’d better take Joe out of his arms.

			“I’ll be back with breakfast,” she called for him and Nannie to hear.

			Turning, she blew Trea a kiss then returned to the office.

			She swept past Nannie and snagged Joe out of Hank Underwood’s arms. Then she took Lena and tucked her into the buggy beside her brother-cousin.

			“Actually…” Nannie’s gaze followed Juliette to the stove where she paused to warm herself after being in the cells. “That was rather a half-pleasant experience.”

			“A child is not an experien—” This was not the time for a lecture on the joy of mothering. “Here is a story for you to put in the paper.”

			“I have one—about the fire.”

			“I’m sure you do, but I don’t think you believe that Mr. Culverson is guilty any more than I do.”

			“What I think is not important. But what is your story?”

			“That a visitor to the jail found conditions in the cell area to be abhorrent. That a prisoner was left back there to shake his health away in wet clothes without a fire to dry them while—” she fixed her gaze upon Hank Underwood “—the upholder of the law sat in toasty comfort in his office.”

			Nannie sat down, picked up her pencil and began to write.

			“You can also report how said visitor refused to leave until said sheriff corrected the situation and lit the stove in the cell area.”

			“May I write that you corrected the neglect, Mr. Underwood? Because it would be unfortunate to have to report that the visitor sat here all night along with her two infants.”

			“And that her father-in-law was at home by himself,” Juliette pointed out. “That perhaps he awoke, found himself alone and wandered over to the saloon where he became drunk as a magpie, fell and broke his hip.”

			“That would make for a story.” Nannie tapped the tip of her pencil on the page. “One which would find our lawman looking for a new job, I fear.”

			“But the wood is all the way out back in the shed.”

			“Oh, yes! That is even better, don’t you think so, Juliette? That the schoolmaster was sickened by the sheriff’s fear of venturing into the dark?”

			“I think that would make headlines as far as Smith’s Ridge.”

			With a grunt, Sheriff Hank snatched his coat off a hook, shoved his arms in. He went outside while pulling on his gloves and cursing under his breath.

			“It was kind of you to go to the trouble of seeing to Trea’s welfare.” Nannie sagged back in her chair. “I’m ashamed that I did not think of it myself. I’ll have to think of a way to make it up to him.”

			As much as Juliette wanted to point out that it was not her place to make anything up to Trea, she held her tongue.

			The very last thing she was going to do was give fuel to gossips.

			Not that, in ordinary circumstances, an engagement would be scandalous, but given the fact that she and Trea were living under the same roof, that he was the disgraced schoolmaster and that his last name was Culverson?

			It would be the horror of the decade.

			* * *

			Trea was a shamed man.

			Especially given that he had chosen to remain silent in the face of the accusations the sheriff hurled at him.

			There was no proof of any of it. Still, when he listened to some of the arguments, they did make sense.

			He did have a reputation for setting fires. It had only been bad luck that on that long-ago night, when the livery burned, he’d been there, hiding from his father’s foul mood in a stall. Worse luck that the peg holding a hanging lantern broke. The lantern had fallen into and ignited a pile of straw before he could do anything to prevent it.

			It would appear that someone who knew his past—which was nearly everyone—wanted him gone badly enough to commit arson. Hell, apparently they had begun by burning his house.

			Charlie? It seemed so. The thought made his gut sour.

			A few people he’d overheard did wonder how he’d managed to burn his own house before he ever returned to town and why he would set a torch to the school he had worked so hard for.

			Others remembered who he was, whose he was, and found him guilty as charged.

			One man had seen him sprinting from the fire. He could not know that Trea was not running from something but to something. All he’d had in mind last night was spending a cozy night in close company with his bride-to-be.

			If he hadn’t been running, he might not be sitting here now. Still, there had been the empty can of kerosene that the sheriff believed he had used to ignite the flames. Hell, just because the can was found steps from him didn’t mean he’d used it to set a fire.

			Hearing the rattle of a tray, he stood up from his cot.

			The thought of eating the breakfast Juliette was delivering didn’t set right.

			He was glad the sheriff was out of the office. What he had to say needed privacy.

			“You don’t look good,” Juliette said, sliding the tray under the cell door.

			She reached for his hand through the bars but he backed up. This was going to be misery enough. If he was touching her, he wouldn’t go through with it.

			“I can’t marry you.” There it was, quickly said and to the damned point.

			She stared silently at him, shaking her head.

			“Of course you can.” She waved her hand at the bars dismissively. “This changes nothing.”

			“It changes everything.” He sat back down on the cot with a thud. The farther away he was from the scent of her, the unique combination of ham, eggs and infants, the easier it would be to have this conversation, maybe. “I’m a ruined man.”

			“But you aren’t guilty.”

			“No, but it doesn’t matter. My reputation is worse than it ever was. Everything you are working for will fail if you are involved with me. I won’t be responsible for shattering your dream.”

			“Do you love me?”

			He leaped from the cot, dashed to the bars and cupped her face in his hands.

			“You know I do!” He had to make her understand. “That’s why I won’t marry you. I refuse to ruin your future.”

			She patted his hand, smiled as if what he’d just told her was not earth-shattering.

			“I’ve had my future taken from me once before in an irrevocable way. You are alive and breathing. I will not have you taken from me, Trea. So, yes, we will be married tomorrow, just like we planned it.”

			“We won’t. You have a future. I might not. You have got to accept my decision.”

			The kiss she blew him, and the wink she flashed in spinning away, cut him off at the knees. He barely made it back to the cot.

			“I’m going to prison!” he called after her.

			If it came down to him or Charlie, it would be him.

			“Tomorrow!” she called back.

			What the blazes?

			* * *

			Juliette met the train and escorted her group of guests to the hotel.

			Coming in the front door, she had the pleasure of hearing them gasp in delight over the twelve trees. One of them exclaimed that this was the most inviting establishment she had ever stayed in. Another declared loudly that he might book his stay for a day longer.

			While Juliette was thrilled by this, the joy did not sink in as deeply as it might have, given the sharp turn her wedding plans had taken.

			She had put on a show of confidence in front of Trea, but in the end he was in jail. Not only that, he had been right about her intimate connection with him being at odds with making a success of her business and her town.

			If she was going to succeed financially, and she had to with a family to support, her hotel had to prosper.

			Did this mean she had to choose between Trea and success?

			Well, she would think of something. Making a choice was not something she could do.

			In the spirit of courage, she smiled and thanked her guests before leaving them in the capable hands of Mrs. Cromby.

			Thank goodness for the woman. Juliette would never have been ready for the grand opening without her help. Bless her heart, not only had she made every room clean and inviting, but she’d welcomed the guests and volunteered to watch Warren and the children while Juliette paid a visit to Charlie Gumm.

			Bunching the hood of her cloak close to her face, she walked into the wind, all the while thinking about the child.

			His house was in the woods, but luckily not far out of town. She spotted the roof through a break in the tree branches.

			Oh, my! The place looked cold, perhaps even deserted.

			She knocked on the door. No one answered, but a cat strolled across the porch and brushed her skirt.

			“Hello, friend,” she said to the furry creature, its tail swaying proudly in the air as it breezed past. “Where is Charlie?”

			“Here, Mrs. Lindor.” Charlie’s voice came from behind her.

			Turning, her heart sank.

			The child stood halfway between the house and a decrepit barn, his appearance ragged. There were shadows under his eyes that a boy his age should not have.

			“Is your mother at home?”

			“Sure. She’s here. She’s only just asleep.”

			Juliette glanced back at the dark house, unable to hide a frown.

			“Mam’s a real deep sleeper.”

			“I see,” Juliette said, even though she did not completely. How could a body dwell in such a dreary place? “Well, I’ve come to see you, anyway.”

			“Is Mr. Culverson still in jail?”

			Now that she looked closely, she noticed that his eyes were puffy, his nose red.

			Had he been crying because of a guilty conscience? Weeping did not necessarily make that the case. Cora had also been weeping, along with many other students.

			Having a beloved teacher accused of such a crime against them had to be devastating.

			Especially for Charlie, whose bond with Trea had been deepening by the day.

			“Yes, he is. But I’m sure they will let him out as soon as the truth of what really happened comes out.”

			Charlie’s gaze shot to the ground.

			“Sweetheart,” she said, gently placing her hand on his shoulder. “Was it you—”

			“Weren’t me!” He jerked backward, but still would not look at her.

			“I was not asking if you burned the school, Charlie. I don’t believe you did and neither does Mr. Culverson.”

			At least, she did not believe the boy had done it on purpose. In her opinion, one that she knew Trea shared, Charlie would not have intentionally done damage to his school. Accidental fires were a common thing, after all.

			“He doesn’t?” the boy sniffed.

			“No. He thinks the world of you.”

			Juliette pretended not to notice that Charlie had begun to cry again.

			“What I was going to ask is, are you the one who is the leader for the singing—for the pageant?”

			“Naw, it’s Mr. Culverson.”

			“Oh, but—well—he wants me to ask you if you will take his place.” This was not actually true, but she was confident that it would be true, if Trea had been here to do the asking. “With getting the students organized.”

			“We’re still going to do it?” He blinked his wide, damp eyes, wiped them on his sleeve.

			“Yes, of course. You will be performing at the hotel, instead. Mr. Culverson wants you to let the other children know, because there is no one he trusts more to get it done.”

			“For a fact?”

			Probably… So she said, “For a fact. You won’t let him down, will you?”

			“No, Mrs. Lindor, I won’t.”

			“Good, then. Give my regards to your mother when she wakes up.”

			Charlie glanced at the house, nodding and silent.

			“I was just thinking.” The thought of him having to go into that place left her chilled. “Cora is at the café. Why don’t you come back with me and you can tell her first, while you have lunch.”

			“I’d like that, Mrs. Lindor. I wouldn’t want to let Mr. Culverson down.”

			They walked together, neither one of them speaking. She didn’t know why Charlie was silent, but her own silence was due to the fact that she was praying he was not living with the guilt of the crime—the shame of nearly injuring his mother and putting his teacher in jail.

			This would be too much of a burden for anyone, let alone this needy boy.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			Juliette opened the door to go out of the café carrying two lunch trays, one stacked upon the other. Yes, she did mean to butter up the sheriff and was not ashamed to do so if it would help get her what she wanted.

			Glancing back over her shoulder, she saw Charlie and Cora at a rear table, huddled in deep conversation. Well, Cora was speaking while Charlie ate.

			She had been in this business long enough to know a hungry person when she saw one. While it was not unusual for growing boys to be ravenous, Charlie was half famished.

			As soon as she visited the sheriff, Juliette had half a mind to go back to the Gumm home, this time to confront Charlie’s mother.

			His condition wore on her heart all the way to the sheriff’s office.

			She was not in the best of moods when she entered and found the lawman sitting at his desk with a small piece of wood in one hand and a whittling knife in the other.

			Seeing her, he put the knife and the half-formed shape of a bear into the top desk drawer.

			He blew the shavings onto the floor, which made Juliette itch to—no, never mind that! The last thing she was going to do was clean up after this man.

			She set one of the food trays on his desk.

			He grinned at her in appreciation.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Lindor.” He rubbed his hands together, looking eager to eat. “Can’t get out like I used to, now that I’ve got a criminal behind bars.”

			The scent of fried chicken drifting out from under the napkins reminded her that she hadn’t eaten since—well—when was it? A good long time ago, anyway.

			“I’d like to point out, Mr. Underwood, that you do not have a criminal in your cell, you have an accused man. Until the time Mr. Culverson goes to trial, and in the unlikely event he is found guilty, he remains innocent.”

			“So they like to go on about. But when you catch a fellow red-handed, makes you think something different.”

			“Who was it who caught him holding the can, exactly?”

			“S’pose no one found it in his hand. But it was there and so was he.”

			“There were many people present. Most of them close to the can, I’m sure, even you. And, you were the only one actually touching the can. What’s to say you—”

			“I’m the upholder of law and order, that’s what’s to say.”

			A few things came to mind that she wanted to point out about that statement, but she settled for, “And Mr. Culverson is the educator of the children. Why would he burn down their school?”

			“Can’t say why, but he’s got a reputation for that sort of mischief.”

			“And you have a reputation for—” Accusing him of being slipshod in his duties would not get her what she wanted. “For being fair and above prejudice.”

			“Folks think that, do they?” He drummed his fingers on the napkin he had not yet removed from the tray.

			She nodded because she could not utter such an obvious fib out loud a second time.

			“We both know I’m one wrong step away from losing this job.” He drew the napkin off the food, inhaled the aroma of freshly baked bread. “Get to the point of why you’re flattering me.”

			“Bail. I want to post bail for Mr. Culverson.”

			“Request denied,” he said while biting off a hunk of bread.

			“He has a right to it.”

			He pointed the end of the roll at her. “Only if I think he’s not going to up and run off.”

			“Run off? He would never set that example for the children.”

			“So you say. Others will say I’m letting an arsonist loose on the town, one who might burn their homes down around them while they sleep.”

			“How much do you want? Aside from what the bail ought to be. How much do you want for yourself?” Oh, dear. She ought not to have said that. Most of her money was invested in the hotel.

			“That’s a downright insulting offer, Mrs. Lindor.”

			“Trea Culverson is an innocent man.”

			“That’s for the judge to decide.”

			“And until he gets here, the accused has a right to bail.”

			“And I have a right to tell you to get out of my jailhouse. Get along now unless you want to get locked up, too. There’s an empty cell back there.”

			“You can’t just lock someone up!”

			“Can if they’re behaving in a disorderly manner.” He opened the desk drawer and withdrew a pair of handcuffs, slammed them down. “Scoot on out of here and stop attempting to influence the just course of law and order.”

			Something in the narrow glint of Hank Underwood’s eyes told her he did mean what he threatened.

			Since she would do no one any good by being locked up, she set Trea’s lunch down on the desk.

			Spinning about, she walked toward the door, kicking wood shavings every which way—on purpose.

			* * *

			Juliette was getting married tomorrow.

			Cold, hard facts did not indicate that to be the truth, but tomorrow was Christmas Eve. If any time of the year was ripe for wonder and unexpected miracles, it was this one.

			Hadn’t she given up hope of having a dozen Christmas trees in her lobby? Yet there they were.

			She had despaired of seeing her town turn around, and now one of the saloons had closed, a doctor was setting up shop and there were guests in her beautiful new hotel.

			Years ago she had tearfully given up her adolescent passion for a boy, stuffed it away the same as she had her dolls and games. Now the seeds of love that she had buried were blooming, too beautiful to even think of without emotions bringing her to the point of tears.

			Although she could not see how, she did have faith that Christmas Eve would see her a married woman. It might be a wavering faith, but it was faith nonetheless.

			Which meant she had a lot of work to get done before then.

			She’d meant to go straight to the hotel, but when she passed the café, she saw a crowd through the window.

			No doubt Rose would need her help.

			As it turned out, the dining room was not filled with paying customers but with schoolchildren.

			“Mrs. Lindor!” cried out young Maxwell, rushing forward to wrap his arms around her skirt. “We is going to jail!”

			“I certainly hope not, Maxwell.” She patted his head, looked about to see several students nodding.

			“It’s true,” Cora announced. “It’s where our teacher is and so it’s where we are going to rehearse.”

			“Your parents don’t mind?”

			“Most don’t.” She shrugged, apparently dismissing the objections of the ones who did.

			“Well then, I’ll bring the cookies and the hot chocolate.”

			Just see if Sheriff Hank had the audacity to turn children away!

			In high spirits, they put on coats, scarves and gloves against the wind. Catching the spirit of adventure, Juliette smiled while she loaded the baby buggy with treats.

			Even though this was not what the children had had in mind for their last rehearsal, it would be something they never forgot.

			Juliette went to the kitchen to kiss Lena, Joe and Warren goodbye. Luckily the gesture did not wake them from their afternoon naps.

			Hurrying back into the dining room, she pushed the stroller after the children.

			A well-dressed stranger coming through the doorway stood aside to let them pass.

			“Good day,” he greeted them with a tip of his expensive-looking bowler hat. “I imagine you are Mrs. Lindor?”

			“I am, yes.”

			“It appears you’re in a hurry. If you don’t mind I’ll walk with you, introduce myself along the way.”

			“I ought to warn you that we are going to the jailhouse, but feel free to join us.”

			The fellow was dressed in fine clothing. A gold pocket watch peeked from under his open coat as they hustled along.

			She was half winded from trying to keep up with the excited, chattering group of students. Even Charlie was close to smiling.

			“I’m Dr. Fulsom. Suzie Fulsom’s son.”

			That was very good news. From now on she would have fewer sleepless nights.

			“I can’t tell you how happy we are that you’ve come.”

			From across the street, she saw Nannie stroll out of the dress shop, three boxes loaded in her arms. Her gaze fastened on Dr. Fulsom. She nearly dropped her packages in her rush to cross the road.

			“And I’m happy to be here,” he answered, not seeming to be aware that Nannie was suddenly standing at his elbow. “From what my mother tells me, you have twin babies. I just wanted to introduce myself, let you know that I’m available night or day if you need me.”

			“I can’t even say how grateful I am for that! Believe me—”

			“Hello. I’m Nannie Breene.” Nannie loosened her fingers from the packages she carried, apparently trying to shake his hand without dropping everything. “You must be our new doctor. I’m so very pleased to make your acquaintance.”

			“I’m pleased to make yours, as well.” A package tipped from the stack. Dr. Fulsom caught it. “May I carry these for you, Mrs. Breene?”

			“Oh! Thank you.” Nannie smoothed a curl that had popped from its well-coiffed nest during her dash across the street. “And it’s Miss Breene. I’m not a married lady yet. In fact, I’m the town’s newspaperwoman. I wrote the article announcing your arrival.”

			“Did you? I thought it was very well done.”

			“You did?” Nannie looked equal parts astonished and pleased. “I’m new to the position, actually, but I feel it might be my calling—at least until I marry and make a home for my husband.”

			“We are just on our way to Sheriff Hank’s office.”

			Somehow, Juliette felt that she had disappeared from the conversation. As usual, Nannie commandeered the attention. Juliette only hoped that the new town reporter didn’t say something to make the doctor reconsider settling here.

			“If you’d like to come along,” Juliette said.

			The odd thing was, the way the doctor gazed at Nannie looked anything but put off. And Nannie glowed with the attention.

			“I’d adore to come along. But why are we going there?”

			“The children are having their last rehearsal before the pageant. They want to do it with their teacher. I’d better hurry and catch up with them.”

			“It’s the most awful thing. Our teacher has been arrested for arson. I, for one, do not think…”

			The sound of Nannie’s voice faded as Juliette half ran to catch up with the students.

			“Charlie,” she called. “Help me carry the buggy up the steps, won’t you?”

			If the sheriff resisted allowing the children into his office, she would offer him cookies and hot chocolate.

			“Good day, Sheriff Hank,” Cora said. “We’ve come to rehearse for our program and we cannot possibly do it without our teacher.”

			“I don’t—”

			“I told everyone that you would have invited us on your own accord if you hadn’t been so busy protecting your town to have thought of it. A few of them thought not, but here we are and I, for one, know you are glad of it.”

			“All right, then—go ahead.” He waved his hand toward the cell area, but reluctantly.

			Juliette poured hot chocolate and placed it on his desk.

			“Oh, but you’ll need to bring Mr. Culverson out here. Our parents would never allow us to go back there.”

			“I don’t want to get a whipping!” Maxwell cried.

			“I’m convinced you don’t want that, either, sheriff. But Tom…” Cora indicated a boy near the back of the group with an inclination of her head. “He thinks you would, but I guess we’ll see.”

			Was that a chuckle coming from Dr. Fulsom?

			“I can’t figure what would be the more interesting story, Dr. Fulsom,” Nannie said in a whisper meant to carry. “How the sheriff turned the children away or how he forced them to practice among the cells.”

			The sheriff snatched up a cookie Juliette had placed beside the hot chocolate, then he grabbed the cell keys from the desk drawer.

			They jingled when he stomped away, then again when he came back with Trea, wrists bound in the cuffs.

			Juliette glanced at Charlie. The child looked completely stricken. She was not sure he’d be able to sing.

			Small Maxwell rushed forward and wrapped himself around Trea’s thigh, sobbing.

			“You is a mean man!” he hiccuped, pointing his finger at the sheriff.

			“Let’s just sing.” Charlie clapped his hands when another child began to sob. Juliette thought if he hadn’t done that, he would have been the next one crying.

			Or Trea.

			It broke her heart in a thousand ways to see the pride in his smile as he watched his students form their lines, lift their voices in song. Did anyone else notice that his eyes glittered ever so slightly?

			Juliette stood near a window beside Nannie and the doctor listening to the children practice “Jingle Bells.”

			Glancing out the window, she saw an elderly man and woman stop on the boardwalk. She opened the door in order for the lovely sound to better carry outside.

			By the time they sang “Hark the Herald Angels Sing” and “We Wish You a Merry Christmas,” several passersby stood on the steps, smiles on their faces while they clapped their hats to their heads to keep them from flying away in the wind.

			She held her breath while Charlie performed his solo. At times she thought he might not make it through the piece. Glancing at Trea, she wondered the same of him.

			Cora must have noticed the gathering crowd, too. She motioned for folks to come closer.

			“I would just like to let you know that even though the schoolhouse burned, we will be performing at the hotel tomorrow evening. Also, all of us want to say thank you to our schoolmaster for everything he’s done. He is the best teacher in the universe and we cannot wait to begin school again after the Christmas holiday is finished.”

			The applause from outside carried easily into the office. Trea hung his head. Juliette knew he did not want his students to realize that they had brought him to tears.

			“And,” Cora continued, “we want to also thank Sheriff Hank for allowing us to practice here. It was a kind and generous thing for him to do.”

			The sheriff’s face flushed the shade of a beet. It was hard to know if the emotion came from pleasure at the child’s praise—or anger at having his will being neatly thwarted by a clever wisp of a girl.

			* * *

			Trea awoke from a half doze when he heard the jingle of keys.

			At the sound of boots thudding in the hallway, he slowly opened one eye and then the other.

			He expected the sheriff would have gone home for the night. What time was it, anyway? Stuck in this isolated space, it was easy to lose track of the hours. One blended into another.

			The only relief he got from the boredom of these brick walls were the moments when Juliette brought his meals. Unless one counted the times when a small mouse came visiting after dark.

			Hell, he’d even set aside a store of crumbs to encourage the four-footed visitor to come calling. Not that he’d ever admit the odd kinship he’d formed with the rodent. The eviction of four-legged pests was Juliette’s crusade.

			Keys rattled in the lock. Hinges squealed when the sheriff drew the cell door open wide.

			Odd—since the chamber pot would not need emptying until morning.

			“Thought you’d have gone home by now, sheriff.”

			“Can’t. Not when I’ve got to babysit you.” Hank Underwood tossed the keys on the floor inside the cell. “Besides, it’s wicked cold outside and the fool wind’s come up again.”

			“Don’t think you have to hang around here and keep me company.”

			The sheriff scratched his head, frowning.

			“Here’s my problem, Culverson. It’s hard to know when someone’s going to show up. Won’t look good if I’m not here.”

			“I won’t tell anyone.”

			“Maybe not, maybe so. But let’s just say for a minute that another fire starts, and what if it’s here? If I’m at home and you’re trapped in the cell, there’d be the dickens to pay. I’d be called negligent.”

			“You’re expecting another blaze? Makes me think you know I’m innocent. How is a fire going to start with the arsonist behind bars? Looks to me like you need someone in jail to make it seem that you’re doing your job.”

			“Could be an accidental fire. Stoves go wrong all the time. And Mrs. Lindor is always checking to make sure it’s lit.”

			Trea sat up on the cot, stared silently at the sheriff.

			“Why is the door open?”

			“So you can escape.”

			“You want me to walk out of here?”

			“Wouldn’t leave the door open if I didn’t.”

			Whatever the lawman was up to, he didn’t have Trea’s best interests in mind.

			“It won’t look good if you let a prisoner escape.”

			“Doesn’t look good anyway. You wouldn’t know it, but folks in town are real divided over you being here. Especially since those kids came in here singing Christmas carols. Don’t know what you did to make them like you the way they do. Schoolteachers and the bogeyman were all the same to me.”

			Trea got up from the cot, feeling stiff from inactivity. He picked the keys up off the floor.

			“You want me to escape because it’s a better alternative than incarcerating a schoolteacher? You don’t care about the right or wrong of the situation—only how it makes you look?”

			Underwood nodded. “Also because I’d rather spend my nights at home. I’m done with being your nursemaid.”

			“Why didn’t you give me bail when Mrs. Lindor wanted to pay it? Seems like bail would solve all your problems, sheriff.”

			“Now, I’m surprised a fine, educated man like yourself doesn’t know why. If you skip town, then I’m the fool for granting bail. But if you knock me out, then escape, folks will just feel bad about the injury I got during our fisticuffs.”

			“You can save yourself the injury. I’m not going anywhere.”

			“You ran once before. No one will expect any different now.”

			That wasn’t true. Someone would.

			Years ago he’d been a frightened boy. The fact that he had been innocent hadn’t meant a thing to anyone but Juliette. He’d run scared back then, but he wouldn’t do it now.

			Juliette trusted him, his students looked up to him—escaping would betray them all.

			Right was right and wrong was not. This lesson in responsibility was something he could teach his students, even from here.

			If someone had taught him that as a child, his life would have played out differently.

			When he thought about it, though, he knew he would not change the past. Not if it kept him from being where he was today. Not this moment, standing accused, but having Juliette’s love.

			The fact that he could not now marry her didn’t change anything.

			“You’ll have to find another way to look good. I’m staying put.”

			“That’s blamed foolish. You can walk free.”

			“You ought to know better, sheriff—walking is the one thing to guarantee that I would never be free.”

			“You turn down this chance and I’ll do my best to see you convicted, Culverson.”

			Blamed if it didn’t feel good to close the door, lock it and toss the keys back at Underwood.

			* * *

			Wind howling about the eaves woke Juliette early in the morning. Gusts rattled the windows and sent unseen things skittering across the yard.

			The fact that it was Christmas Eve and her wedding day did not give her the thrill it ought to have.

			Whispering snow would be merrier than blustery wind. So would a groom standing by her side and reciting wedding vows.

			But, nevertheless, this was Christmas and she was going to rejoice. Putting on a festive plaid dress and braiding a matching ribbon in her hair, she reminded herself that this was the babies’ first Christmas and she was determined to make it wondrous.

			“Where have you put the boy’s cat?” She turned to see Warren standing in the doorway frowning at her.

			“I believe it’s in the lobby sniffing the trees,” she answered, hoping that Dixie would do as well.

			On the way out of the room, she paused to kiss his wrinkled cheek. “Merry Christmas, Father Lindor.”

			She would make the day happy for him, too, as much as she could.

			On the day after Christmas she thought a visit to Dr. Fulsom would be in order.

			To her surprise, he smiled. “Christmas? Why, Merry Christmas to you, Juliette.”

			On her way to feed the babies, she had to blink away tears. That one smile was all the gift she would need today.

			After feeding and dressing the babies, Lena in red and Joe in green, she took them, along with her father-in-law, across the street to the café.

			“I’m glad to be closing after breakfast is all I have to say!” Rose declared, turning from the stove and waving a spatula in her hand. “Oh, Merry Christmas!”

			“Merry Christmas, Rose, and why?” Juliette asked while putting the children into their cradles and tucking a blanket around Father Lindor’s knees.

			“It ought to be merry but everyone is in such a tizzy! Some arguing one way and some another. With all the vitriol being spewed about…” Rose sighed then turned back to flip a pancake. “It might just as well be any other day. Mr. Culverson’s breakfast is almost ready.”

			“What are they arguing over?”

			“I haven’t wanted to say, since you are so busy with everything and you being Mr. Culverson’s particular friend, but there’s been a lot of conversation going on about dismissing him from his position.”

			“They can’t do that! He hasn’t even been proven guilty of a crime.”

			“Yes, and Cora has a good bit to say about that to nearly everyone who walks past her.” Rose piled pancakes on a plate. “These are going to be cold by the time you get them there, I’m afraid.”

			Juliette felt her holiday smile slipping. “How many want him dismissed?”

			“Oh, as many don’t as do.” Rose covered the plate with a napkin, tucking the ends neatly under. “But the blessing is that not as many are in favor of it as there were yesterday, before the children went to the jail to sing.”

			Rose handed her the plate. “In fact, did you notice Cora at the table in the corner when you came in?”

			No, she hadn’t, not with the bustle of getting everyone in the front door.

			“She’s painting a poster demanding freedom for her teacher. She is going to march all over town with it before the town meeting today.”

			“There can’t be a meeting today!” Some things did not happen on Christmas Eve. “I didn’t hear of it.”

			“No, you wouldn’t. The council members are being tight-lipped. Even Nannie doesn’t know.”

			“It would be all over town if she did.”

			“I believe she’d have sniffed it out anyway if she wasn’t so head over heels for Dr. Fulsom all of a sudden. But everyone will find out as soon as my sister takes to the streets. Do you know—I think that one day, all on her own, that girl will win us women the right to vote.”

			No doubt that was true. She and other girls like her would one day rule the land.

			With a quick goodbye, Juliette hurried toward the sheriff’s office, struggling all the way against the wind and herself.

			Ought she to tell Trea about the upheaval over the future of his career? Or not?

			Spending Christmas Eve in jail would be a dreary prospect as it was. No need to add new angst to his day.

			Of course, she did not believe he would spend all day in a cell.

			A niggling voice at the back of her mind asked why not.

			Her only answer was that it was Christmas.

			Christmas would set everything to rights.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Cora had done her job so well that there were too many people attending the committee meeting to fit inside the sheriff’s office, so Suzie Fulsom offered the former Suzie Gal as a meeting place.

			This turned out to be a lucky thing for Juliette, given that Warren balked at being dragged out into the cold.

			She had been trying to lift him from his chair at the dining room table when she saw people going into the former saloon with Trea and the sheriff in the lead.

			“Look, Father Lindor, The Suzie Gal is open again. See all the people going inside?”

			“Well, then, what are we waiting for, girl?”

			“For you to let me put your coat on.”

			Standing, he stuck his arms out in a scarecrow stance. She slid a sleeve over one arm, then the other, all the while watching out the window.

			There must have been thirty people wanting to have a voice in the schoolmaster’s fate. Some hoped to see him vindicated; others hoped to see him condemned, but this was Trea Culverson so there would be plenty of opinions.

			Only the first twenty or so people to arrive were able to get chairs. Juliette and her family were not among them. They took a spot in the back of the room with the others who were standing. At least it was warm inside.

			That was something to be grateful for, because even if she’d had to peer through a window she would have. Whatever happened here would have a great influence on her town and on her life!

			Here was where the man she loved—the one she was going to join her future with whether he thought so or not—would have his fate determined.

			Trea sat beside the sheriff several feet from a long table where six stern-looking council members stared at him. Judging by the stony looks on their faces, she’d bet Trea was already condemned.

			He must have sensed when she came in because he turned, shot her a crooked smile.

			Funny that Nannie, standing a few feet from the door, saw the smile directed at Juliette but did not react to it. How interesting. Was it because she was standing beside Dr. Fulsom?

			Perhaps Rose was correct and Nannie’s affections had shifted.

			As much as the smile she’d received from Warren earlier, this would be a Christmas gift that money could not buy.

			For the first ten minutes of the meeting, discussion went back and forth in a civilized way, ideas presented respectfully on both sides.

			But when Stella Green bolted up from her chair, accusing Trea of being a scoundrel, causing Adelaide Jones to leap from her chair and with a wagging finger call Stella an idiot, and then Mr. Jones told Mrs. Jones to sit back down, it all fell apart.

			Shouts pinged about the room like stones flung from a slingshot until one man raised his rough voice and barked, “Sit down, the lot of you!”

			Ephraim Culverson’s glare sliced across the room. Voices fell silent.

			When everyone was seated, staring wide-eyed, he shook his fist at them.

			“You pack of moralizing hypocrites, accusing my boy?” Folks glanced around at each other, stunned and offended, but no one spoke. “Ned Jones, where were you last night? Maybe you ought to tell your wife that, instead of telling her to sit down.”

			Someone laughed, but only until Ephraim stung him with a frown. “I know your secrets, too.”

			“What you do or don’t know about a few folks has no bearing on what is going on here,” one of the council members found the nerve to say. “You, of all people, are not able to judge.”

			“What a bunch of fools you are if you think my boy set those fires any more than he set the livery to flame years ago. It’s a plumb fact that he doesn’t have it in him.”

			Trea stood up, turned around to face his father. No wonder he looked so astonished. He would not have expected the man to be here, let alone speak in his defense.

			Herbert Cleary stood up. “Then why did he run?”

			Juliette wished Herbert was not a council member. He would not be unbiased, given his shed had burned. “If he wasn’t guilty he wouldn’t have.”

			“You sober enough to hear what I’m going to tell you, Cleary? You sure weren’t the other night.”

			The newest citizen in town, Dr. Fulsom, appeared to be fascinated by the shouts suddenly fired from around the room.

			Ephraim Culverson gazed silently at his handcuffed son until folks wore their voices out and became quiet again.

			“The reason my boy didn’t stay had to do with me, not anything he did. You know good and well it wasn’t him you were judging that night—it was my damned soul. How many times have I heard you good folks say, like father, like son?”

			“Too many, I’m quite sure,” Adelaide Jones put in. “I didn’t live here then, but even I’ve heard it. You should all be ashamed.”

			She spoke to everyone but flipped her finger at her husband’s ear, a clear message that he was guilty of this and other moral crimes.

			“I always wanted my boy to be like me. For a long time I resented it that he took after his ma, instead. I wished he’d done all those things you accused him of—would have made me proud at the time. All you fine ladies sitting here judging—you weren’t so fine back then—and some of you upstanding gentlemen? What mischief did you do and blame it on my boy? Hell, as much as I wanted him to have done those things, it wasn’t in him and still isn’t. It shouldn’t be so hard for you fools to figure out that if it was, he’d have come back an outlaw, not a schoolmarm.”

			Wind shook the door, a fitting exclamation point to Ephraim’s remarks.

			“And that’s what I have to say.” With a nod at Trea, he stomped to the back of the room, flung the door open wide and left without bothering to close it.

			“You sure you brought me to The Suzie Gal?” Warren stated into the silence that followed Ephraim’s departure. “When’s the bar going to open?”

			When, indeed? A calming glass of wine might help everyone.

			It was a crime in itself the way people were behaving in front of the youngsters sitting on the floor near their teacher.

			If the children learned a lesson in carrying on a civil debate, it would not be from some of their council members.

			One child sat apart from the others.

			Charlie.

			All of a sudden he bolted from the chair he slouched in.

			“I—” he said, his gaze fastened on Trea’s face.

			Juliette went cold inside. Was he about to admit starting the fire?

			But no, he sat back down, slouched in the chair, hands pressed between his knees while he stared at the floor.

			Warren took a step away from her side, as though he would wind a path through the chairs to get to the bar. She snatched his sleeve, drew him back. The sudden movement knocked the buggy. Joe started to whimper.

			“I believe Ephraim Culverson’s outburst, his accusations against our fine citizens, only points out that what we’ve always believed is true,” declared the banker, Lee Bonds. “In this case, it is like father like son.”

			“Ha!” Cora vaulted from her chair, stood in front of Trea, waving her arms as if to shield her instructor from the judgmental glares coming from the council members. “He’s the best teacher we ever had. He’s kind and he cares about us and he’s a million times better than the one you hired last year. If any of us ever succeed in life, it will be because of what Mr. Culverson is teaching us.”

			Charlie drew his hands from between his knees, dug them into his hair. She would have gone to him if it not for the density of the crowd blocking her way and Warren’s continued effort to go to the bar.

			“What do you have to say for yourself, Mr. Culverson? Where were you on the night of the fire?” With her attention distracted, Juliette was not sure who asked that.

			Trea glanced at Charlie, then quickly away. His silence spoke louder than an admission of guilt.

			Joe’s fussing became increasingly fretful. He woke Lena.

			“He—” Nannie’s voice cracked, her glance shifting between the doctor and Trea. It settled on the doctor. “He was with me. We spent the evening together—we saw the fire at the same time.”

			“Can anyone verify this?”

			“No,” she half whispered. People shifted in their chairs, pivoted where they stood, eager to hear the softly spoken words. “We were quite alone.”

			If an ax had suddenly slammed Trea in the gut, he could not have looked more stricken.

			Apparently robbed of speech, he shook his head in silent denial. Holding Juliette’s gaze, she knew he pleaded for her not to believe it.

			“Suzie Gal! Bring me a beer!”

			Juliette would have shushed her father-in-law if she had not been so stunned. If Lena hadn’t chosen to react to Joe’s fussing with a long, high-pitched screech.

			* * *

			Nothing in Trea’s life had been worse than seeing Juliette’s gaze turn to him, stricken. Clearly she had been rocked to her core by what Nannie revealed.

			Not a single thing that anyone had ever thought of him was worse than this.

			If the one person who had always trusted him no longer did, what would anything be worth?

			But Nannie! Why had she done it?

			Voices buzzed around his ears like angry bees while he tried to figure it out. All the while Joe and Lena cried, as if in competition with each other.

			Juliette looked like an ice statue, standing there stiff and pale.

			Nannie, red-faced and wringing her hands, stared at the floor. Why would she sacrifice her reputation to give Trea an alibi? It made no sense at all.

			Oh, he could play along with her and go free—lose Juliette and then have the investigation implicate someone else—Charlie, perhaps.

			But no. He could not claim to love Juliette and break her heart in order to gain his freedom—in case he hadn’t already broken it by refusing to marry her.

			He hadn’t run when the sheriff gave him the chance and he would not do it now.

			“Why would you say that, Miss Breene? It’s not true. I was at the schoolhouse all evening.”

			That admission ought to seal his doom, but the truth was the truth.

			“Like I said,” declared a faceless voice from the crowd. “I saw him running away.”

			He wanted to tell Juliette that he had not been running away, but had been hurrying to her. But the last thing he was going to do was implicate her in this nasty bit of business and ruin her chance of making a success of her hotel and her life.

			“I make a motion that Mr. Culverson be dismissed as schoolmaster on grounds of being morally depraved.” Who’d said that? Trea lost track of who was accusing him, with so many voices at once it was impossible to say.

			“He’s not!” Cora added her high-pitched voice to the din. “He’s wonderful.”

			“Miss Breene?” When Sheriff Hank stood to speak, silence seemed to suck the voices out of everyone. “Was the prisoner with you or wasn’t he?”

			Nannie shook her head. “Wasn’t.”

			“Then why would you say he was? And why shouldn’t I lock you in a cell for perjury?”

			“Because she’s not under oath.” This composed statement came from the doctor.

			“Sheriff!” Trea said. “You have your man. Leave Miss Breene alone.”

			“I’m sorry.” Tears dampened the corners of Nannie’s eyes. “I didn’t mean any harm. I only thought to help.”

			Nannie pivoted away from Trea, toward the doctor, her face hidden behind her hands.

			With a screaming baby in each arm, Juliette held his gaze. Did folks wonder why they looked at each other so intensely? Probably did, because they were growing silent, all of a sudden clearly suspicious of what went on between Juliette and her boarder.

			Please don’t let them judge her for who he was! Or, more rightly, who he had been.

			She set the babies in the stroller, snagged Warren by the coat sleeve and made her way toward the door. All the while she held Trea’s gaze. Then, framed in the doorway with wind tossing her hair, yanking at the hem of her dress…

			“I love you.” Her voice carried clearly to the four corners of the room.

			And tonight we are getting married—it’s what her eyes vowed, even in the face of the impossible.

			Before he called out that he loved her, too—because now that everyone knew, why deny it?—she was gone.

			The most intense silence he’d ever heard lay heavy on the room until the sheriff spoke.

			“As touching as that was, let’s go, Culverson.” Underwood took him by his handcuffed arm. “Looks like we’ll be spending Christmas in jail.”

			“Noooo!” Charlie launched off his chair, ran for Trea so fast that folks had to get out of his way or be bowled over. “No!”

			He flung his arms around Trea’s middle, making the sheriff loose his hold.

			The child’s face was red, streaked with hot tears.

			“Wasn’t him!”

			Charlie took a swing at the sheriff. Trea caught his hand.

			“Son.” He hugged the boy tight, patted his back as best he could with the restraints. “Don’t say anything else.”

			“But it wasn’t me, either, Mr. Culverson. I’d never burn down our school.”

			“If you know something, you’d better tell us now,” Sheriff Hank demanded.

			Trembling, Charlie spoke to Trea, not the sheriff.

			A shudder shook him head to toe.

			“It was Mam—she set all the fires.”

			“Why, Charlie? Why would she do that?” Trea asked.

			“She didn’t want me going to school—didn’t want me to have anything good ’cause I might get full of myself and leave like my pa did. She thought if I sang my song…”

			Cora took Charlie by the hands, squeezed them and looked him in the eye.

			“It’s all right,” she said. “No one blames you for her.”

			“But I knew about the other fires she set. I couldn’t say anything. She’s all I had and I never thought she’d burn our school. I’m sorry, Mr. Culverson. It was wicked of me to let you stay in jail. I’m so powerful sorry.”

			“Then why’d you do it, boy? Why’d you let an innocent man stay locked up?”

			Trea took Charlie, tucked him away behind his back. Sweet, brave Cora flanked him.

			“Leave him be, sheriff. You know he kept quiet to protect his mother. Any child would do the same.”

			“Where is your mother?”

			“Gone.” Charlie covered his face. Sobbing he sat down hard on the floor. Cora went down beside him and wrapped her arms around his heaving shoulders.

			“Gone where?” Hank Underwood’s voice softened as he looked down upon the broken youngster.

			“I don’t know. She’s just gone. She’s been gone since she burned the school. I didn’t mean you harm, Mr. Culverson. No matter what anyone comes to say about it, I didn’t! I’ll accept the blame for what she did.”

			“Oh, no, Charlie,” Cora said. “Don’t ever do that! Our teacher knows. You aren’t your mother, you are you. It’s not like parent, like child. It’s ignorant to say so. I like you. And as long as you don’t pull my braid again, I’ll be your fast friend forever.”

			“Ah! Out if the mouths of babes.” Adelaide Jones broke the silence that had gripped everyone since Nannie made her false confession. “All you good people need to put away the ill feelings that have turned this town sour. It’s Christmas and I suggest we all act like it is. I, for one, will go merrily to the hotel’s opening tonight to hear this brave child sing.”

			“Looks like you’re free to go, Culverson.” The sheriff took off the handcuffs then spun about, walked toward the door that remained wide open.

			From where Trea stood, it looked like the wind had suddenly stopped, giving way to a bank of dark clouds that swept down upon the town.

			Sheriff Hank halted in the doorway, blocking the way of people going out. He spun about. “I’ve got something to say to you, Culverson.”

			Anyone who had considered leaving The Suzie Gal must have changed their minds because their rapt stares fixed on the sheriff without pretending to disguise their curiosity.

			Couldn’t say he blamed them. It had been an interesting few days in Beaumont Spur and apparently it was about to get more interesting.

			“Stay a minute, won’t you, folks? After I speak with Sheriff Hank, I’ve got something to say to you.”

			A few of them, he figured, thought a rebuke was coming, given the way their gazes suddenly slid away. But they didn’t leave.

			The sheriff nodded his head, indicating the corner of the room.

			People would be disappointed, but it looked like this would be a private conversation.

			“I reckon I owe you an apology, Culverson.”

			“Maybe so, for a few things. But not for arresting me. You had a duty to perform. It was your job to take me into custody.”

			“Yes, and I’d do it again. But the thing is—I wanted you to be guilty. Would have given me respect in this town if I’d apprehended an arsonist. I know I’m on thin ice with my job, what with my criminal cousins causing trouble and some other mistakes I’ve made. If I could have gotten you convicted—hell, I’d have looked better. I want you to know, I do regret how I closed my eyes to the fact that you might have been innocent.”

			“Have you noticed that we’ve got a couple of things in common, Underwood?”

			“Don’t know about that. From all I can see, your students think highly of you. The folks of Beaumont Spur don’t think much of me.”

			“Some of them don’t think much of me, either. It occurs to me that’s for a bit of the same reason. You’ve been fighting your family’s reputation for a long time, same as I’ve been fighting my father’s.”

			“Reckon that’s so. Never saw the similarity before.” The sheriff nodded, grimaced. “I’ve said my piece, now I’ll be on my way.”

			“Hold up a minute. What I’ve got to say goes for you, too.”

			“Man’s got something to say, folks!” the sheriff called, as if he needed to get anyone’s attention.

			“You know that Juliette Lindor is planning Christmas dinner for you all at the hotel tonight. That’s still going to happen. So is the pageant. And so is my wedding to Juliette. You are all invited.”

			“Wedding!” He heard gasps all over the room.

			After everything, he would not have minded it being a private affair, but he needed to make it clear that he and Juliette were engaged so folks would not think they had been carrying on a tawdry affair under the noses of them all.

			Yes, a part of him did not want to invite them, but he did it anyway. If there was ever an event to mend a rift, it was a Christmas Eve wedding.

			* * *

			What Juliette wanted to do was watch out her dining room window for Trea to return to the hotel.

			According to Rose, he had been set free when Charlie revealed the truth about his mother.

			But once again, Father Lindor was stressed over his children’s missing cat and no matter how she tried to convince him that Dixie was the absent animal, he would not believe it.

			Truth be told, she was grateful that he did not. As surly as he often was, he was hers and it broke her heart to watch him fade.

			In the end, they spent an hour looking under the lobby trees and the beds, and in dim closets before he forgot what they were searching for and decided to take a nap, instead.

			As soon as Warren fell asleep, Lena wanted to be fed. Juliette didn’t mind that, since it would give her a few moments to sit beside the window and watch for Trea’s return.

			But would he return? She had gone against his desire to protect her by making a very public declaration.

			She had betrayed him, even though in her eyes it had been the right thing to do. Perhaps her disregard of his wishes had caused a wound too painful to heal. A dark place in her heart suggested that he’d left town without a backward glance.

			Of course he hadn’t! To think so was yet another betrayal.

			What she needed to do was focus on the depth of her love for Trea and have faith in his love for her—believe that nothing could shake that.

			“Look at that, Lena,” she murmured to the baby, even though she had fallen asleep. “All of a sudden it’s snowing. I would have bet money that it wouldn’t. So, in the spirit of wondrous happenings, I am getting married tonight, and you, my sweet girl, are getting a father.”

			In an hour she was going to her room, where she would prepare for her wedding.

			She would put up her hair in simple but pretty whirls and attach the ribbons, berries and flowers that took the place of a veil. In high spirits, she would shimmy into her lacy underwear. With a rejoicing, grateful heart, she would step into her wedding gown.

			After that, she would go to the lobby and greet her guests…however many showed up after today’s drama.

			All she needed was one more gift for Christmas—if she got it, she would never need another.

			She rallied her spirits with a vision of Trea and the preacher, wrapped up in a huge red bow, standing in front of the biggest and most dazzling of her Christmas trees.

			Lighting the hundreds of candles on that tree and the others would have been impossible without Rose’s help. Everything she’d done to get ready for this night would have been, as well.

			How Trea had managed to do it all on his own, she could not imagine. She fell in love with him all over again for going to the effort.

			But where was he?

			At last, she stood among her trees in her green wedding gown with candlelight winking merrily on the satin, believing in Christmas and that all would be well.

			Looking up at the angel Trea and Charlie had fashioned from straw, she felt confidence rise. Love was, after all, more powerful than life, death or betrayal. She made this thought her anchor.

			Since the guests were not due to begin arriving for another twenty minutes, she had a bit of spare time to wander about the lobby, appreciating the magic caused by candlelight shimmering off walls, floor and ceiling.

			She half thought Santa’s elves had checked into the hotel.

			Remembering how the place had been and seeing how it was now, she was proud of what she had done. But more than that, she was grateful. Had Laura Lee not given her such an unheard-of gift, this might still be a home for vermin and fleas.

			The thing was, without Trea, none of it mattered.

			Yes, she could live without him. Life had taught her that lesson.

			But the sad fact was that her days without him would be much like this lobby had been before the addition of the Christmas trees. Adequate, comfortable, but without magic.

			Making her way back to the big tree by the stairs, she looked up, past flickering candles. She gazed upon the handcrafted angel, let the loving spirit of Christmas swirl around and through her.

			“Where are you, Trea Culverson?”

			A hand, firm and familiar, touched her shoulder from behind. “Hello, Beautiful.”

			She spun about, launched herself against him.

			It took a moment of squeezing to believe he was really here and not one of the fantasies that had lived in her mind all day long.

			“You’re here!”

			“It’s our wedding day. Where else would I be?”

			She cupped his freshly shaven cheeks in her palms, breathed deeply of his clean masculine scent.

			“I’m sorry, Trea, I only said what I did because—” He kissed her words away, made her half dizzy for want of breath.

			“You were right to do it. I’m sorry for—”

			This time she kissed him, felt the quick thud of his heart. “You don’t have a single thing to be—”

			They kissed each other, lips colliding and hearts rejoicing.

			“You’re really free?” Of course he was; she was touching the curve of his cheek, the line of his jaw, and the moisture from their kisses lingered on her lips.

			“Only until you tangle me up in wedding vows. Let’s quit being sorry and get married,” he said.

			“Not much time, then, until you feel those shackles and chains.”

			He shook his head, his hair glinting deep brown in the candle glow.

			“Better value your own freedom while you can. The preacher should be here soon.” And there was that teasing half smile she loved. Her heart was overwhelmed, knowing she could freely announce that she loved him whenever the urge came upon her.

			“But I don’t value it.” Not one little bit. “Where have you been?”

			He stepped away from her, tilting his head at a jaunty angle and showing off his fancy black suit.

			“Can’t you tell? Getting spiffed up for our vows. Me and my best man.”

			“Who is that?”

			“Charlie.”

			“I heard what happened! Was his mother arrested? I didn’t hear what happened to her.”

			“No. The woman ran off without a word.”

			“What a wicked thing to do to him. Poor Charlie. I should have guessed as much when I visited him. That house was so dark and cold.”

			“I imagine it was even worse when she was there. In the end, Charlie will be better off with her gone.”

			“I could not be happier that you chose him for your best man. How is he holding up? It’s an awful lot for a boy to handle.”

			“He’s strong, and Cora has taken him under her wing. But the thing is, I don’t want him for just my best man. He’ll need a home. I’d like to offer ours.”

			“Yes!” What a wonderful and generous man she was about to marry. “Yes! Yes and yes! All of a sudden I can’t picture our family without him.”

			“No wonder I love you.” He wrapped her up tight and squeezed.

			“Where is he now?”

			“Across the street with the other students, getting ready for the performance.” He held her at arm’s length. His gaze passed over her, lingering, intimate on the places that tended to flare and curve. “You look like a Christmas angel all dressed in green.”

			“Oh, well.” She lowered her voice even though no one was nearby. “I’m wearing white underneath, but I don’t think there’s anything angelic about it. You’ll have to let me know later.”

			“It’s a very good thing the wedding is right after the performance.”

			“More than you know. I’ve already moved your clothes into my closet.”

			* * *

			His clothes in her closet?

			He hadn’t thought of that before now, his pants hanging beside her skirts. He’d imagined plenty of other things, but the image of his ties tangled in a drawer with her garters was all kinds of erotic.

			“I nearly wish we could skip the performance, say the vows quick and run to the bedroom.” And get as tangled up as ties and garters.

			“Tempting. But I want to look at my handsome groom for a while first.” She stroked the fabric of the black vest showing under his coat.

			“You like it? I’ve got Sheriff Hank to thank for these fine threads.”

			He heard voices on the porch. In only a moment the event Juliette had worked so hard for would begin.

			“What?”

			“He rousted Leif from his apartment over the store and got him to sell me this suit.” Trea posed, turned this way and that, showing off the fine cut of the garments. “He’s the one who bought Charlie’s suit. Then he took us back to his house to let us bathe and get ready.”

			“I hardly know what to say. Will he be here tonight?”

			Trea shook his head. “I tried to convince him to come, but he thinks his presence will cast a shadow. Besides, he says he’s got a lot of thinking to do, looking deep down to see if he’s cut out for being a lawman. And just so you know—our wedding isn’t going to be a surprise, after all. I made the announcement so there ought to be a big crowd tonight.”

			“It’s what I wanted and there is plenty of food. Thank goodness and Rose.”

			While she appeared to fall deep into thought, probably reviewing seating and wedding cake, the front door opened.

			She hurried forward. So did Trea. Everyone here was his guest as well as his bride-to-be’s—bride-to-be for a very brief time, that was.

			Adelaide Jones swept inside, laughing, taking the room in with a glance. Her children followed, dressed in Christmas finery.

			The youngest, a girl, clung to her mother’s skirt, but her eyes and her mouth opened in astonished circles at the sight of so many candles.

			“Santa already comed here!” she gasped.

			“Not yet, Pauline.” Adelaide picked up the child and walked through the trees, exclaiming at this and that.

			The other three children trailed after. Adelaide looked like a hen leading her chicks from wonder to wonder.

			“Santa won’t come until later tonight when we’re all abed,” Adelaide reminded them.

			Abed seemed a fine place to be, in Trea’s soon-to-be-wed opinion.

			“And Papa’s getting coal?” the little one asked.

			“Oh, yes, my sweet one. He certainly is.”

			Trea slipped his arm around Juliette’s waist, tugged her in tight then whispered, “Ho-ho-ho.”

			She turned in his arms, kissed him deeply.

			“Merry Christmas, indeed,” she whispered against his ear then lightly nipped the soft, fleshy lobe.

			“Just so I’m not surprised, what color are those garters in your drawer?”

			“Hell.” The raspy voice of his father jolted him back to the here and now, reminding him that he was not yet a married man, not quite free to act on his every impulse. “I recall a time when your mother—”

			Felix stood beside Ephraim, a broad grin stretching the wrinkles bracketing his mouth.

			“What is it you recall?” Trea asked. Could his father be about to say something good about his mother?

			“Most of it, you don’t want to know—but she was nearly as pretty as your gal is—and a long time ago she looked at me the same way. Still, you won’t get me to say sweet, flowery things about her.”

			That would have to do, and it was more than Trea had gotten in the past.

			Plus, it was nice to note that both men had cleaned up before coming from next door.

			“Tell him why you came, then,” Felix said.

			“Wouldn’t you like to stay?” Juliette asked, including both men in the invitation.

			“All this fancy—” Ephraim indicated the room with a jab of one finger “—decor. It makes me itch.”

			“I’d be pleased to stay, Mrs. Lindor.” Felix tipped his hat, then went to join some other guests who had come in.

			“I appreciate you speaking up for me earlier, Pa.”

			“It was the blamed truth, bore saying is all.” He put one finger between his neck and his shirt, yanked it as if it were choking him. “I’ll have my say, then get on back. The thing is, with Mrs. Lindor on her crusade to make this town respectable, don’t see how I’ll be able to support two saloons—even with Suzie Folsom closing up. So I figure you might as well have The Saucy Goose for your schoolhouse.”

			“That’s very kind of you, Mr. Culverson!” Juliette spoke up when Trea stood silent as a stone. “The children will be grateful.”

			His pa nodded his head once, firmly, then turned and took four steps toward the door.

			“Pa! Wait!” Trea dashed after him, halted his father with a tug on his elbow. “I’d like for you to stay, for my wedding, right after the children sing.”

			“Son, you—” Ephraim placed his big rough hand on Trea’s shoulder, squeezed, then seemed to be searching for words. “That boy’s going to sing again, you say?”

			“He is.” Trea placed his hand on top of his father’s, squeezed back.

			“Where’d Felix get off to?”

			A second later she and Trea both stared through the trees, seeing the big silhouette lumbering in and out of sight.

			“I think he just gave us his blessing,” Trea murmured.

			“Yes, I’m sure that’s what that was.”

			Trea kissed her cheek. “I better bring the children over. The sooner they sing, the sooner you become my wife.”

			“I’ll be here greeting guests and checking on the food.”

			* * *

			Juliette felt compelled to watch Trea in the distance while he spoke to his father, just to make sure he was really there and that she had not dreamed the gift of the new schoolhouse.

			She hoped that Trea would make a public announcement of it so people would quit looking at Ephraim and Felix as if they had accidently wandered into the wrong building.

			“There you are!”

			“Hello, Nannie.”

			“You won’t believe it!” As always, when she had something to reveal, Nannie’s eyes glowed bright blue, her chin jutted forward.

			“I might. Let me guess. Dr. Fulsom is sweet on you and plans to begin courting?”

			Of all things, Nannie blushed. Juliette could not recall seeing that happen in the past.

			“I hope that’s true, but it isn’t my news.” She snatched up Juliette’s hands, held on to them as if she might float off the floor if she did not. “Papa is retiring and leaving the newspaper to me. Can you believe it? We are both career women. Of course, you’ll need to tell me how to balance babies and work just in case the doctor—but I’ve vowed that I will not get ahead of myself like I did with Trea.”

			Nannie dropped her hands, put them behind her back. “I see now that he only ever wanted you, even when we were young. I’m sorry for everything, Juliette, and especially what I said to everyone earlier today. I don’t know what got into me, except that I wanted to make up for—”

			“It’s all right,” Juliette rushed to say, because it was. Everything was working out as it should. “I know you meant well.”

			“Yes, I did. But I haven’t always, and you know it. I think, though, you forgive me and I’m grateful. And wait until you see my headline for the next edition of the paper. It’s all about how you pulled Beaumont Spur back from the edge of desolation. Made it a promising place to live.”

			The article might be the very thing to make families intending to move reconsider! Having Nannie Breene running the paper might be a very good thing.

			Nannie looked as if she was about to walk away, but didn’t.

			“You know, Juliette, you might have done something more elegant with your hair, given that it’s your wedding day. But—” the newspaperwoman cocked her head to one side, studying her appearance “—it would not have looked half as lovely. You are a simply stunning bride and I will say so in the paper for everyone to read.”

			“There’s one thing I don’t have. Perhaps you can help me with it.”

			“Of course. I’ll try.”

			“I don’t have anyone to stand up with me. Would you do me the honor?”

			“We were fast friends once upon a time. And I suppose I am dressed for it, so, yes, I would be thrilled to.” She squeezed Juliette’s hand.

			Half stunned by what she and her former fast friend had said to each other, Juliette squeezed back. Perhaps their friendship was not so “former” as she had long believed.

			Christmas was a time for wonder! Through everything, she had held fast to that conviction. So far her faith had not been misplaced.

			“Mrs. Lindor.” Juliette’s gaze turned from watching Nannie hurrying off to freshen her appearance to Charlie, who stood twisting his fingers in front of him.

			He looked nervous and the sight wrenched her heart.

			“You look very handsome, Charlie. You will bring our guests to their feet with applause.”

			“I’ll do my best, ma’am. I just—well, Mr. Culverson—he told me about coming to live with you.”

			“Is it what you want? You know that you will be the big brother of two noisy, leaky babies and they will look to you to teach them things.”

			“I want it more than anything!”

			“Good.” She touched his shoulder. “So do I. But you can’t call me Mrs. Lindor any longer, of course.”

			“What should I call you?”

			“Ma, if you like. But you do have a mother, so if you’d rather not—”

			“No, she was only ever Mam. I reckon you and, and Pa, care for me more than she ever did, so I’ll call you Ma.”

			“Thank you, Charlie—son.” She bent down and kissed his cheek. “Better hurry along to your friends. The singing is going to start.”

			She was weeping for joy. Two sons had come to her, straight from heaven. God willing, there would be more.

			She watched her newest, all long legs and gangly arms, rush to meet Cora, who stood in the dining room doorway.

			Grateful did not begin to describe how she felt—about everything. Trea, Charlie, her hotel and the beginning of new life for Beaumont Spur were all things she could never have imagined only weeks ago.

			Merry Christmas was all she had to say about that.

			An hour later, the children performed their last song.

			It was time for her wedding.

			Given the way news spread in Beaumont Spur, no one was surprised at the nuptials about to take place.

			In all the upheaval of late, she hadn’t given a thought to who would walk her down the aisle.

			She could ask Ephraim. He was standing in a corner with a half-tender look in his eye. In moments he would be her father-in-law, so it would be fitting.

			But no. It had to be Warren. He might not understand, but it would be very meaningful to Juliette. In some way, she would feel it was Steven walking beside her, handing her over to her future.

			Warren looked at her in confusion for a moment when she asked him, but then his expression brightened. “This mean you’ll finally stay home and take care of your family?”

			“Perhaps it does, Father Lindor,” she told him. It was partly true, since she would be living and working in the same place, at least until Trea rebuilt his house.

			“I reckon Steven won’t mind.” For an instant, the man he used to be gazed at her, clarity and remembrance in his eyes, then… “Maybe that new man of yours will find the cat.”

			“I love you,” she whispered. No matter who he was or was not in any given moment, she did.

			“I love you, too, Juliette.”

			And then there she was, standing beside the man she had waited her whole life for.

			The vows didn’t take long to recite, but they bound her to Trea for a lifetime, and him to her, same as the ring that he put on her finger.

			Same as the kiss he placed on her lips—for everyone to see and cheer over.

			After a time of accepting congratulations, her new husband whispered in her ear. “Think they can get by on their own for a while?”

			“All night, I don’t doubt. Rose made enough food to last until the New Year.”

			Not at all discreetly, he snatched up her hand and hustled her out of the dining room.

			Once out in the lobby he kissed her then scooped her up, twirling her through the trees. Hundreds of candles swirled past, a vision of sparkle and enchantment.

			Trea carried her into their private quarters, kicked the door closed with his boot.

			He laid her down gently on the bed and lowered himself beside her.

			“I’ll love you all my life, Beautiful…my wife.”

			Slowly, with laughter, with tears, with reverence and lust, he took her the way that made them one in the eyes of heaven and man.

			Then he did it over again.

			“I like them,” he said at last, breathing hard while he stared at the ceiling, sweat gleaming on his chest.

			“Like what?”

			“Those pretty white underclothes. Put them on. We’ll start all over again.”

			“We ought to get back. Folks will wonder what happened to us.”

			“No, they won’t.” He reached over the edge of the bed, snatched up her sheer camisole and drew the delicate fabric across her chest, making her shiver. “They’ll know.”

			Shifting his weight, he came over her, moved so that the chemise slid between his hard body and her soft one.

			“Merry Christmas, Mrs. Culverson.” His breath fell upon her lips, gently drifting like the snow tumbling past the window.

			“Merry Christmas, husband.”

			She may have heard a baby fussing in another room, Mrs. Cromby soothing it with a lullaby. She might have heard a dog barking and Warren searching for the cat.

			She didn’t mind any of that. It was the song of her life.

			It came to her as the loveliest of carols.

			A song of joy to fill her up forever.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			Christmas Eve, one year later…

			You are cordially invited to the wedding of
Nannie Breene and Dr. James Fulsom

			on Christmas Eve

			at the Beaumont Spur Hotel.

			Vows will be recited at noon
with the school pageant

			then a reception to follow.

			“No need to be nervous.” Trea watched Juliette hurry toward the lobby ahead of him.

			She twined a red satin ribbon in her braid. The motion lifted her elbows, somehow accentuating the sway of her hips.

			“I’m not nervous, I’m late.” She cast him a wink. “And it’s all your fault, dragging me to the bedroom in the middle of the morning as if I hadn’t a thing to do.”

			“Guilty as charged and unrepentant.”

			She stopped, whirled about, kissed him quickly. “Happy anniversary.”

			“It’s been a blessed year, honey. I’m a grateful man. Sometimes I need to show you just how grateful.” He tied up the bow at the end of her braid. “I only hope Nannie and Dr. Fulsom are as happy.”

			“Well, they will begin that way. The lobby may not have as many trees as it did last year, but the four you brought home are huge and beautiful.”

			“Father Lindor seems to like them. He sat for three hours yesterday in his chair just staring up at them.”

			Following Juliette into the lobby, Trea saw Cora dashing here and there after the babies. She picked up Lena, who had taken a tumble, then noticed Joe about to close his fat little hand around the cat’s tail. She dashed across the room, caught his fist and plucked out the fur he’d managed to snatch.

			The animal hissed, then hopped onto Father Lindor’s lap to join him in a nap.

			When Charlie had come to live with them, his cat had come and a dog, too. Ever since, Warren seemed more at peace. Dr. Fulsom had told them that, sadly, he would not get any better, only worse. All they could do was make him as comfortable as possible and be grateful for the time they had been granted with him.

			In spite of how unpredictable his moods might be, Juliette tried never to treat him with anything but kindness and humor.

			“Has she come down yet?” Juliette asked Cora with a glance at the stairs.

			“She’s been in the kitchen for hours already.”

			“Shouldn’t she be resting?” Trea thought so.

			“I’d better go check on her.”

			“I’ll come with you.” He thought Juliette ought to be taking it easy, too. It was too soon to be completely certain that she was expecting, but Dr. Fulsom thought it very likely.

			Given that school was not in session due to the Christmas break, out of caution, Trea tended to shadow her. And he would keep at it until the wedding was over and things returned to normal. Normal was busy enough on its own.

			Nannie’s wedding was no simple affair, as his and Juliette’s had been. A kinder side to the woman’s personality had emerged, but still, she was who she was.

			It was in some part due to her efforts as newspaper owner that the town was prospering. Good news tended to make the front page, rather than bad.

			“Laura Lee Creed!” Juliette exclaimed. “Get down off that stool!”

			“I would, but it seems that I can’t.” Laura Lee stroked the huge curve of her belly, smiling.

			Trea rushed forward, braced her under the arm and helped her down.

			“Where’s your husband? Seems to me he ought to be here keeping you out of trouble.”

			Laura Lee laughed, her eyes gone a-twinkle. “Aren’t the two of you cut from the same cloth? I convinced him to go visit the sheriff since there’s still a couple of hours until the wedding. When they last met it wasn’t on the best of terms. He wanted to see for himself if what folks are saying is true, that he’s turned over a new leaf.”

			“It does seem to be true,” Juliette said. “Sit down, I’m going to make you some tea.”

			“Coffee and one of those pastries on the counter.”

			“Is it right that a lady in your condition gets whatever she wants to eat?”

			“Of course.”

			“Yes, it’s a rule, in fact,” Juliette added, placing the coffee and cinnamon muffin on the table. “Laura Lee, did you know that Sheriff Hank testified against his own cousins and Johnny Ruiz at their trial?”

			“I did not!” She patted the great bulge of her belly. Could a human being really be in there? “That does say something for him, then. That Underwood clan won’t betray kin for the world.”

			Laura Lee frowned, stretched and rubbed her back.

			“Are you well?” It made Trea a bit nervous to see her slight grimace.

			“Being trapped on a stool will cause a few aches, but nothing to be alarmed about.”

			Maybe, but why was Juliette looking at her with that half-secret smile?

			The three of them took coffee together.

			“I know I’ve said this a dozen times, but I love what you have done here, Juliette. It’s not the same place at all. I’d give you the money all over again.”

			“And I would accept it. Truly, this town would not have survived without your gift.”

			“Juliette!”

			“Sounds like the bride has arrived,” Trea said. “I’ll leave you to your women talk.”

			“Hello, Trea.” Nannie paused to kiss his cheek before she hustled into the kitchen, her wedding gown draped over her arm.

			He figured his time could be put to best use by helping Cora pick up the babies, who, still new at walking, tended to topple over.

			Coming into the lobby, he scooped up his baby girl, lifted her up and jostled her just to see her giggle.

			The front door opened. Trea’s father came in. As always his big voice crashed about the room.

			“There’s my girl!” Again, as always, Lena did not hear the deep rumble as a growl. She reached her small arms toward her grandfather. “This here might be the only female who ever took to me, ’sides maybe your wife, but could be she only tolerates me. Happy anniversary, son.”

			Having his father clap him on the shoulder still seemed strange.

			“How are things at the Gentlemen’s Club, Pa?” Trea’s father had refused to give up his saloon, but for the betterment of the town his grandchildren would grow up in, he had made changes.

			“Too refined for my taste, but Felix likes it well enough. Gets to play those hoity-toity classical tunes he’s partial to. Hell, ‘gentlemen’ might come dressed in their fancy suits and act all dignified, but they drink and gamble same as anyone else.”

			“The wedding isn’t for another hour. You’re early.”

			His father handed Lena back to him. “Figured I’d try and win over that boy of yours. That him hiding behind Miss Cora’s skirt?”

			“Go slow with him, Pa. He’s shy.”

			“Reckon I know that by now.” Lena fussed to be returned to her gruff grandfather. “I’m going to say this just one time, so listen up, son. I’m proud of you for taking another man’s children and loving them like they were your own, and I include Charlie in that. You know that I had the devil of a time feeling like that about the one who was mine, but I do now. I’m proud as spit of you.”

			“I’m proud as spit of you, too, Pa.” Maybe the goodwill was brought on by Christmas, and the good feelings brought on by a wedding, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. “And I love you.”

			That was all they had to say on the subject, all they might ever say again, but it was enough.

			His father tried to win Joe over until the guests began to arrive. Joe did warm to him enough to smile, but not enough to come out from behind Cora’s skirt.

			When all was in place for the wedding, Trea scooped up his busy one-year-olds, one in each arm.

			A small orchestra was set up on the landing of the stairs. The beautiful strains of Pachelbel’s Canon in D filled the lobby.

			Trea was happy to see that the melody made Warren look up from where he sat, smile and seem aware. Charlie stood beside him, his strong young hand bracing the frail old shoulder.

			Nannie stood close to her groom, glowing as a bride ought to, as he remembered his own bride glowing only one year ago today.

			Juliette stood a few feet to the side of Nannie, serving as her witness.

			Wedding magic mingled with Christmas magic while the couple recited their vows.

			“Do you take this woman…” The preacher recited the sacred words.

			Trea’s heart swelled, tripped over itself when Juliette turned to wink at him.

			“Do you take this—?”

			All of a sudden Laura Lee gasped and looked at Jesse, shock making her eyes go round and wide.

			“Sorry,” she said to the bride. “Go on ahead. I’m—”

			She groaned, held tight to her husband’s arm.

			“She’s…” Jesse Creed gaped at the puddle that appeared on the floor beneath his wife’s skirt. “Having a baby—now?”

			“I take you, James Fulsom,” Nannie said in a breathless rush. “Kiss me quick and get to work!”

			The bride and groom hustled the soon-to-be parents away.

			It was a lucky thing the doctor’s office was only across the street.

			“From the looks of things,” Juliette said, lifting Joe from Trea’s arms, “the new Fulsoms will be back in time for their reception.”

			“As I recall, we missed most of ours.”

			“I’m sure it was every bit as wonderful as this one.”

			“This is some Christmas!” Trea placed his hand over Juliette’s belly. The guests were in such a joyous uproar over what had just happened that no one noticed.

			“Fireworks, do you think, for us?”

			She went up on her toes, kissed him. “Get out the sparklers, Trea.”

			* * * * *
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			She can save his son, but can she resist the Highland warrior?

			A Highland Feuding story

			Famed healer Anna MacKenzie is moved by Davidh of Clan Cameron’s request to help his ailing young son. 

			She wants to help—and the commander has unknowingly provided the introduction to the clan she’s been looking for. But Anna has a secret, one that could jeopardize the fast-growing, heated passion between them…

			A Highland Feuding miniseries 

			Book 1—Stolen by the Highlander
Book 2—The Highlander’s Runaway Bride
Book 3—Kidnapped by the Highland Rogue
Book 4—Claiming His Highland Bride
Book 5—A Healer for the Highlander

			“A cleverly woven tale with lots of action and surprises, guaranteed to keep Highland fans happy.”

			—RT Book Reviews on Claiming His Highland Bride 

			“Another fast paced, non-stop action, mesmerizing riveting starcrossed romantic adventure!”

			—Tartan Book Reviews on Kidnapped by the Highland Rogue 

		

	
		
			“What are you called?”

			Davidh wanted to know what name he would whisper when he brought her to mind.

			“I am Anna. Anna MacKenzie.”

			“What brings you south? Here?”

			Though he was being less than hospitable and was questioning the person who possibly held his son’s life in her hands, Davidh could not forget his duty to his clan. She glanced away, staring off in the direction of the falls, and then back to meet his waiting gaze.

			“I wanted a place to call my own. A place to help the ill and injured.” The seriousness of her words gave him pause.

			“You make it sound like a calling.”

			She smiled then and he nearly let out a gasp. No woman before had caused such a visceral reaction within him as this one did. In a short time, she had made him uneasy and aroused and curious. This was not good. He had many things that needed his focused attention and anything, anyone, who took his mind off his responsibilities was not good.

		

	
		
			Author Note

			In 2016, while finishing Claiming His Highland Bride and planning a trip to Scotland, I was in touch with the curator of the Clan Cameron Museum and she sent me a copy of the Clan Cameron Heritage Trail brochure for my use in finding places of interest in the clan’s history. The brochure included several old folk tales about the lands and people there.

			The one that grabbed my attention was about a witch who lived above Caig Falls, off Loch Arkaig, who apparently threatened the clan’s cattle with illness. Needless to say, it did not end well for the witch—she perished in the Witch’s Pool at the bottom of the falls! But that tale teased my storytelling brain and sent me to visit Caig Falls.

			After climbing the steep path along the falls, I looked back at the road and I could see a Highland warrior approaching from the village. He paused and stared up at the falls, his gaze moving higher and higher as he searched for…someone.

			That warrior was Davidh Cameron, the father of a very sick lad, seeking the witch who lived at the top of the falls. As he stared past me, I waited, holding my breath, to see if he would find her there… And my story was born!

			I hope you enjoy A Healer for the Highlander and that you’ll visit Caig Falls if you ever find yourself in Scotland.
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			PROLOGUE

			The Lands of Clan Cameron, Loch Arkaig, Scotland
—the year of Our Lord 1358

			Anna Mackenzie watched as Malcolm walked to the edge of the falls and began the long and dangerous climb down the slippery rocks. She tried to stop herself, but she ran to the edge when his head disappeared and she kept him in sight until he reached the bottom. He turned and waved to her before moving off into the forest towards the village and keep near the loch.

			Sighing as she wrapped her arms around herself, Anna closed her eyes then and allowed the memories of the last hours to surround her once more. They had laughed and run and kissed…and loved. She loved him more than her own life.

			For Malcolm, the only son of Euan Cameron, had braved the rumours and stories about the witch of Caig Falls and come to find the truth. And he’d found Anna, not her mother. She sighed again for they’d found love. It mattered not if she was the daughter of the ‘witch’ and he the son of the chieftain. It mattered not if they were young. It simply mattered that they were in love and would be together. They made vows to be together and he’d given her a sign of that promise which she carried now close to her heart.

			After several moments, the sound of footsteps behind her shook her from her reverie and she turned to find her mother there in the shadows staring at her. How long had she been there?

			‘Anna, I need your help,’ her mother said. Had she seen Malcolm there? From her tone, Anna could not tell. Her mother did not wait for her agreement or refusal, but simply turned and walked back into the forest.

			She followed her mother back along the hidden path to the garden she tended in a sheltered place in the thick growth of trees there. Though she could see it plainly, no one else, not the villagers who came searching or Malcolm ever seemed to find it. Until he did.

			‘We must finish picking the last of these,’ her mother said, pointing to several rows of herbs and other plants.

			‘You have plenty of that already, Mam,’ Anna said. ‘We dried it just a fortnight ago.’

			‘We will need more,’ her mother said, walking over and picking up one of the baskets that always waited there. She held it out to Anna and motioned for her to begin.

			It did not make sense. There was a timing to harvesting the plants and herbs that Lara Mackenzie depended on for healing and treating ailments and afflictions. No one knew that better or more accurately than her mother and yet, here she was, picking things ahead of their time.

			* * *

			Anna did her mother’s bidding and, over the next hours, they gathered everything that was at or near readiness. A strange wariness filled Anna as night came and her mother continued to gather and sort and wrap all the plants and herbs they’d collected. When her mother sat at the wide, worn table and just stared into the dark corner of the cottage, Anna went to her and finally asked the question that had haunted her all day.

			‘Are we leaving here, Mam?’

			‘Aye, on the morrow.’

			The few and simple words tore Anna’s heart apart. Her hands shook as she thought on the possibilities facing her now. Had her mother discovered her secret? Her secrets? Anna had been so careful not to bring Malcolm close to the cottage or the hidden garden. What did her mother know?

			‘Why? Why would you leave this all behind? Where will we go?’ Anna stood and walked to the window. Resting her hands on the shutter, she stared past the rough wood and out at the forest surrounding their dwelling, waiting on her mother’s explanation.

			‘Ye’ve been caught, Anna. Are ye three months gone now?’

			Anna’s hands slid down over her belly in a movement she could not stop. She did not want to turn to face her mother and see the disappointment and disapproval in her gaze. But when she did she saw sadness, a touch of pity, but mostly the glimmer of love there.

			‘Aye, Mam. Or close to it.’

			‘When were ye going to tell me, lass?’

			Anna swallowed against the tightness in her throat. She’d never kept secrets from her mother…until Malcolm. Keeping the knowledge of him and their love felt right. Or it had before this moment. ‘I would have told ye, Mam. He… Mal said he would tell his father and then we could…’

			‘Malcolm Cameron, the chieftain’s son?’ Anna nodded. ‘Ye thought to marry him? The chieftain’s son would marry the penniless bastard daughter of the witch of Caig Falls? Ye ken better than that, Anna.’

			Her mother’s words forced her to see the harsh and stark situation as it was—not as she’d hoped or pretended it could be. It was much more romantic to believe his promise that they would be together and the vows they’d made to each other. To believe that the child they’d made would be welcomed by his kin. To believe that she would be, too. Anna let out a sigh, releasing all the pretences she’d built around the sad truth of the matter.

			Her mother walked to her and gathered her close. ‘All will be well, lass.’ They stood in silence for a few minutes until her mother released her, clutching her by the shoulders and searching her face. ‘My kin will take us in until we sort this out.’

			Anna nodded, fighting the tears that threatened to overwhelm her. ‘I want to tell him before we leave.’

			‘Nay. ’Tis too dangerous. If he kens, he will do something foolish and we will face more trouble than we could manage. I have seen this before, Anna. If a woman is called a witch, which is what Euan Cameron will do to me before his clan if it suits his purposes, she dies. Our only choice is to leave. Leave now. Leave quietly.’

			Anna would have argued and protested, but the stony expression in her mother’s eyes told her she would fail to soften or sway her decision. The happiness she’d felt, the sense of love and anticipation, fled and a deep despair filled her. Her child would never know their father or their kin. Anna shivered as a wave of dread passed through her. Somehow, in that terrible, sad moment, she kenned she would never see Malcolm again. Never hold him. Never love him.

			* * *

			The next days and weeks passed in a blur as Anna and her mother packed and fled the glen and their home above Caig Falls for the north. Her mother’s kin, the Mackenzies, did take them in and her child, a boy, was born among them six months later. When word reached them of Malcolm’s death at the hands of Brodie Mackintosh three years later, Anna remembered the portent of it she’d felt that day.

			And she mourned his death and the end of all the possibilities they’d shared. Mayhap one day she would return to Cameron lands and give her son, Malcolm’s son, the opportunity to be part of his father’s kith and kin.

			Mayhap one day…

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Achnacarry Castle on Loch Arkaig
—spring, the year of Our Lord 1371

			Davidh Cameron stood at his laird’s back, listening and watching as the chieftain of their clan heard grievances and pleas. As the man who led the warriors of the Clan Cameron here on their southern lands, it was his duty to attend these hearings. But, more than once, he glanced up as someone or another arrived in the hall and approached in haste.

			He let himself relax only when he saw that it was not someone from the village. When his laird stopped in the middle of speaking to a man and looked at him, Davidh understood his actions had been more apparent than he’d hoped.

			‘Ye can go,’ the laird said, nodding towards the doorway. ‘This does not need your attention.’

			His stomach clenched then, as he realised his inattention had been noticed and acknowledged. Davidh leaned closer to Robert Cameron’s ear.

			‘They will send word if I am needed, my lord. I will see to my duties here.’ Davidh waited for a reply and, when none came, he stepped back to his place behind the chieftain’s chair.

			He did not wish to shirk his duties. As commander of the clan’s warriors, his place was at his chieftain’s back during his official meetings and when he travelled or carried out other duties. The last thing Davidh wanted was to be absent when he was needed by his laird.

			The business of the clan went on for some time and yet Davidh found himself distracted. What if Colm worsened? What if his breathing became even more laboured than it had been last night? It seemed that the boy failed more with each passing day. What would he do if the worst happened? How could he survive if he lost his son after losing his wife and more recently his own parents?

			The last years seemed to be filled with only death and destruction for Davidh and his kin. The only good thing that had happened was the ascension of Robert Cameron to the high chair of the Clan Cameron. Thankfully, the laird’s brother Gilbert had ruled for only a few short years, but those years had driven their clan to the brink of a bigger conflict with not only their long-time enemies the Mackintoshes, but also the larger Chattan Confederation. And Gilbert had managed to target his brother in his attempts to undermine Robert’s possible claim.

			In the end, it had been a Mackintosh raised as a Cameron who had brought Gilbert down and had placed the clan back on steadier ground with the powerful Mackintoshes and even with the King. In the last year or so, Robert had established himself as a fair chieftain with a good sense of how to oversee his people. The self-serving and utter ruthlessness of Gilbert had been followed by a man content at stewarding his clan’s lands and people while safeguarding them, too.

			The sure and steady footsteps across the stone floor broke into his thoughts and Davidh looked towards the person who approached. His worst fears filled him, making it now hard for him to breathe. Colm? Without waiting for the woman to reach the dais, the laird motioned to him.

			‘Go.’

			Davidh was down the steps before Margaret, the blacksmith’s daughter, could reach him. ‘Is he worse then?’

			‘Aye,’ she whispered.

			The worried expression on the lass’s face told him more than he wished to know. Davidh ran then, leaving the girl behind and not waiting for her to catch him. Colm could be… He could die this time. The words of some remembered prayers began to flow in his thoughts as he forced the pleas to the Almighty to replace everything else.

			Colm was the last person he had and he could not lose him.

			Not the boy. Dear God, not the boy.

			He did not remember making his way out of the keep or yard or through the gates and village. Davidh found himself at the door to the blacksmith’s cottage and he stopped. Fear kept him from reaching up to knock. Fear paralysed his own breath and made his heart pound within his chest. How could he face the death of his son if that was what awaited him inside?

			Davidh tamped all the fears down as he had for months and years and knocked before lifting the latch. Slowly, as he offered one final prayer up, he opened the door and looked for his son. Colm lay on a pallet in the corner near the hearth. The boy was almost lost in a cocoon of blankets and all Davidh could see was the pale face and bluish lips that spoke of a recent attack. He stared now, trying to discern if his son lived or had died.

			‘Come in,’ Suisan whispered as she opened the door wider for him to enter. ‘He is sleeping now, puir wee laddie. Exhausted from…well, ye ken what he faces when the spells come on him.’

			Aye, Davidh understood the terrible attacks that stole his son’s ability to breathe and the racking coughs that strained his muscles, leaving behind bruised ribs from the ferocity of the spasms.

			But Colm lived. He’d survived another attack of the breathing disease that had struck him down on a more frequent basis in the last few months. And no tisane or poultice or brew from the last healer had helped. Colm worsened with each bout and Davidh understood that, one day, he would not make it through.

			This day, though, Colm lived.

			‘I would not have bothered ye this time, but I feared…the worst. I have never seen him like this.’ She nodded at his son.

			‘I thank you for caring for him, Suisan.’

			The stout woman nodded and then gathered her own daughter in her embrace when Margaret arrived there. Davidh stood over his son, watching and assessing every breath the boy’s frail body pulled in and let out. Running his hands through his hair, Davidh wondered how much more Colm could endure.

			‘Margaret, take this to yer father,’ Suisan said. She released her daughter and handed her a small sack. It seemed a strange thing to do, but Davidh watched as the girl obeyed without question. When they were alone but for his son, Suisan walked closer to him. ‘I want to suggest something to ye though I have only rumours to go on for now.’

			‘Go on.’ Davidh shrugged. ‘I have always heeded your counsel, Suisan.’

			‘There is talk of the witch’s return to Caig Falls.’

			Of anything the woman could say, this was completely unexpected.

			‘The witch?’

			‘Aye, ye ken the stories that have been told for years of the witch living above Caig Falls.’

			‘I ken the stories, but have not heard mention of her since…’ Since he himself was but a lad and his best friend Malcolm claimed to have found her. ‘For a long time now.’

			‘She was not a witch, but a wise woman, ye ken. She disappeared some years ago and has not been heard of since. But, a few days ago, one of the lads climbing the falls fell and a woman saw to his injury before sending him home.’ Suisan stared at him then. ‘I think she has returned.’

			‘You think she could help Colm?’

			‘Ye have tried everything else in yer power to try, Davidh. Why not see if she can?’

			Suisan knelt at Colm’s side and smoothed the blankets over his frail form. He’d been ill for so long that he was smaller than most lads his age.

			‘I will seek her out.’ Davidh smiled and nodded. He felt better knowing he had some kind of plan. The possibility that something or someone could help his son lifted his spirits for that moment and gave him purpose.

			‘If ye have duties to see to, I can still tend him.’ Suisan stood then. ‘Come and join us for supper. Ye can take him home for the night then.’

			Davidh watched the shallow rise and fall of Colm’s chest for a short time. It seemed even and strong enough for now and every hour that his son did not struggle for breath was a good one. Davidh nodded at Suisan. ‘I should return to the castle.’

			‘Go then!’ she said, waving him out. ‘I suspect he will sleep most of the day now.’

			Davidh returned to the keep, knowing that Suisan would take good and thorough care of Colm. But, with his sister married and moved to Edinburgh, his father and, more recently, his mother deceased and Mara gone these last three years, he realised this was not a solution to his problem. What he needed was a strong and healthy son.

			* * *

			Anna Mackenzie stood at the top of the falls, a short distance from the cottage she’d reclaimed, and stared down to the bottom. Memories washed over her, memories made more bittersweet by the knowledge that she would never see Malcolm again. Oh, she had not fooled herself into thinking that being here would be easy, but she owed it to her son…to their son.

			Could she do this? Could she live here as her mother had all those years ago? The similarities she noticed over the last few years between her mother’s life and hers were a bit unnerving. Especially as she stood here now while her child explored the hillside and area around the cottage. Had it truly been ten-and-three years since she had stood here in this very place and dreamed of a future with the man she loved?

			Suddenly she felt much older than her years.

			Iain came around the cottage and she watched his approach. A pang of guilt rushed through her as she realised he was a handful of years off the age she’d been when she’d met his father…and loved him. Iain kenned little about Malcolm other than the barest of details she needed to tell him to pacify his growing curiosity. That interest had spurred her on to return here and seek out his father’s kin. She owed her son and his father at least that.

			Anna waved the boy over to her side and pointed down to the bottom, near the pool that gathered in the waters of the falls.

			‘They call that the “Witch’s Pool”. Many have tried to climb that path along the edge to reach the top.’ Anna traced the path with her extended hand, showing it to her son. ‘They never see the true path that begins over there in that copse near the large rock.’

			‘And my father did?’ Iain asked.

			He was at that age between childhood and manhood and hungered for knowledge of his origin. He needed a father, someone to guide him on those final steps that she could not. She’d refused a few offers of marriage since his birth, always knowing deep inside that she wanted him to know his own people. She’d always known that this day would come. Smiling at him, she nodded as she noticed that he’d gained another few inches and now stood taller than she did.

			‘Aye. But not before trying the slippery one a few times.’

			Iain’s laughter rang out through the trees and she once more noticed the resemblance to his father. Was it there or had she just made herself believe she remembered so many little details about the short relationship? Did her memory reveal things in the way she wanted to see them?

			‘Look, Mam.’ Iain pointed into the distance at the road that led to the falls from the loch to the south.

			A man rode towards the falls. She had wondered how long it would take for her presence here to be revealed when she’d helped the lad days ago. Here was her answer. She let out a sigh and shook her head. Now, they would come as they had before, some seeking the witch while others came simply for the challenge of climbing the falls.

			When the man slowed on the road and glanced up at the falls, Anna drew her son back into the shadows of the thick forest here at the top. They could not be heard over the crashing waters of the falls, but if the light fell just right through the trees, they could be seen. And she did not wish that yet.

			She had tasks to finish, plants to sort and the weeds to clear from the garden before she would be ready to begin offering her services to the villagers here. Her mother had taught her the knowledge of herbs and plants before she’d passed two years ago. Anna had been content to remain among the Mackenzies until that day, then the restlessness began. The news of the Camerons’ recent upheaval and new chieftain only confirmed her decision that it was time. Gilbert Cameron’s reputation as a ruthless man had kept her away, but his demise and his older brother’s installation as chieftain drew her here.

			It was time.

			‘Have a care, Iain,’ she warned as her son walked away. ‘Until we know if we are welcome here.’

			Her son nodded and then crept off into the forest, exploring as lads did when they found a new place. No doubt he would bring home some fowl or rabbit for supper in his explorations. His hunting skills along with his ability to accept and to adjust to new situations surprised her, but she thanked the Almighty her son had them. It was easier to move as they must and not have to deal with a resistant boy of his age.

			Anna returned to the cottage and began the daunting task of cleaning it. Once cleaned she could organise the rest—the plants and supplies. Time sped along as she accomplished many of the tasks she must before day’s end. The crunching of twigs and leaves outside her opened door warned her of Iain’s approach.

			‘Good day.’

			Anna glanced up to find a tall man standing at her door. His height and breadth almost blocked it completely as he stood there outside. As she walked closer, she realised he was crouching down to look inside the cottage door, which was too short for him.

			It was the man they’d seen below, walking along the road. The plaid wrapped around his waist and over his shoulders identified him as a Cameron. From the dryness of that garment, she realised that he’d not climbed the falls to get here. That meant he knew the other path to reach this place. And that did not bode well for her and her privacy or security.

			‘Good day, sir,’ she said.

			Anna wiped her hands on the apron at her waist and pushed the loosened strands of hair out of her sweaty face. She must look an utter mess with her dirty gown and face. While he…was dangerously attractive.

			The man had gathered his long, dark brown hair back away from his face which allowed her to see its masculine angles. And his intense eyes that were the colour of the darkest wood in the forest. And his strong chin. He was the most attractive man she’d ever met, here on Cameron lands or in the north on Mackenzie lands. She swallowed to ease the nervousness at that realisation as her throat tightened and tried to speak past it.

			‘I did not mean to interrupt you,’ he said, stepping back as she approached him. ‘I have heard that you are…’ He paused then, as though not able to utter the word that most used.

			‘The Witch of Caig Falls,’ she said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			‘I was about to say healer, but if you would prefer the other…’

			She’d blurted out the reply before he could finish his sentence. He guessed it was not the first time someone had called her a witch. Davidh watched as her green eyes widened for a moment and then they sparkled as she smiled. Her full, pink lips curved into an enticing and intriguing one as he wondered if she considered the name a curse or a compliment.

			She laughed then and he could not look away. The smudges of dirt across her face did little to hide the freckles on her cheeks. And the curls that had escaped her kerchief showed strands of fiery red and copper amidst the other shades of brown. His hand lifted to pull more of the locks free and Davidh struggled to stop himself.

			‘Nay, healer is preferred since it is truer than the other.’

			Davidh was not convinced. Mayhap she was bewitching him with some spell as she stared at him now? His mouth went dry as she stepped closer and he forgot to move back to allow her to pass. Her body brushed his as she walked away from the door and he turned to follow her movements. Something within him woke, a feeling unfamiliar for it had been so long since he’d noticed it last.

			She intrigued him. She appealed to him in a way he could not describe. She aroused him.

			‘’Tis the healer I came seeking, but I expected someone…older. Are you the one who saw to Tavish?’

			‘The lad who fell and twisted his ankle? About two-and-ten?’

			‘Aye. That one. He sang your praises to his family and to others. That is how I discovered you were here.’

			‘Are you ill?’ She leaned in towards him and took in his measure, glancing over his body and then staring once more into his eyes. ‘Have you a fever?’ She lifted her hand up as though to touch his forehead and paused, her hand waiting there a scant few inches from his skin. ‘Your pardon,’ she said as she dropped her hand back to her side.

			‘I have no need of your services,’ he said. His choice of words was ill made and he shook his head. ‘My son has been ill for some time and nothing has helped him.’ Davidh shrugged, fighting the urge to beg her for any help she could offer.

			‘I have not unpacked my supplies yet, but tell me of his symptoms so I will know if I can help him.’

			He could not help it—he let out a loud sigh of relief. Something in her expression gave him confidence that she could indeed help his son.

			‘His breathing becomes laboured often,’ he said.

			It took a few minutes for him to describe all the ways his son had suffered over the last year and how he seemed to worsen by the week. She nodded as though she recognised these signs and symptoms and he found himself studying the way her brow gathered when she asked him to clarify something he’d said. She was methodical in a way the village healer was not. Her questions made sense to him as she tried to understand his son’s illness.

			‘Can you help him?’ he asked when he’d finished.

			‘I have my suspicions about the cause of his illness, but I must see him to be certain.’ She glanced around the small clearing in which this secluded cottage sat and then back towards the falls. ‘Can you bring him here on the morrow?’

			Now Davidh looked at the surrounding land and wondered if it was possible. This small area of woods and clearing around the cottage was like an island in the middle of sheer rock cliffs on one side and a large river that rushed around the other and fell, forming the falls. Oh, aye, he’d followed the path that Malcolm had told him of all those years ago, but he would have to carry his son to bring him here. Shaking his head, he looked back to the woman.

			‘Nay. I see no way to get him here in his condition. Even using the hillside path that I did.’ She looked startled at his reminder of how he’d arrived there, but he did not let that deter him. ‘Can you not come to the village and see him there?’ As her expression turned into one of refusal, Davidh knew she would not come. ‘I can pay you in coin for your inconvenience.’ He would give her every bit of coin or valuables he might own if she could help his Colm.

			‘’Tis not about payment. I have not yet asked the chieftain’s permission to be here. To offer my herbs and skills to his villagers. So, to visit your son before I do so would offer an insult he could not ignore.’

			Once more relief flooded him. This was not an obstacle. He could bring this woman to Robert and make her known to him easily.

			‘Then I would take you to Robert and see you given permission to live here among us.’ The words came out even as innate caution raised within him.

			Robert trusted Davidh’s judgement and would accept this woman on his word. He searched her face for any sign of danger and found only sympathy there.

			‘You could do that?’ Her gaze narrowed then and she studied his face more closely. ‘I do not even ken your name or who you are.’ She glanced away then, as though thinking on something, and turned back to him. ‘I did not mean that to sound as rude as it did, especially not when you have just offered help to me.’ A scant smile eased her mouth.

			‘I did simply invade your home without an introduction and never asked your name either,’ he said. ‘I am Davidh Cameron and I command the Cameron warriors for our chieftain.’

			The effects of his words were immediate and surprising. Her green eyes grew wide and fluttered several times at his words. Then those eyes filled with tears for a moment before she glanced away. Strange, that. Davidh searched her face for some sign of familiarity, but there was no way he could have met this woman and forgotten her. A moment later she seemed to pull herself out of whatever reverie she’d fallen into and looked at him with clear eyes.

			‘Forgive me for my refusal to help you, sir,’ she said softly as she curtsied before him. ‘I did not understand who you are and I meant no insult to the chieftain or his man.’

			This part, this obeisance, still unsettled him, but Davidh understood that, in his new position of service to the new chieftain, it would be something to which he must accustom himself. He was in a position of honour and a certain level of power and others who wished to gain entrance or favour with the chieftain would attempt to go through him to get it. He nodded at the woman.

			‘I took no insult from your words, mistress. I suspect Robert would not take insult from your coming to the village first, but others might on his behalf.’

			There were always some who protected the chieftain’s dignity or just wanted to toady up to him to gain advantage for themselves. She waited with a look of anticipation in those lovely green eyes and he lost his thoughts for a moment. When he wanted to speak, he realised he did not know her name either.

			‘What are you called?’ He finally forced out the words. He wanted to know what name he would whisper when he brought her to mind when she was not there.

			‘I am Anna. Anna Mackenzie.’

			‘Lately of…?’

			‘I have lived with my mother’s family in the north.’

			‘What brings you south? Here?’

			Though he was being less than hospitable and was questioning the person who possibly held his son’s life in her hands, Davidh could not forget his duty to his clan. She glanced away, staring off in the direction of the falls, and then back to meet his waiting gaze.

			‘I have been learning the healing ways since I was but a wee lass and showed some skill in them. I have always wanted a place to call my own. A place to hone my skills and to help the ill and injured.’ The seriousness of her words gave him pause.

			‘You make it sound like a calling.’

			She smiled then and he nearly let out a gasp. No woman before had caused such a visceral reaction within him as this one did. In a short time, she had him uneasy and aroused and curious. This was not good. He had many things that needed his focused attention and anything, anyone, who took his mind off his responsibilities was not good.

			‘My mother often spoke of it in those words,’ she, Anna, said. ‘Some people were called to certain stations or places in their lives. She was called to be a healer and it would seem that I have been, too.’

			‘We have a healer in the village, but he sees more to injuries. He kens little of concoctions and ways to heal other than what most ken.’

			‘Then who has been treating your son?’ she asked, stepping closer to him. A breeze rustled through the clearing and Davidh inhaled an enticing scent. A soap mayhap that she used? So taken by it, he paused a bit too long and she noticed.

			‘We had another, a woman, who was here for but a few months, before leaving with her husband to his village. Morag left me a goodly supply of the syrups and medicaments that Colm needs. But now Old Ranald sees to things.’

			She muttered something under her breath before she nodded.

			‘I will come in the morn, if that is convenient for you,’ she said.

			‘Come to the gates and tell one of the guards to send to me when you do,’ Davidh said. ‘I must get back now.’

			He’d spent too much time here and the sun was beginning its journey down to night. Even using the path Malcolm told him about would be treacherous come dark. And the one that went down along the falls was dangerous at any time of the day. Only fools and wee lads were stupid or proud enough to try it.

			‘On the morrow, then,’ she said as he nodded and turned to leave.

			‘How did you ken about that path to get up here?’ she asked.

			‘I have known it for a long time. I just had no need to use it until now.’ He stopped then and faced her, for the loud rushing of the falls would make hearing his words impossible if he walked closer to them. ‘My old friend Malcolm told me of it.’

			He did not know her at all, but the expression on her face alarmed him, nonetheless. ‘Mistress, are you well?’ he asked.

			‘Aye,’ she said, waving him off. ‘I would prefer that no one knew of it.’ He understood that a woman living alone far from the village had reason to wish for privacy…and for safety.

			‘I will share my knowledge with no one, Anna,’ he said, seeing her worry ease and her face brighten. ‘On the morrow, then.’

			It took him less time to reach the bottom of the falls and the horse he’d left tied there in the shade. And, for the first time in such a long while, Davidh felt hope rising in his heart.

			His son would not die.

			This woman, this healer, this Anna Mackenzie, would help his son and Colm would grow up to be the man that Mara and Davidh had dreamt of at his birth.

			His son would not die.

			The chant was familiar to him, but now he allowed himself to believe it could be true.

			* * *

			Anna barely made it back inside and to the table before the tremors began. Even her teeth shook as she grabbed on to the wooden chair next to it and lowered herself down. She prayed that Iain would not return now and see her like this.

			Davidh Cameron. The commander of the Cameron warriors. Counsellor to his chieftain. An influential man. A powerful man. One who could ease her path or make her life a hell.

			Malcolm’s closest friend.

			Memories flooded her mind then and she gasped at their strength. Malcolm’s voice as he explained about their boyish antics together. Defending their decision to tease Malcolm’s sister by putting a dead bird in her bed and the repercussions of that act. Speaking of their plans for the time when Malcolm was chieftain and Davidh would be his man. Malcolm revealed that Davidh had helped and protected him many times.

			They were closer than true brothers could be.

			Malcolm was gone these ten years now and Anna wondered if his friend yet thought about him. Clearly the man had married and had a son since Malcolm’s passing.

			A son he’d named for his closest friend.

			Funny that, for his friends had called Malcolm Mal while this man had called his son the other part—Colm.

			Would he help her? Not only in meeting and gaining permission from the new chieftain to live here on Cameron lands, but also in helping her son claim his birthright? For just as Malcolm would have been chieftain, so his son should be in line to claim the high seat, as well.

			Now, though, a different branch of the clan held it and this chieftain had sons who thought it theirs. Her son would present a threat to that plan.

			The sound of footsteps outside drew her attention. These were Iain’s and he stepped inside the open door holding out his quarry for the day’s efforts. A rabbit. Big enough to provide several meals for them, but not so big as to infringe on the rights of The Cameron.

			‘A good catch,’ she said, pushing herself up on shaking legs. ‘I will make stew.’

			She knew he watched her as she took the rabbit he’d caught, killed and skinned and began preparing to cook it for supper. Anna tried to calm her nervousness, but her hands were unsteady when she lifted the heavy iron pot on to the hook that would hold it above the fire. Iain quickly came to help her. He took it from her as though it weighed less than a feather.

			Her son was growing into manhood.

			Her son needed to learn about the important things for the life they, he, would claim among the Camerons if her plan worked. The skills of a warrior and the knowledge of a possible heir to the chieftain and more—things she could not teach him.

			But Davidh Cameron could.

			While the stew simmered in the pot, she gathered together the supplies she needed to take with her to the village. Then she explained to Iain the tasks she needed him to do while she was away for the morning.

			All the while, her mind turned over and over the plan she’d devised before they’d left her mother’s people. Now that Davidh Cameron was involved, she saw another way, another possibility, to get what she wanted most for her son.

			It would not be easy. It would not be quick. It could be dangerous. Nay, that was not true and she would not be foolish enough to ignore the truth that she knew now.

			Davidh Cameron was dangerous, for he would defend and protect his clan and his son from all who threatened them.

			Even if the threat came from his closest friend’s lover and her son.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The clouds gathered as she made her way along the road through Achnacarry village towards the castle. Anna lifted her woollen shawl over her head and tossed the end of it across her basket to protect the supplies she carried. If the chieftain gave his permission, she would see Davidh’s son before returning to the cottage.

			There was so much work yet to be done and she’d not planned to reveal her presence until she was ready. She could almost hear the fates laughing at her for believing she would control every aspect of her endeavour. If only that boy had not ventured so close… But once he’d fallen she could not ignore him or his injury.

			The sigh that escaped her then seemed to echo across the road as she continued on, not wanting to delay this meeting for even a moment more. She nodded a greeting to an old man who walked by her away from the castle. Though she passed by a number of people of all ages along the way, not many acknowledged her. She was a stranger here, for now, so it was to be expected. Would there ever be a place or time when she was not that?

			Her life had consisted in segments for as long as she could remember. Her earliest years she remembered not so she would have to accept the explanation her mother had given her. Then, the years spent here, living above the falls while her mother saw to the ills and hurts of those who came to her. A smile came to her face when she thought on the next part—the months with Malcolm.

			A few glorious and shining months of love and happiness and hope. Anna would live on those memories her whole life.

			Then, her flight north and separation from him and the birth of their son. Iain had only two years when the news of Malcolm’s murder spread across the Highlands and clans. Her mother had helped her through that desperate time—and Iain, a sunny, happy child, did, as well. His childhood years seemed to fly by and then her mother’s passing drove Anna to make her decision to return here.

			To the lands and clan of her son’s father.

			Anna glanced ahead and saw the guards standing on each side of the large iron gates that allowed entrance to the castle grounds and keep. Would they send for Davidh at her, a stranger’s, word? They caught sight of her and moved to block her from entering, as guards did.

			‘What is your business within, mistress?’ the taller one said. His hand on his sword reminded her that she was an outsider and unknown to them.

			‘Davidh Cameron said to call on him this morn. He said to send word to him of my arrival.’

			The change in their expressions and the strange glint in their eyes happened and fled so quickly that Anna almost missed it. It was obvious that they misunderstood her purpose or the handsome commander’s wishes in this. Anna drew back the shawl to expose her basket, filled with various jars and containers of medicaments and such.

			‘He has asked me to see to his son,’ she said.

			Now sheepishness entered the men’s gazes and they nodded and stepped back to their positions on each side of the gate as one, the shorter one, called out to someone within to send word to their commander. Anna expected Davidh to come for her, but another man hastened down the path to the gates instead.

			‘Come! Come,’ he called out. The guards nodded her to go so she walked through the gates, stopping when the man reached her. ‘He is expecting you, though the chieftain is too busy to speak to you just now. Come, you can wait inside.’

			She had to quicken her steps to keep up with this man and she did, arriving at the doorway of the keep out of breath. But he was not done yet and led her within, down a long corridor towards a noisy chamber. As they reached the doorway there, she heard angry words being exchanged. The man took her by the arm and tugged her to a place by the wall.

			‘Stay here until Davidh calls for you.’ The man nodded at the stool there and walked away before she could say aye or nay.

			Anna sat as directed and then glanced about the chamber, the great hall of the keep, and sought out the only one she knew here. She heard his voice before she saw him. There he was, standing at his chieftain’s side, involved in some discussion. Well, from the raised, angry tones, it sounded more like an argument, but she was a stranger to the proceedings here and could not gauge if there was true anger or something else.

			Studying the various people up on the dais, she could see that Davidh was held in high esteem, not only by his clan’s chieftain but also by those who served the laird. Several times as she watched, the chieftain asked for his counsel on the matter and others referred to that opinion in their own statements. This seemed to be about an incursion on to their lands and the question was about the actions to be taken. The discussion continued for some time, and, though not familiar with the particulars of it, it sounded as though Davidh’s judgement would prevail.

			‘Enough.’

			When spoken by the chieftain in a tone and loudness that all could hear, the arguing was done. She watched as the powerful man sat back against his chair and nodded. Everyone surrounding him stepped away and waited on his pronouncement. Instead of calling out orders to them, Robert Cameron spoke softly then.

			‘I will make my decision by nightfall and Davidh will have your orders.’

			From their stances and the manner in which they held their bodies, Anna could tell some were not pleased at all by this. Whether they wanted the chieftain to act now or whether they did not wish for Davidh to play such an integral role, she could not tell. But clearly the chieftain’s men were not in agreement with this. When the small gathering broke up, Davidh raised his head and nodded at her.

			So, he knew she was there. He called not for her, but motioned a servant to his side and spoke to the woman. Anna watched as she picked up a cup and pitcher and made her way down from the dais, along the hall’s stone walls to where she sat waiting.

			‘The commander said ’twill be some time, mistress,’ the woman said, holding out the cup. ‘Would you like some ale while you wait?’ Anna nodded and took the cup. As the woman filled it, she continued, ‘There is yet some porridge or bread and cheese in the kitchen if you have not broken your fast yet.’

			‘Nay,’ she replied in a low voice. ‘The ale is enough for me.’ Anna nodded at the woman who curtsied as though Anna were of higher station than she was. ‘My thanks to you,’ Anna added before the woman returned to the dais and those to whom she should bow.

			Anna held her basket on her lap and allowed her shawl to drop around her shoulders. Tucking her loosened hair back under her kerchief, she waited and watched the comings and goings of the mighty Cameron’s hall.

			So, this was the place where Malcolm had lived.

			She’d never been into the village before and certainly not the hall. Her mother had hidden her presence from the villagers and, until Malcolm had found her by accident in the woods near the falls, no one had known she existed.

			This hall was grand and she could almost see him running the length of it as a lad. He would have sat on the dais next to or nigh to his father, Euan Cameron. As his son and tanist of the clan, Malcolm had been trained from birth to fight and to rule. Her breath caught then as she realised the truth of her mother’s words spoken so long ago.

			His father would never have allowed their marriage—bairn to be born or not. A son of this great place would marry the daughter of another, not the penniless offspring of a healer. The tears surprised her and she wiped them away. Though it had not felt so, her mother’s actions had saved her great pain. Her mother had understood what would have happened if they’d remained.

			A leman would be the only place she could claim in his life. Loved, certainly, but never to be at his side except in the dark of night or the moments of privacy they could seek out. And a son born in wedlock would supplant any place their son would have held. Anna reached up and wiped away more tears.

			It was strange that this place had caused such a long-overdue realisation, but it had. Now, though, she needed to gather her wits and her control and speak to the current laird to gain a place here. So that her son could claim his place here when the truth was known to all.

			‘Anna Mackenzie. The chieftain calls you now.’

			That man who’d led her inside stood before her now and she glanced up to find everyone in the hall looking in her direction. So caught up in her past was she that she had missed her summons forward.

			Anna stood quickly and lifted her basket on to her arm. Following the man forward, she stopped where he pointed and she curtsied to the man seated above her without looking up. She waited until the laird spoke her name, signalling her to rise.

			‘My commander tells me you are a healer, Mistress Mackenzie.’

			‘I am, Laird,’ she said, without raising her gaze.

			‘You seem young to be such,’ The Cameron said. ‘How came you to be here in Achnacarry?’

			‘My mother lived here some years ago and I wished to return.’

			‘Your mother?’ Davidh asked now. She did not yet raise her eyes, but he came down the steps and stood next to her. ‘You did not say your mother lived here.’ He moved between her and his chieftain then. ‘Anna?’

			‘I think I understand,’ The Cameron said from his seat. ‘Your mother was…’ She did look at him then and saw that he knew.

			‘Aye, Laird. She was the one they called the Witch of Caig Falls.’ The word echoed through the rest of the hall, not because she’d said it but because those watching whispered it then. ‘Though she was only a talented healer and could cast no spells or enchantments.’

			‘Surely she could not,’ The Cameron said. ‘She was a God-fearing woman. The rest were just rumours.’ He waved Davidh back; his action declared she was no threat.

			Had this man, the head of the mighty Cameron clan, just defended her mother against the fanciful but very dangerous claims of being a witch? His eyes crinkled with merriment as he smiled at her. The last chieftain here would never have done such a thing, nor the one before him. Malcolm’s father had ignored the threats against her when they began. That was another reason her mother had chosen their time to flee—a woman called witch was living in a dangerous situation and it would take but one incident to spark into a life-threatening one.

			‘Aye, Laird,’ she said now. ‘She had the skills of a talented healer. I only hope I can be as able as she was.’

			‘Well, Old Ranald will be glad to have someone take over those duties from him. He has more skill with a saw and wooden splints than any of the finer healing talents. You will live by the falls? Davidh said the cottage there is fit for living, but remote.’ A glance at Davidh who had stepped to her side revealed his nod. ‘Will you not live here in the village?’

			‘My mother’s plants yet grow near the falls. ’Tis easier to cultivate what I need there.’ Anna glanced around and wondered which of the laird’s counsellors would turn against her if she did not agree to his terms. At least one dark, narrowed gaze met hers—the man who’d escorted her in was not happy over this, over her. No need for trouble now, she thought, so, she acquiesced. ‘But, if it would please you, I can make arrangements to visit the village each day and see to any needs.’

			He considered her offer seriously and for some time. She was almost on the point of giving in and moving to the village instead, but the touch of Davidh’s hand on her arm, something hidden from the view of most everyone there, forestalled her from doing that.

			‘If it would serve you better to live out there, you have my permission to do so,’ The Cameron declared. ‘And my protection while you serve my clan here.’

			‘My thanks, Laird.’

			‘Davidh, come to me after you have seen to your son.’

			She released a breath she had not known she’d held in and nodded. She curtsied then and watched as he stood and left the dais. Though others there turned their attentions away from the dais, Anna could feel their gazes upon her. They were curious about the woman just welcomed into their midst.

			‘I brought what I think I will need, but I would like to see what you have been using.’

			‘This way,’ he said, leading her back the way she’d entered.

			‘Who was the man who brought me in?’

			‘That was Struan, The Cameron’s steward.’

			She stopped right then and there in surprise. The steward had been sent like a common servant to fetch her from the gate? The steward? The same man who’d stared at her with open dislike in his eyes was the steward and in charge of everything in The Cameron’s household here at Achnacarry.

			‘You sent the laird’s steward to the gates?’

			‘Aye,’ Davidh said. ‘Robert wished to continue the discussion and you needed to be admitted. Struan was the only one not needed in the hall just then.’

			Men could be both practical and oblivious at the same time. Davidh had walked on and she rushed to catch up to his long-legged strides. They left the keep and the yard and walked back into the village. Now, people openly stared as she passed by them. Word would spread about her identity quickly, for that was how news raced through these small villages. Soon, everyone would know.

			They turned down a path and she smelled the scent of hot metal and fire and knew the smithy was nearby. Soon, they walked by it and stopped at the large cottage next door.

			‘This is your cottage?’ she asked, peering around him at the dwelling. ‘Is your wife within?’

			Now, he stopped and turned to face her. His face had lost most of its colouring, making him appear gaunt and frightening. He took a step towards her and she fought not to shrink back away from him. He leaned down closer to her and spoke in a harsh whisper.

			‘My wife died of fever a few years ago and I have raised him since.’

			‘I…am…’ She could not speak the right words to him now.

			‘I do not wish to discuss Mara before my son, so I pray you will not mention her within.’ His voice betrayed the emotions he must feel. She heard the loss and grief and yearning there and her own heart wanted to weep for his loss. ‘This…’ He paused then and cleared his throat making hers feel even tighter with the emotions she could see and hear within him. ‘This is where Jamie, the blacksmith…’ he nodded over her shoulder at the smithy ‘…and his wife Suisan live. She cares for Colm when I am on duty.’

			‘I understand,’ she said softly.

			He nodded, knocked on the door and then lifted the latch gently. She smiled at the efforts he took not to disturb those within. For all his strength and formidable size, he softened as he must for his ailing son.

			The good thing about this cottage was that it was filled with light and fresh air. Often, those treating the sick closed the windows and built up the fire which allowed the smoke from the peat and wood being burned to fill the often cramped place. In her mother’s opinion, that did more harm than any possible good for most ailments and illnesses. Anna followed Davidh in, smiling at the anxious woman standing next to the pallet.

			‘Suisan?’ she asked. At the woman’s nod, she introduced herself. ‘I am Anna Mackenzie.’

			‘From the falls?’ the woman asked.

			The damn rumours and stories always followed her and her mother before her. ‘Aye, from the falls.’

			‘I am glad he sought ye out. The puir wee lad is not much better this morn than he has been these last days.’ Anna had learned early that suspicion was hard to fight and so this unexpected sense of welcome surprised her. ‘Let me show ye what the last healer gave us to treat him.’

			‘I would see your son first,’ she said, lifting her head to meet his gaze.

			Whether he’d known it or not, Davidh had placed himself between her and his son. The sense of protectiveness about his son pervaded his every action and deed and somehow that made her heart warm to him. It was something she’d never had in her life, so she always seemed to notice it elsewhere.

			The chieftain’s commander eased his stance and stepped aside, allowing her closer to the small boy lying on the pallet. With his eyes closed, she could not tell if he slept or not. Kneeling down, she leaned in and watched the rise and fall of his chest. Not good. The rasping sounds and the shallow quickness of the breaths were not good.

			A quick assessment of the colouring in his fingernails and lips told her more. His eyes fluttered and then opened when she laid the back of her hand on his forehead.

			‘Good morn to you, Colm,’ she said softly. ‘How are you feeling this day?’

			Anna leaned back and sat on her heels so that the boy could see those he knew behind her. Frightening him would make his condition worse. When he tried to sit up, she slid her arm behind him and used her other hand to guide him do so.

			And then he began to cough.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			The boy shuddered in her arms, his body trembling, and his chest rattled as his body fought against the racking coughs. She heard Davidh move behind her and Suisan walked closer, but she waved them off with a nod of her head. ‘Wait,’ she whispered.

			‘He needs this.’ Davidh thrust a small bottle in front of her. ‘The healer said three to four drops when he begins.’

			He’d already removed the stopper and she could smell the concoction within the bottle. Juice of the poppy. A strong blend from the smell of it.

			‘Nay.’

			She shifted on to her knees and brought the boy up to sit. With an arm in front of him, she eased him to lean against her and she placed her hand on his back, trying to feel the source of the cough. Anna had seen this before, as had her mother. Poppy was the last thing the boy needed.

			‘This will quiet the cough, Anna,’ Davidh said, holding the bottle out again before her. ‘He is in pain.’

			Davidh was in pain, that much was certain. She heard it in his voice just as she heard the rattling in his son’s chest. She hated to make either of them suffer, but giving that concoction to Colm would calm the coughing even while making it more difficult to breathe.

			‘Davidh.’ Suisan spoke then, whispering to the commander, and his shadow moved away.

			Anna listened and watched until the boy’s fit eased and he could once more draw in breath. She did notice that he continued to pant, probably afraid that taking in too much would cause another round.

			‘Now that it has ceased, can you stand up, Colm?’ The boy agreed just as his father said nay. After glancing nervously at his father for permission, Colm allowed her to help him up once Davidh nodded. ‘Come, I will help you. You may feel better sitting on that chair than lying down when the coughing strikes you.’

			Once she’d seen him settled there, she took a small sack out of her basket and handed it to Suisan. ‘Would you brew this in a small pot for me? By the time it cools, ’twill be the right strength for him.’

			Then she began her true work.

			‘Davidh, ’tis better for him to sit up more and lie down less. Suisan, can you leave the shutters in the back of the cottage open like that for most of the time he is here? Smoke, from the fire or the smithy, is not good for him.’ Anna glanced at the pallet. ‘When he does lie there, he should not be flat. The higher his head, the better.’

			She waited until the tisane had brewed and was cool enough for him to drink before saying anything else. Instead, she examined each bottle or jar and asked Colm about the taste. His remarkable sense of humour and resilience showed through as he made faces to describe each one.

			‘How many years have you, Colm?’ She thought she remembered Davidh mentioning his age, but she wanted the lad to speak.

			‘Eight years.’

			‘Mistress Mackenzie,’ Davidh said over her shoulder.

			‘Mistress Mackenzie,’ Colm repeated. ‘I have eight years.’

			‘Nearly full grown, then?’ she said. His face lit up at her words and she saw the same eyes staring at her as his father had. The shape of his face and his colouring was not familiar so Anna knew those traits were from his mother. ‘So, you are old and wise enough to understand and follow instructions?’

			Colm nodded and took another mouthful of the tea as if to show her how compliant he could be. ‘Aye, mistress.’

			‘Firstly,’ she said, meeting his wide and serious gaze, ‘is that I want you to lay on the pallet only when you plan to sleep.’

			‘He is weak…’ Davidh began.

			She ignored him and spoke only to his son.

			‘’Twill be hard at first because you are accustomed to lying abed, but soon you will feel strong enough to sit up or even stand all day long.’ She nodded at the boy. ‘What say you, Colm? Will you try this?’

			‘Aye, Mistress Mackenzie!’ From the tears she saw in Suisan’s eyes now, Anna suspected that this enthusiasm was something not seen in the lad in some time.

			‘And I fear I will have other concoctions that you must take. Some will have a terrible taste, but they will help you. Can you promise to do as I say?’

			‘I will try, mistress. I will!’

			* * *

			Davidh could not stand this any longer. True, his son had rallied in a way he’d not seen recently, but it could not last. Had he made a mistake in bringing this woman to see Colm? Other than her appearance at Caig Falls, her claims of being a healer, and the bottles and jars that seemed to indicate it was so, he had no proof that she’d ever treated anyone successfully. And yet, he’d brought her to his son on what? His gut reaction to her?

			As he listened to her voice as she spoke to Colm, her manner of addressing the boy as though he was in charge surprised Davidh. She did not coddle him or order him. Instead she explained and asked for co-operation. It was how he spoke to the men under his command.

			This Anna Mackenzie seemed to know what she was about, even if her suggestions and changes so far were completely the opposite of previous advice he’d received. Watching her now, he understood that she had a plan and he waited to speak to her about that. Even Suisan nodded in agreement as the woman instructed Colm on what he would take and when he would take it.

			‘Now, if you would kindly pour some boiling water in that pan and place it here on the table,’ she said, aiming her words at Suisan. ‘Colm and I will play a game.’

			Davidh walked to the doorway and leaned against the frame, watching as Anna chose some leaves from a sack in her basket and then retrieved one of the thick blankets from the pallet. She shook it out and folded it in a particular way, repeating her actions until it was as she wished it to be. Curious, he watched without asking any questions—though he had many she would need to answer before long.

			Soon, a pan of steaming water sat before his son. Anna crushed the leaves in her hand and sprinkled them over the water. A fragrant aroma filled the cottage within a few moments. Anna tossed one end of the blanket over the pan and then directed Colm to lean over it.

			‘This is to see how long you can go without coughing. First, take in slow breaths while I count and try not to cough.’ Then she draped the rest of the blanket over and around his son’s shoulders, creating a tent over the pan. ‘Are you ready, Colm?’ His son’s muffled assent could be heard even through the thick wool over his head.

			Davidh could not help it, he found himself inhaling and exhaling to her soft, slow count. As it went on, he waited and listened for signs of distress in his son and heard none. Then it came.

			Colm burst out into a coughing fit and Davidh took a step towards him before Anna waved him off. She held Colm’s shoulders to steady him and softly spoke to him, telling him how to let the coughs happen and how to breathe to calm them. Rather than escalating into an uncontrollable wave that would see Colm collapsed on the pallet, with blue lips and bruised eyes, this time the coughs subsided and soon Anna was back to counting. He met Suisan’s gaze over Anna’s head and saw her tentative and yet hopeful expression.

			But Davidh dared not hope too much this soon. Other treatments and medicaments had seemed effective in the past, only to stop helping his son. Would these as well? At this desperate point, as long as Colm did not worsen, Davidh would be happy. After a short time, Anna lifted the blanket off Colm and placed it with care to the side of the now-cooled pan.

			‘How does your chest feel now, Colm?’ Anna asked his son.

			A smile that made it hard for Davidh to breathe settled on Colm’s face and he shrugged. As the boy inhaled, they all waited to see if the coughing had truly been eased by the vapours of whatever those leaves were.

			‘Better,’ Colm said, drawing in a deeper breath than he would have dared just an hour ago. ‘It doesna hurt now.’

			All three of those observing the boy let out a sigh of relief, even the one who had brought about such a change.

			‘I must speak to your father and Suisan about what to do and when to use these,’ she said, sweeping a gesture over the small collection of ingredients there on the table. ‘Will you sit here quietly while I do?’ At the boy’s doubtful glance, she added, ‘I want you to listen so you will know about it, too. Can you do that, Colm?’

			The expression on his son’s face was the same as the one Mara would have when concentrating on something important. In the set of Colm’s chin and the tilt of his head, he saw his wife’s face. God, he missed her so. He could not lose their son, too.

			‘And I will return in a few days to bring more of the leaves and tinctures and see what else might help you.’

			‘A few days?’ Davidh realised he’d not been paying heed to her specific instructions. ‘You will not come on the morrow?’

			‘Nay,’ Anna said, stepping back, but not before running her fingers through Colm’s hair in an affectionate way. ‘’Twill take a few days for these to do their work. If they are successful at keeping that cough under control, then I will adjust them as we need to.’ She patted his shoulder and walked to where Davidh stood near the door. ‘As I have said, I have many things to get organised and ready up at the cottage.’ He would have objected, but she shook her head.

			‘If he worsens…?’

			‘Send for me and I will come,’ she said, meeting his gaze now. ‘I think he will not.’

			Suisan moved the supplies to a shelf near the hearth and began preparing for her noon meal. Colm missed little now, watching with an interest that Davidh had not seen in many months. Anna retrieved her basket and put what she would take with her back in it, before taking her leave—first from Colm, then Suisan and then himself. Davidh followed her outside, trying to find the words he wanted to say to her. She stopped after a few paces and turned to face him.

			‘I did not wish to say this in front of them, but I cannot know if this will make him better. He may never re—’

			His hand covered her mouth before he could stop himself. Her lips were soft against his fingers and he felt her gasp before he heard it.

			‘Your pardon, Anna,’ he said. ‘Watching him just then, well, I do not wish to hear words of caution. I have been living with his eventual death for so long, I had not realised the weight of it until just now. Now, when he has more colour in his face and is breathing more smoothly than he has in months and months.’ He dropped his hands to his side then and shrugged. ‘Allow a father a measure of hope before tearing it apart.’

			Whatever she was going to say, she did not. Instead he saw the tears filling her eyes before she turned away from him. He’d not meant to drive her to tears, for he’d simply spoken his fears aloud for the first time to someone other than his dead wife or the dark of night.

			‘I will come two days hence then,’ she said.

			He stood there on the path and watched her until she disappeared from view on the road through the village and towards the north. He went back inside and spoke to Suisan and Colm for a short while before returning to his duties at the castle. For the first time in such a long while, the sound of Colm’s coughs did not follow his steps away.

			* * *

			Anna used all of the control she could pull together not to fall to her knees and sob over this man and his son. Truth be told, she worried that the lad was too far gone to bring him back from the brink of death. But how could she say that to the man who stood there with both hope and desolation in his gaze? He knew. He knew how dire the situation was. And somehow his own survival depended on that of his son’s.

			Nay, he was not ill or stricken by the same lung weakness that assailed the boy, but she thought that his son’s death would tear him apart in other ways. Anna stopped now, at the edge of the village, and turned to look back. He’d been watching her, she could feel his gaze burning into her with each step. Now, though, she did not see him there.

			She quickened her pace, wanting and needing to put some distance between herself and the village. But the boy and the man were in the centre of her thoughts all the way back to her cottage. And for the rest of the day as she weeded and pruned the unruly and overgrown plants in her mother’s plot above the falls.

			* * *

			Davidh and his son remained her concern over the next two days as she prepared concoctions and unguents and even as she and Iain ate and talked. Methods of treating the boy’s lung affliction filled her thoughts. She had kept notes on her mother’s recipes and cures in a precious book and she consulted it as she prepared her basket for her journey back into town. Though Iain wanted to accompany her, she bade him to wait there, in the safety of the shadows.

			The revelation of his existence and his connection to this clan would come, but Anna wanted it to happen to her own plan. Once it did, she would lose control over the one thing in her life that was her own to claim and she did not relish that moment at all.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			‘Mistress Mackenzie!’

			Colm’s excited call greeted her on her approach to the blacksmith’s cottage. He sat outside the door, waving and speaking to anyone who passed by him that morn. A collection of others stood nearby, waiting or watching, she could not tell.

			‘Good day to you, Colm,’ she called out to the boy.

			Sitting in the unexpected morning sun revealed that there had been some improvement in his condition. His colouring, though not as pale and pasty as he had been, was a scant bit nearer to health than sickness now. A good sign that. Anna reached the boy and he reached out and tugged on her skirts.

			‘Mistress Mackenzie, I sat up all day except for when I was asleep. Like you told me to.’

			Suisan came to the opened doorway then, wiping her hands on the apron tucked at her waist.

			‘Good morn to ye, Mistress Mackenzie,’ she said, nodding at the boy who was struggling to remain on the stool there. ‘He has been hoping ye would give yer permission for him to leave the cottage.’

			Anna walked over and slid her hand across the boy’s hair and forehead. No fever. ‘Well, let me see how he is doing and we can talk about extending his prison walls.’

			‘I have taken every one of your remedies,’ Colm said. ‘Even the brown one that smells putrid.’ He gagged loudly, showing his distaste for it.

			‘Is that true, Mistress Cameron?’ Anna asked in a serious tone. ‘Has he followed my instructions?’ The lad’s enthusiastic words and manner spoke of his improvement, with or without Suisan’s confirmation.

			‘’Tis true,’ Suisan said.

			‘Come inside and let me check your breathing first, Colm.’

			She smiled as the boy jumped up from the stool and ran into the cottage. The mistake to avoid would be to let him try too much too soon. Though, watching his increased vigour, she knew it would be hard to keep him from pushing himself.

			Colm allowed her to push and prod him and he followed her instructions to test his breathing. He coughed, but it was not the uncontrollable, breath-stealing spasms it had been. This was good. He was not recovered, that would be a long process, but if the various things she’d given him eased the symptoms, she would be happy.

			‘I think he can be permitted some time outside on the morrow, Mistress Cameron,’ Anna pronounced when she’d finished. ‘No running, course, but some time with his friends.’

			‘Truly?’ Colm asked. ‘On the morrow?’

			‘Aye. If you promise not to run.’

			‘Aye, Mistress Mackenzie. Aye!’

			Colm’s smile warmed her heart and she could see a bit of her own son in his reactions. They were but a few years apart in age with Iain being nigh to ten-and-three while Colm had eight years.

			‘For now, you may sit outside and speak with your friends. Make your plans.’

			The boy was up and outside before she could say another thing. True to what Anna asked of him, he sat on the stool next to the door and called out to his friends.

			‘So, the vapour has worked then?’ she asked Suisan. ‘Has he been coughing much?’

			‘Nay,’ the older woman said. ‘Some the first night, but less after each dosing or use of the vapour. He did not complain or refuse, nay, he did not. He is a good lad.’

			‘Better than most others who have asked for my help,’ Anna said.

			‘About those seeking your help…’ Anna raised her gaze to Suisan and waited for her to continue. ‘Word has already spread about ye being a healer.’

			‘Those outside?’ Anna walked to the doorway and looked past the boy and his friends to see a growing crowd. ‘They are to see me?’

			‘Aye, if ye would? Many have ailments that Old Ranald could not see to. Many have minor things, but I think ye could help a number of others with the things ye grow and make.’

			Those waiting noticed her scrutiny and began to move closer. Anna nodded to them and they approached. She recognised a variety of symptoms and ailments as they grew closer.

			‘Suisan, I would not see them in the road. Can I bring them inside your cottage? Or is there another I might use?’

			‘Ye are welcome here and mayhap I could help ye a bit? Introduce ye to the villagers and such?’

			* * *

			Within a short time, Anna was speaking to the people who needed her services. Though it took several hours, with Suisan’s help, Anna managed to speak to each person who sought her aid. Some could be helped then, but others could not for she had not the ingredients or supplies to do so. A few more days and she would have some of what she needed, but it would be weeks of tending to the plots above the falls before she would be ready.

			Colm sat by the door, greeting everyone who came by, but she could see the exhaustion growing in his face. Just as she finished with the last person, a loud voice rang out drawing her attention.

			‘Malcolm Cameron, what do you think you are doing?’

			For a moment, she lost her place and time. She heard the name and stumbled to the doorway, almost expecting to see her Malcolm there before her. Staring into the road there instead she saw Davidh’s approach. Anna shook herself from the shock and glanced at Colm, who sat there watching his father walk towards them.

			Colm.

			Malcolm.

			He had truly named his son after his closest friend.

			‘You are not supposed to be out here!’ Davidh said sharply.

			* * *

			‘Papa, Mistress Mackenzie said I could.’

			Davidh had only been watching his son and now caught sight of the healer as she stepped into the sun’s light. He did not know who looked paler at that moment—her or his son. Crouching down before Colm where he sat on a stool, he studied his face and listened, as he always did, to his breathing. Though pale, he did not struggle to draw a breath.

			‘Well, if Mistress Mackenzie gave her approval, I cannot naysay her.’ He read the relief on Colm’s face then. How long had it been since his son had been outside this cottage or theirs? He glanced up and met Anna’s gaze then. ‘And what else did Mistress Mackenzie have to say?’

			‘If he rests today and follows my instructions, he may walk about in the village a bit with his friends on the morrow,’ she replied.

			‘From the look of him, he has not done the first.’

			‘Nay, not yet. This morn, I was grateful for his help with the others who came to see me.’

			Davidh stood then and touched his son’s shoulder.

			‘You look tired, son.’

			He could see the struggle within the boy. He did not wish to go back inside and yet his strength was fading. Considering that he’d been up and about more in these last two days than he had in weeks and weeks, Davidh was more than willing to listen to the healer’s advice. Whatever doubts had initially assailed him had faded in the face of the results in his son.

			‘Since we have finished our work, I think it a good time for you to rest, Mal-colm.’

			She stuttered over his son’s name. Oh, she’d heard him use his proper name. But a glance at her face revealed something else or something more was behind her stammer.

			‘There you go then. Mistress Mackenzie has so spoken and we cannot argue with her. Well, you could, but I suspect that her promise to release you from this doorway depends on you obeying now.’

			Colm grumbled as he stood, waved farewell to his friends and walked in slow, delaying steps inside. Davidh fought the smile that threatened to break out on his face since it would ruin the serious attitude he was forcing himself to show. He found he needed to turn away rather than watch as Colm sighed over and over as he lay down on the pallet. It was the short time it took for his son to fall asleep that reminded Davidh of his true condition and need for rest.

			‘I…’ There was so much to thank her for doing, yet the words would not come.

			‘I have given Suisan something new to try over the next few days,’ she said. She blocked his view of his son then, standing closer so her words did not carry inside. ‘The vapours seem to be helping.’

			‘Aye, they have. He barely coughs.’ Again, words of gratitude swirled around, but none seemed good enough for what she’d accomplished. ‘Anna…’

			‘The thing is, Davidh, this is only the beginning. The weakness in his lungs will not stop because of a few concoctions or using the vapours for a couple of nights.’ Why was she trying to dissemble with her words? To what purpose was it to undermine what she’d accomplished here?

			‘He has been ill for some time,’ he said. ‘I understand that it could take time.’

			‘Or not.’

			He heard her words, but he did not want to accept them. That tiny bit of hope that he always carried in his soul for his son had burst into a stronger one just over the last two days. Could he contain and dampen it now? Must he? She reached out and placed her hand on his arm.

			‘Sometimes it does not proceed as I expect it to and if, if, this does not work…’ She paused then and stared out towards the village. ‘I do not wish to raise your hopes without making certain you understand the true situation here, Davidh.’

			‘I am afraid ’tis too late for that, Anna.’

			She blinked several times and looked at him. He shrugged.

			‘I understand the situation, Colm’s situation, for I have watched other bairns and wee ones die of things like this.’ A single tear trickled from the corner of her left eye and he wanted to reach out and wipe it away. He stepped back instead. ‘I will take whatever days your treatments give him. The rest is in the Almighty’s hands.’

			She walked past him then and he heard the soft groan as she did so. Watching her, he noticed the signs of discomfort or pain in the way she walked now.

			‘Mistress Mackenzie, are you yourself in need of a healer?’

			She laughed then and the sound of it made his heart beat faster.

			‘Aye, I think I might. Do you know one?’

			‘Old Ranald is good if you need anything hacked away.’ The jesting relieved the tension in him.

			‘Nay, not that. I just need to walk a bit after crouching and bending for so long. I will not keep you from your duties, Commander.’

			‘Come,’ he said, motioning with his hand ahead of him. ‘I am not expected back for some time yet and I can show you the rest of the village if you have not walked it yourself.’

			‘I would like that,’ she said, following him to the road, then walking at his side.

			They walked along that main road and Davidh pointed out the important places of their village—the smithy she knew, but the baker, the miller near the stream and the weavers she did not. Word had spread about her and many came out to greet her. Some she called by name which surprised him at first, but she told him that she had seen them just a short while before his arrival.

			Davidh guided her as far as the stream that led north to the river that connected Loch Arkaig to Loch Lochy. To reach the falls and her cottage she would follow the river to the mouth of Loch Arkaig, cross the small bridge there and head around to the northern side of the river. The river that rushed over the falls fed back into the River Arkaig. The most surprising thing about the walk was that Davidh found it easy to talk to her. Giving her bits of gossip and explaining the connections between this person and that one continued as they made their way back to the smithy.

			‘You did not show me where you live.’

			He had not time to ponder her curiosity, for a man came running towards them, shouting out his name. Only then did Davidh realise he’d lost all sense of time as he’d walked with Anna. Robert expected him after the noon meal to meet with the steward and Davidh had forgotten all about it.

			He could blame it on the sight of his son, sitting outside for the first time in weeks. He could and that would have been part of it. The other part was that he’d been enjoying himself too much and, for that short time, he’d forgotten his duty. He’d forgotten his duty.

			Davidh nodded at the messenger and faced Anna.

			‘I must go.’ She nodded. ‘Will you be back on the morrow?’

			‘I will be back in a few days. There is so much to do before I will have enough to help those in the village.’

			He wanted to argue with her, but he could not now. Any anger or frustration he felt was his own fault, so he took his leave with a hurried word of gratitude. Davidh cursed silently first, with every step he ran to the smithy to claim his horse and then with every stride of his horse after he mounted and as he rode to the keep.

			Never in his life, never since taking command, had he ever forgotten to carry out a task or duty or responsibility. Never. Not even when Colm suffered the worst of his affliction.

			But this young woman arrived, bringing help to his son and appealing to him more than any woman before or since Mara, and he allowed her to distract him. From his duty.

			This could not happen again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Three days passed and Davidh found the sense of distraction growing. Anna had not returned to the village since their encounter which saw him running off to the keep. Though Robert said nothing about his lateness that day, others whispered. And not all of the comments were meant in jest. With things still unsettled among the various factions in the Cameron clan, the last thing he needed to be was less than attentive and less than consistent in his duties.

			When the last chief’s perfidy and betrayal had been uncovered, the clan broke apart. Gilbert’s supporters fled, unwilling to wait for their own guilt to be exposed and to pay for their part in his sins. Though Robert was the legitimate, pragmatic and reasonable choice to replace him, some elders and others well respected in the clan wondered if the man who’d served in silence to protect his own secrets could be trusted to lead them now.

			Robert’s choices and decisions since taking the high chair were closely watched and examined for weakness or ill judgement. That included his own selection of who to command the warriors while Struan took over as steward. In the months since, and with the support of the powerful chief of the Chattan Confederation, Robert had made progress in re-establishing trust in the treaty that had been put in place between them.

			Still, the laird did not need his commander to look unprepared or unready to train and manage all the warriors of the Cameron clan. For the last three days, Davidh had thrown himself into his duties. Knowing that Colm was improving, he remained at the keep from morning until dark.

			He worked with his men in the training yard, he assigned guards and others to do needed repairs to the buildings in the castle and elsewhere. Though they might not have wanted to do it, such work strengthened them and their endurance and was a useful way of accomplishing both.

			And no matter how exhausted he felt himself, thoughts of the green-eyed healer kept him from sleep. Like some callow youth who’d never had experience with a woman, his mind turned her words and every action over and over again, keeping him from rest. So, on the fourth morning after their walk, Davidh decided to seek her out. With Colm healthier than he’d been for months, he believed the boy could make the journey out to the falls. If he tired too quickly or easily, Davidh would turn back.

			With the ready excuse of a lack of those leaves for making the vapours and some coin to pay for her supplies in hand, he walked to Suisan’s to retrieve his son. Not ten paces from the door of his house, he almost slammed into a woman walking towards him.

			‘Good day and my pardon, Lilias,’ he said as he grabbed his neighbour to keep her from falling. ‘I did not see you there.’

			‘Good day, Davidh,’ Lilias said. She regained her balance and he released his hold. ‘Ye seem to be in a hurry this day. Is something wrong with the boy?’

			Though he did not have time to waste if he wanted to get to the falls and back before dark, Davidh did not wish to be rude to a woman who had stepped in many times to help him care for his son.

			‘Nay, Colm is doing well,’ he said. Smiling then at the thought of how well he was, Davidh nodded. ‘There has been some improvement of late. But,’ he said, gazing past her towards the smithy, ‘I am taking him to the healer now.’

			‘Everyone has been expecting her to return here,’ Lilias said. ‘Is it wise to take him so far?’

			There was an unfamiliar glint in Lilias’s gaze and Davidh could not tell if the woman was questioning his judgement or just curious. He shrugged.

			‘That is another reason I go. She has not been seen in four days. The village boys have not caught sight of her near the falls. Robert extended his protection to her and…’ He did not lie so much as lead her to believe this was part of his duties.

			‘Would ye come to supper upon yer return from the falls then? ’Tis been a long time since we shared a meal, Davidh.’ Lilias smiled. ‘And bring the boy. I have a stew cooking and there will be plenty.’

			Davidh stopped and stared at the woman. He’d never noticed the primping and preening before, yet there it was right in front of him. It might have been a long time since he courted or wooed a woman—hell, it had been—but he recognised what she was doing now. As she twisted a loose lock of hair around her fingertips, he understood that she was flirting with him.

			‘My thanks, Lilias. I do not know when I will return or if Colm will feel up to a visit.’ He fought to keep his impatience under control as he reminded himself, again, that she had done him and his son many kindnesses. As had many of the villagers. ‘I must go.’

			‘Another night, then?’ Lilias said, stepping out of his path. ‘I hope the boy keeps well.’

			Davidh nodded and strode away. His horse was at the smithy since Jamie had repaired one of the horse’s shoes. Jamie called out a greeting as Davidh walked to the cottage and found it empty. Jamie shouted to him and Davidh looked down the path towards the well near the centre of the village. Suisan and Colm were walking from the well and Davidh could see that his son carried a bucket.

			And he did not have to stop and put it down once.

			And he talked with Suisan as he walked.

			Davidh could hardly breathe himself as he watched this new Colm approach. Every day saw a step towards health. Every day Davidh’s hopes rose in spite of Anna’s warnings about the true nature of Colm’s affliction. He had just been so sick for so long that this improvement, even if a temporary respite from the worst of it, seemed a godsend.

			‘Papa!’ Colm called out as he noticed Davidh. ‘Look! Look!’

			Colm shifted the bucket into both hands and began trotting towards him. He wanted to urge him to slow, but the expression of sheer joy on his son’s face forced him to remain silent and watch. When his son reached him, half of the water in the bucket had sloshed out. Davidh laughed as he crouched down and pulled his son into a hug.

			‘Papa, I carried it all the way,’ Colm said. Suisan reached them and took the bucket.

			‘Aye, he did,’ she said, never mentioning the lack of water in the bucket now.

			‘How do you feel, Colm? How is your chest?’ Davidh placed a hand on his son’s chest and back, a way he could feel the strength or weakness of his son’s ability to draw breath.

			‘I am fine, Papa. Suisan said so. And so did Mistress Mackenzie.’

			‘Mistress Mackenzie? When did she visit you?’ Davidh stood and looked at Suisan.

			‘She came very early this morn, Davidh,’ Suisan explained. ‘You’d barely ridden away before she knocked on my door.’

			Anna had been here? Had she waited for him to leave before seeing to Colm?

			‘She said she was in the middle of many things at the cottage, but wanted to bring some supplies for Colm and some of the others in need.’ Suisan gestured to the basket sitting by the doorway that now held trinkets and wrapped bits that were payment for Anna’s help. The woman shrugged and put her bucket down next to it. ‘Colm and I saw that everything was given out.’

			He was both disappointed and elated at the same time. That his son was strong enough to walk the length and breadth of the village made that hope within him grow. And yet, Davidh was not pleased that Anna seemed to come and go without seeing him.

			‘Did she speak of her return? For I had planned to seek her out.’ Davidh nodded at his son. ‘I thought we could ride out to the falls since the day is a fair one and Colm seems much stronger.’

			His son reacted as he thought he would and Davidh had to caution him not to wear himself out before they rode. Soon, Davidh, Colm and the basket for Anna were on their way north, to the end of the loch and on to the falls. He kept the horse from galloping and held his son before him, protecting him from the worst of the jostling along the road.

			They rode most of the way in silence, but as they approached the falls Colm began questioning him about them. Davidh spoke of his times as a boy when he and his closest friend Malcolm would try their best to climb the slippery rocks, as Tavish and countless others had, and their failures. When they arrived before the deep pool that captured the flowing water before sending it south to the river, Colm stilled and stared at the falls as they rose overhead.

			‘’Tis a long way down.’

			‘Aye,’ Davidh said. ‘Tavish is lucky that he broke only his foot and not every bone in his body. Let that be a warning to you and your friends about the danger here.’

			He doubted his words would work any better than those of his own father all those years ago. The boys Davidh grew up with spent every possible moment out here trying to make their way up the falls once word of the witch spread. Rumours tied her abilities to the illness the cattle suffered one summer. Other stories spoke of her curses…and of the love philters she could make.

			Malcolm had gone looking for one of those.

			‘So, how do we find Anna?’ his son asked.

			‘’Tis a secret path and I must have your word of honour that you will not share the way with anyone. Not your friends. Not anyone.’ Now that someone lived above, it was for her safety as much as anyone seeking her.

			With the solemnity of a man taking Holy Orders, Colm nodded his agreement. Davidh lifted him down to the ground, dismounted and tied the horse to a tree there. Then he crouched down and told Colm to climb on his back—it would be the easiest way to carry him up the steep path. Soon, they were headed to the copse of trees that hid the entrance to the cave and the way up the falls.

			It was a slower pace than when he climbed alone, but soon he took the last few climbing steps and stood at the top of the falls not far from Anna’s cottage. As he approached it, the door was open and no one seemed to be within. She must be working in the field she called a garden. The last time he’d seen it, it was much too big to be called a garden.

			‘Anna!’ Colm called out over Davidh’s shoulder. Reminded that he yet carried his son, he bent down and let the boy off his back. ‘Anna.’ He scampered towards the woman who was on her knees, digging at something in the dirt. ‘Papa brought me to see you.’

			She jumped up at his words, quickly rubbing the dirt from her hands and taking him by the shoulders. She knelt before Colm and touched the back of her hand to his cheeks and forehead. She thought him ill. She’d told Davidh to seek her out if he worsened.

			‘Anna, he is well,’ Davidh said, walking to them. ‘He is well.’

			The worry did not leave her gaze immediately and did not dissipate until she listened to his breaths and studied his face. She stood and shook out her skirts to remove the dirt she’d collected on them while kneeling there in the field.

			‘When you had not returned to the village, I wanted to make certain you were safe up here alone.’ The explanation sounded suspect even to his own ears, but she nodded.

			‘I saw this one just this morn,’ she said. ‘But I appreciate having my basket back.’ Davidh had forgotten about the basket his son now held out to her. ‘What are these?’

			‘They are…’ he began. ‘Tavish’s mother sent the cheese. The bread is from the baker and his wife. The thread is from Mistress Cameron—the one they call “Peggy”. Oh, and Old Ranald said you can have his needles and threads when you come down next since he willna be using them.’ It all came out of him in an unstopping burst of words and gestures as he explained each and every little thing in the basket and who’d sent it.

			‘My thanks for bringing me such treats,’ she said, smiling as she held the basket closer. ‘Though I could have got these when I visited next.’

			‘The baker’s bread would have been stale,’ Colm said.

			‘They like to pay their debts promptly,’ Davidh added.

			‘Ah. I had not thought on that,’ Anna said.

			‘More than that, they wanted you to have something for your care and kindness to them.’

			She smiled then, first at his son, then she raised her gaze to his and he saw tears shimmering there. Had she not thought those who’d benefited from her treatments would respond like this? Mayhap that was not how it was done in the place where she’d lived before? It mattered not, for she was here now and this was how they would thank her. And in other ways.

			‘Do you need help there?’ he asked, trying to change their conversation. The plots of land laid out were covered in overgrown weeds though he knew there must be some plants within the brush and leaves that she wanted to save and cultivate. ‘I could send some of my men to take care of the heaviest work.’

			For a moment, she looked as if she would refuse. Then, she stood back and turned away, putting her hands on her hips, her lovely hips, and stared out at the work before her. ‘But you would have to tell them how to get up here.’

			‘I could let them try to climb the falls, but I suspect there would not be many willing to do that.’

			She laughed then. She turned to face him and let out another burst of merriment that made him smile, as well.

			‘You jest!’ she said, nodding at Colm who stared at him as though he spoke a language he did not understand.

			‘Of course I jest. I will have them swear an oath as my son did before showing them the way,’ he offered. ‘One that will make them shrivel and die if they reveal the truth.’

			Now it was Colm who laughed and Davidh swore he would do whatever was necessary to make such a sound a regular occurrence for his son. He wanted the smile that lit his face now to remain there for ever and the pain and suffering never to return.

			‘You did not have your son swear to such a thing!’ She rushed to his side and shook her head. ‘He is too young for such a vow.’ She mussed Colm’s hair up again, something she liked to do each time Davidh saw them together. It was a natural thing to her. As though she understood lads his age.

			‘You are under the laird’s protection, Anna. In truth, no one will bother you or they face Robert’s judgement.’

			‘Very well, Commander. I would appreciate the help for the tasks I cannot see to myself.’ She took her basket in hand and nodded in the direction of the cottage. ‘Would you like something to drink before you return to the village?’

			The words were said with a graciousness and warmth and yet Davidh very much felt he was being told to leave. Glancing around the area, past the cottage and into the forest, he searched for signs of anyone else there. The wind whispered through the trees and the sunlight rippled and threw patterns of light and shadow on the ground. But they were alone.

			Colm accepted for both of them and dogged Anna’s steps back to her cottage and waited for her to enter. His curiosity was a welcome thing to witness, but Davidh did not lose sight of his son’s ease at tiring. Too stubborn to admit to such a weakness, Colm would push himself too much and suffer for it later. A drink to refresh themselves and then he would take his son back to the village.

			Just as Davidh ducked to enter, something caught his attention and he turned to see a shadow move quickly towards the other side of the cottage. He stepped back, not certain if he’d seen someone or a creature, when Anna called him to enter.

			‘I thought I saw someone,’ he said. ‘Between the cottage and the falls.’ She held out a battered cup filled with cold water to him. ‘I wonder if any of the lads did make it up the slippery slope.’

			‘I have not seen anyone. Though some deer have been making their way in from the cliffside. I suspect they are waiting to forage on whatever I can get growing in the field there.’

			‘Will you need someone to scare them away, Mistress Mackenzie? My friends would do that for you.’ Colm turned his serious gaze to Davidh now. ‘They would swear never to tell, too.’

			Anna handed his son a cup and motioned for him to drink it. She placed her arm around his shoulder as he did and then she squeezed him. ‘Firstly, you must be well and strong. So, if you…’

			‘Drink all the putrid concoctions and rest…’ Colm finished her sentence, knowing what was coming.

			‘Then, your father and I will decide when it is time for you to add your efforts to scaring off the deer.’

			‘I think we need to get back to the village, Colm.’

			‘But, Papa…’

			‘We were a surprise and an interruption to Mistress Mackenzie in her work. Take your leave so she may return to her tasks at hand.’

			Strangely, Davidh wished to leave this place and this woman even less than his son did. Something within made him want to work by her side. To come to this cottage at the end of their day’s labours. But he forced himself away from such a reverie and back to his responsibility to get his son home now.

			‘We hope to see you in the village soon,’ he said, walking out first. He crouched down and waited for Colm to climb on his back. She laughed again.

			‘I did wonder how you managed it,’ she said. ‘Have a care on the way down. The recent rains have made the path near the entrance to the cave slippery.’

			Davidh stood and nodded, wrapping his arms around his son’s legs for a better hold. Then he remembered one message he was supposed to pass along to her.

			‘Lady Elizabeth, the laird’s wife, would like you to call on her when you are next in the village,’ he said. ‘She was very happy to learn that a new healer was in our midst.’

			‘If you see her on the morrow, tell her I will.’

			Davidh walked towards the falls and turned to follow the path down. At the last moment before entering the heavy brush that covered the path from prying eyes, he glanced at Anna.

			And she stood staring into the shadows, clearly searching the forest for something…or someone. Then, she startled and ran towards him.

			‘Davidh. When will you send the men?’ she called out to him.

			‘In three days.’ He would speak to Robert on the morrow.

			‘I am grateful. My thanks!’

			Davidh nodded and turned back to the path, while Colm called out and waved to her. As he walked into the shadows of the thick trees, Davidh glanced back.

			Anna stood staring towards the falls with a very worried expression on her face.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Anna held her breath as she entered the hall of the keep. All around her, servants carried out their tasks of cleaning or preparing for the noon meal. Others, men on the laird’s business and those who needed his attention, waited near the dais as Robert spoke to those of more importance.

			She’d tended to her own matters over the last two days.

			Iain was getting restless and bored, a frustrating thing to be told he must not stray and must not be seen or speak to anyone from the village. She could not keep him hidden much longer. And now that she was becoming accepted, mayhap she would not need to. Still, having others know about him was one thing while having them know the truth was quite another.

			The good thing was that his curiosity about the lands around the falls and their cottage kept his interest. Hopefully, he would be enthralled for a few more days. His hunting skills had made it possible to trade with the baker and others for needed household items and other foodstuffs. No one asked how she came by the fowl and hares for they each most likely thought others had paid for her help with the various items.

			Today, she was not here to seek out the laird but his wife as Davidh had told her. As lady here, Elizabeth Cameron supervised all the women within the keep and saw to the more domestic needs of the clan. From what Anna had gleaned from Suisan, the lady had taken on much work when her husband took his position as chieftain less than a year ago. Turmoil had reigned for too long and there had been no ladywife to take things in hand.

			Nor, Suisan had whispered, would any woman have dared, with the late Gilbert Cameron as husband and laird. Two wives of his had died and a challenge to him over that and his other crimes against the Camerons, his own clan, had led to his death. Now, his once-banished older brother and sister-by-marriage controlled the lands and people here.

			As she made her way to the door near the front of the hall, Anna nodded to a few people she recognised. She approached one of the servants and explained her purpose. Anna was directed to a small alcove to wait. Within a short time, an older woman entered from behind the dais. The chieftain paused and greeted her so Anna knew this was the lady herself.

			For someone old enough to have three grown or nearly grown sons, the lady retained her youthful appearance and carried herself as one much younger than she must be. Wearing not the costly gown and veil of one of such rank and wealth, but the simple gown of a woman working in a household, she surprised Anna. Regardless of her appearance, Anna dropped into a curtsy before the woman who, now that her husband had given his permission, was in charge of her.

			‘My lady,’ Anna said, lifting her gaze and then rising at the lady’s signal. ‘The commander said you wished to speak to me.’

			‘Anna Mackenzie, is it?’ the lady asked. Anna nodded. ‘We are glad of you settling here, as your mother once did. We are sorely in need of a healer.’ The lady then laughed at the inadvertent jest she’d made. ‘Even Old Ranald is pleased and relieved to have someone with skills here now.’

			‘I am grateful for the laird’s permission and your welcome, lady. Is there something I can do for you?’

			‘I have already heard of your work in the village. Tavish’s father works here and told us of your rescue and treatment of the lad. My boys managed to get into such trouble when they were that age,’ she added. Elizabeth motioned for Anna to walk with her. They went past those assembled there and into a smaller corridor that led away from the hall. ‘Just down here.’

			They walked down a short flight of stairs and stopped at the bottom. The lady peered down one hallway and then another before leading on to a doorway at the end of the one to the right.

			‘I found this and had thought to ask a brother from the nearest abbey with skills in such to come, but then you arrived and I thought it must be meant for you.’

			The lady lifted the latch and pushed the heavy door open. A torch already burned inside the chamber and Anna stepped in behind the lady. Then she glanced around the room.

			Bins and bottles. Jars and sacks and baskets. All sorts of containers lay on shelves before her. Dried herbs hung overhead, lending all their scents to the heady mix that filled the room. A small window high in the wall let in some light from outside and she could see there was an abundance of different types and sorts of medicaments already made, as well as the supplies needed to compound more.

			‘My lady!’

			‘A grand mess of things,’ Lady Elizabeth said. ‘I have not the knowledge to determine if these are beneficial or even safe to use or for what treatments they could be for,’ she said as she pointed around the chamber. ‘But Davidh tells me you do.’

			‘My lady, I am not as knowledgeable as a learned brother might be,’ she disclaimed. ‘I am only familiar with those things my mother taught me over the years. Many of these—’ she waved with her hand at the astonishing sight ‘—are unknown to me.’

			Anna walked closer to the large work table in the centre of the chamber and studied what lay there. Several of the plants dried and bundled were known to her, but the rest were not.

			‘I think your plan to summon a healer from the abbey is a wise one.’ Anna shook her head. ‘I have not the experience or learning to use all of this.’ The lady’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Anna. ‘Where did this come from? Who gathered and used such a wide variety like this?’

			‘Apart from Morag who was here but a few months, there has not been a healer other than Old Ranald for years. The previous laird saw no reason for one. So, I think this has been untouched for four years? Mayhap longer.’

			So, most of these would be useless, too old and impotent to do much good. But there might be something. If that was what the lady was offering.

			‘Since your skills will serve our people, I pray you to take whatever you can use from here. And, if you have need of other supplies and such, speak to the steward or to the cook.’

			When Anna had made the decision to return here, she had thought to be quietly ignored, allowed to be there, but with little or no attention to her. This response was unexpected and she hoped it was a sign that her true aim would also be successful.

			Her son’s acceptance into his father’s kith and kin.

			‘You have my permission to come and sort through all of this when you can. It looks daunting to me, but then I do not have the experience that you do.’

			The lady’s admission of ignorance made Anna like this woman even more. She did not pretend to something she did not know.

			‘Thank you, my lady,’ she said.

			Lady Cameron turned to leave, but stopped just before they reached the corridor. Facing Anna, her expression filled with worry and concern, she reached out and touched the younger woman’s hand.

			‘Will Davidh’s lad be well?’ she asked. ‘He has been through so much and so many challenges.’ For a moment, Anna did not know if the lady referred to the father or the son. ‘Young Malcolm is special to me, for his mother was my goddaughter.’

			As it had the last time, hearing his whole name spoken startled Anna. It was not an uncommon name among the clans, it just had such power over her.

			‘Davidh was one of the first to stand for Robert. His faith in my husband, though he is young, helped to stabilise things over the turbulence. I hope you can help his son.’

			‘I will try, my lady. I will try.’

			Lady Cameron patted her on the hand and then turned and walked out of the chamber. Anna followed along, impatient to return to her tasks of the day. When they reached the main level of the keep, the lady pointed the way back to the hall.

			It would take hours—nay, days—to sort through the contents of that chamber. In spite of the daunting amount of time she would need for it, Anna’s hands almost itched to begin that work. As she walked into the yard, she began formulating a new plan to accomplish all that she must. Winter had begrudgingly let go its hold on the lands and she needed to have her plants and field ready for the longer, warmer days of the summer-growing season.

			So caught up in her thoughts was she that she walked into Davidh without seeing or hearing him. The shock of contact with his bare chest unsettled her and she lost her balance. Lucky for her, he’d seen her and grabbed hold of her shoulders before she could fall to the ground.

			‘Your pardon,’ she said, stepping back away from him. As she looked up and up to meet his gaze, she noticed his uncovered chest.

			‘I called out to you, but you did not seem to hear me,’ he explained. His chest was the most muscular chest she’d ever seen on a man. Granted, she did not go around gaping at half-naked men, but she’d seen more than a few in the years since she began helping her mother. And this chest, these arms, were some of the best she’d seen.

			‘I fear I was so overwhelmed by the lady’s generosity that I was lost in my thoughts over how to proceed.’

			Now she noticed that he’d tied his long, dark hair back into a tight tail. Then she saw the men standing in the yard watching them. All of them strong and powerful warriors. All of them holding swords or other weapons. All of them watching her speak to their commander.

			‘I have disturbed your training,’ she said, with a slight curtsy to him. ‘Forgive me.’ She began to walk away, but could hear the whispers of the men who yet watched the encounter.

			‘You did not disturb…the training,’ he said. For a moment she thought he was going to say something else. ‘I wanted to make these men known to you, Mistress Mackenzie.’ Davidh pointed to three men who stood closest to them. ‘They will be helping with your field and planting on the morrow.’

			‘Mistress,’ they each said, nodding at her. She studied each face so she would recognise them.

			‘I thank you for your help,’ she said. Then she turned to the commander. ‘And I thank you for your offer.’

			‘Robert agreed that helping you was a good idea,’ he said. Leaning closer, he spoke softer then. ‘He and Elizabeth like having a healer back in our midst. As do I.’

			‘I will be ready,’ she said. She would not waste their time once they arrived. Three men would complete the work in less than a day. And with her working at their side, it would go even quicker. ‘In the morn then.’

			* * *

			A sense of anticipation grew within her as she visited the village and saw to those who asked for her help. Though Davidh’s son said he felt stronger, Anna worried over something she heard in his breathing. Suisan had been very careful in giving him the concoctions and medicaments Anna had made and yet there was just…something amiss. Something she could not identify.

			While not wishing to worry the boy, she advised him to limit himself to one excursion in the village each day and only if he was not coughing for all of the morning. Suisan met her gaze with a questioning one and yet Anna could not explain her hesitancy or her concern.

			* * *

			The next day was both the hardest and the most satisfying in such a long time. Not only did the three men Davidh pointed out arrive at her cottage, but he joined them, as well. Better still, the lady sent them along with a huge basket of food for them all. Even though Anna had made a very large pot of stew and had bread from the baker, she realised it would not have been enough for four strong, hard-working men.

			Several times during that day, she found herself standing in the shadows and watching the men work. Digging, sawing, raking and more, they were all strong men familiar with physical labour, but her gaze was drawn by just one. His men did nothing that he was not willing to do. She noticed the deference paid to him as commander, but also the easy comradery that existed among them.

			Once or twice during the first part of the morning, she noticed Iain skulking closer than he should, but her son understood and stayed back. Soon, she’d promised him. Soon.

			Once the work was done and the men gone, Anna understood it was time. Time to put her true plan into motion. To reclaim her son’s birthright. To claim his place among the Camerons.

			After keeping him hidden since their arrival, she needed a way to bring him into the light and introduce him. A few days later, unfortunately the decision was made for her.

			* * *

			The rains came later that night and it poured down in torrents for the next day. The water collected in the river above the falls and pushed over them with a brutal force that could almost not be contained within the rocky formation or be caught in the pool below. She’d warned Iain not to go near them until the overflowing currents returned to their usual amount and ferocity. Working inside after midday, she was crushing some dried leaves into a powder when Iain came running.

			‘You have to come!’ he screamed. ‘Mam, it’s a boy!’ He was gone before she could ask him anything.

			She followed him out of the cottage and towards the falls. The roar of the waters had not diminished since this morning and she could hear nothing over it. Iain stopped near the top and gestured to something below.

			God, but there was a boy on a ledge next to the falls!

			She crept closer to the edge, trying to keep her balance while not losing her footing. The rocks were slippery and water from the falls constantly poured on to them, making them even more dangerous. Anna managed to lean over and saw her worst nightmare right there below her.

			It was a boy, but not just any one—it was Davidh’s son clinging to a shallow handhold in the rock. His body trembled and he fought to get his foot into a divot in the rock that could hold him. Far below him, a number of other boys from the village watched in horror as their friend clung to keep from falling to his death.

			‘Go!’ she shouted as loudly as she could. They could not hear her so she waved them towards the village, praying that they would understand that they needed to go get help. When they ran off, she hoped it would come in time.

			But Colm would not last long enough. He was already weak and had not the strength to hold on for much longer. She called out to Iain to get a rope and then moved quickly down the hill until she was level with the boy. His face was ghostly pale and his body shivered. Though he moved his lips, she could neither hear nor understand what he said.

			Iain returned with rope which she tied around her waist while he secured the other end, tying it to a sturdy tree. She motioned to her son to come closer—the overwhelming roar of the water made it impossible to hear.

			‘Give me your belt, Iain,’ she shouted once he was close enough. She grabbed Iain and hugged him tightly to her for a moment. ‘I love you, Iain. Now stand back and do not come any closer to the edge. Be ready to pull me back once I have him in hand.’

			Anna reached down and gathered the back of her skirts and pulled them up tightly. After tucking the ends of her skirts into the rope at her waist, Anna formed a loop with the belt and wrapped the length of it around her hand. Then, she began to inch her way to the edge. What had the boy done to get himself to this point? It mattered not for she could do nothing to change it now. She was his only hope.

			Offering up a prayer for strength, Anna took the first step out on to the rocks, holding on to the rope. She could not dare to look at Colm as she moved ever closer. She needed to keep her attention on every step she must take to reach him.

			It seemed as though it took hours to get close enough to him to try to grasp him, but soon she stood just inches away. Holding out her hand, she urged him to take the looped end of the belt from her.

			‘Put it around you,’ she shouted. ‘Over your head!’

			It took several tries before he could grab it and manoeuvre it over and around him. When it was in place, Anna nodded to him as she wrapped the belt around and around her hand, easing him closer to her. Then, with a glance to Iain to begin pulling her off the rocks, she backed up and tugged Colm with her. The belt became crucial when the boy lost his hold and began to slip.

			With all of her strength and that of Iain, too, she pulled the belt while allowing the rope to guide her off the rocks and on to the hill next to the falls. She collapsed to the ground, holding Colm in her arms as she tried to catch her own breath.

			‘Mam?’ Iain knelt at her side and yelled at her.

			Anna rolled to her side and nodded to her son. Thanks to his efforts and quick response, Colm yet lived. As she studied the boy’s face—now grey—she could feel him struggling to breathe. ‘We must get him inside now.’

			Iain helped her to her feet and they half-carried, half-dragged Colm up to the cottage. Once there, she laid him on the pallet while Iain gathered blankets. She quickly undressed Colm and tossed his wet garments to one side. Within a short time, tea with several herbs that would stimulate his breathing and fight the fever that would come were steeping.

			And Anna began what she knew would be a long struggle to save Colm’s life.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			He was not at Suisan’s cottage or in their own. He was not sitting by the well or in any of the other places the lads in the village liked to gather. Davidh noticed that none of Colm’s usual companions were anywhere he looked in the village either.

			The boy had not the strength or stamina to go very far, so they all must be hiding somewhere nearby. After more searching and asking everyone he met along the way, Davidh was convinced the boys did not exist. The only place he’d not searched was the keep, but the guards would not allow a gaggle of young lads through the gates without a reason—or without mentioning it to him as he’d left.

			Colm was missing.

			He stood outside his house and ran his hands through his hair, looking, searching once more for any sign of them. If Colm had not been so ill until just recently, Davidh would think nothing of the lads disappearing for hours, off exploring as boys did. Still thinking of possible hiding places, Davidh heard their approach and turned to see a pack of boys running towards him. It was their screaming and their faces that struck terror in his heart. The first boy reached him and Davidh knelt down to face him.

			‘He is on the rocks. Colm is climbing the rocks!’

			‘Where? Where is he?’ Davidh asked, even though he suspected the truth already.

			‘The Witch’s Pool!’ another called out.

			‘The falls!’ Tavish said. ‘He was trying to climb the falls and got stuck.’

			He heard nothing else. Explanations could wait until his son was safe. Davidh mounted his horse and rode like the demons of hell were chasing him. Without thinking, his thoughts fell into the same old pattern.

			Dear God, not the boy. I pray you, not the boy.

			He did not know how long it took him to reach the road to the north and then to the falls, but he crossed the last few yards before the falls would be visible with his stomach in his mouth. Rounding the last curve in the road, he heard the crashing waters and looked into the pool and then up along the rocks and the falls.

			Nothing. No one was there. He jumped to the ground and ran to the edge of the road nearest the pool. The pool churned deep and wild from the force of the waters pouring into it from above. Glancing upwards, Davidh saw no one on the rocks and no sign of anyone along the hills on each side of the falls.

			Thank God!

			But where was he, if not here?

			Anna’s.

			Davidh climbed his way up the path that led to the top of the falls and ran the rest of the way to her cottage. Voices within told him she was there. He lifted the latch on the door and pushed it open without knocking. His son lying pale and quiet on the pallet in the corner caught his attention first and he’d taken several steps towards him when she spoke. He glanced over at her while yet walking to his son.

			It was not the fear in her voice that stopped him then. Nor was it her dishevelled, wet condition. Nay, what stopped him was the boy, young man, standing at her side there.

			He was clearly of Cameron blood, the crooked nose inherited generation after generation declared him so, and yet Davidh did not remember seeing this boy in the village…or ever.

			‘What happened to my son?’ he asked. With a nod at this newcomer, he continued, ‘And who is this?’ Facing them, he noticed the similarity in colouring to Anna.

			‘This is my son, Iain,’ she said, placing her hands on the boy’s shoulders. ‘He found Colm clinging to the rocks below.’

			Davidh stared at the boy and then at his…mother. Why had she kept him a secret? Where had he been? Ah, the movement he’d seen several times in the forest, in the shadows. The boy had been here all along. He had many questions, but his own son’s racking cough stopped everything. Davidh went to his side, but Anna pushed her way there.

			‘He has a fever and the cough has returned. We got him out of his wet clothing and made him warm. The tea has several herbs in it to help his symptoms.’

			Concise and clear, her explanation gave him all the important details, but they left out much of the story he needed to know. Her own garments were soaked and he could feel the damp seeping into his own trews where their legs touched.

			‘If you will sit behind him and support him, I must get more into him now.’

			Davidh picked up the slight body of his son and slid behind him. They arranged him against Davidh’s chest, all the while Colm made no sound and did not rouse. After pouring more of the fragrant brew into a cup, Anna handed it to him and they worked to get it in his son. When her hands and body trembled, Davidh realised that she was cold and wet.

			‘You should get out of those wet garments,’ he said. ‘I am the one without any healing skills, if you should grow ill.’

			‘Try to wake him while I do,’ Anna said. She walked to the other side of the cottage and into a smaller chamber.

			He spoke to his son, called his name and shook him gently, but nothing seemed to work. He was deeply asleep or unconscious and would not wake. Glancing into the shadows, he realised that her son stood there watching everything without speaking a word.

			‘Iain? How many years have you?’ he asked the simple question to get the boy to speak to him. He’d remained hidden for almost a fortnight so Davidh suspected the boy would be wary of strangers.

			‘Ten and almost three,’ he replied. The boy remained there, nothing moving except his gaze which flitted back and forth from Davidh to his mother’s chamber.

			‘My thanks for finding my son,’ he said. ‘No doubt he would be dead if you had not.’ The boy nodded and crossed his arms over his chest. The gesture felt somehow familiar to Davidh, but he did not know why. ‘Can you tell me what happened or how he got there?’

			Anna entered and nodded at the boy. ‘Go ahead, Iain. Tell the commander what you saw.’

			‘They, your son and others, were gathered around the pool. It looked like they were fighting…arguing. Yelling back and forth and then your son started climbing the falls.’

			‘I do not understand,’ Davidh said. ‘He knew the other way. He could have reached the top without going near the water.’

			‘I swore not to tell, Papa.’ The whispered words surprised him. Colm had wakened and heard his question.

			‘Swore not to tell what, Colm?’ Davidh shifted and offered his son a sip of the tea before anything else. ‘Tell what?’

			‘They kenned I had been up here and did not believe I could climb up.’ He coughed again and Davidh waited for it to pass. ‘I would not tell anyone about the way here. Not my friends. No one.’

			Her gasp and her stricken expression told him that she understood. Davidh had made him swear to keep a secret and it had almost killed him.

			‘I did not tell.’

			Colm’s body slumped against his chest and, for a moment, Davidh feared the worst. Was his son dead? He looked at Anna who rushed over and knelt there beside him, touching and feeling and listening for his son’s breaths.

			‘He is so weak. I do not know how he held on for as long as he did,’ Anna said, sitting back on her heels.

			‘Tell me the rest.’ Davidh looked at Iain, who still stood in the shadows watching him. ‘They argued and Colm climbed. How far up was he?’

			‘About halfway. He made it just above the first pool.’

			‘God!’ Davidh said. He put his arm around his son from behind and held him. ‘How did he get here?’ The boy across the chamber did not reply in words, just a nod in his mother’s direction. ‘You brought him here?’

			Anna nodded and stood then. ‘Aye. With Iain’s help.’

			‘You got him off the rocks? How?’ With the falls overflowing due to the recent storms, the thought of any of them in its control was unthinkable. But that she even attempted it for his son… He was the one finding it difficult to breathe then. ‘You risked much, Anna.’

			‘He is just a boy, Davidh. Who would not have done it?’ She walked over and put her arm around her own son and he realised that the lad was almost as tall as she was. ‘You would have done it for Iain. Or for any child.’

			‘I thank you for what you did. He would have died there.’

			‘He was keeping his word to protect me,’ she said.

			‘You did not know that when you went out on those slippery rocks, in those torrents of water.’ Davidh eased himself from behind Colm and rose to his feet. ‘You could have been hurt or worse.’ He walked over to her, fighting with each step he took the urge and need to hold her in his arms. He stood a few inches from her now as he stared into her eyes. ‘I thank you for saving my son.’

			Had she lifted her chin just then? Would she allow his kiss? Tilting his head, he moved closer. Before he could touch his mouth to hers, everything changed. Iain shuffled in the corner, Colm let out a moan and Anna uttered the worst words he would ever think to hear.

			‘I have not saved him yet, Davidh.’

			Davidh turned to his son and watched as the coughing and tremors began anew. Worse, these spasms were harsher than any since Anna had begun treating him. It was as though the last fortnight had only been an imaginary reprieve and it was over. The coughing had returned as though it had never gone and he rushed to his son.

			‘Sit him up and support him,’ Anna said as she fetched something from the table. She moved around it, picking up this and that, adding each to a bowl, and then mixing it. ‘This will ease the cough,’ she said.

			‘But you said not to stop his coughs with the juice of poppy.’ He remembered she thought it was the worst thing to give his son.

			‘Listen to his cough, Davidh. Listen as he tries to draw breath. This is a different cough,’ she said. ‘This is a different tincture.’ She came over to them and bent down. ‘Lean his head on your shoulder and open his mouth.’

			It took a few tries, but soon the thick liquid had been placed on Colm’s tongue. Together, they coaxed him to swallow it. A second wave of coughing followed and then a third, but, thankfully, each one seemed to calm a bit more until his son was deeply asleep. They sat a quiet watch to see if he had calmed indeed. Davidh dared not move while Anna sat there on the edge of the pallet, not taking her gaze from his son.

			Iain looked on from the corner. Only then did Davidh realise he was working with a dagger and a piece of wood. After easing Colm down to the pallet and tucking the blankets around him tightly, Davidh stood and stretched his own muscles that were tight from holding one position for so long.

			‘You have quite a skill there,’ he said, crouching down in front of the boy. ‘Who taught you?’ If there was a son, mayhap there was a husband?

			‘One of the men at the Mackenzies’ village where we lived. He was a carpenter and liked to carve the extra bits into animals.’

			‘What are you working on now?’

			‘A deer. Like the one that sneaks up to the cottage in the morn.’ Iain held it out to him and Davidh took it.

			‘You have the head and neck exactly as it looks. How long will it take to finish the rest?’ He handed it back, watching as the boy’s fingers moved over its surface as though contemplating the next cut.

			‘It depends on what chores my mother gives me. On the morrow, I would expect.’

			‘You have my gratitude as well, Iain. For what you did for my son.’ The boy’s face flushed at his words and he nodded. ‘He would have died there if you had not sought help.’ Davidh stood now and nodded to Anna.

			‘And you also. No matter what the outcome of this, you have done so much to ease my son’s affliction over these last weeks. You have my word that I will do anything for you that is in my power to do.’

			A sense of peace filled him then and he had the strangest feeling that his son would survive. He could understand the challenge ahead of them, but he had faith that Anna would see Colm through it.

			* * *

			The next two nights and days tried that faith and his endurance and patience and every other shred of self-control he thought he had. He and Anna took turns staying at Colm’s bedside and giving him a series of brews and tinctures and drops, all in an attempt to end the fever that burned its way through his son’s frail body.

			Davidh’s own chest hurt in sympathy with Colm’s as wave after wave of coughing came and went. Just when Anna thought she had the right measure of ingredients, it would fail. She tried so many ingredients that he lost track of what had worked and which had not. But she did not. She surprised him when she opened a worn, leather-bound book and scratched notes and amounts in it each time she changed a recipe.

			On the third morning, one that began with a strong, bright sun rising in a near cloudless sky, Colm seemed to improve. Or, he seemed to stop worsening. His breathing came easier and his colour looked better.

			While Anna and her son slept in the other chamber, Davidh left the cottage for a few minutes. The air, with the chill of a spring morning lacing through it, was cool and it felt like heaven to him. The cottage had been warm—another change to the way she handled Colm these last few days. Warmth was needed to keep his body from struggling to warm itself.

			He walked now, back and away from the falls, to a place he’d found the day before. It was difficult to believe that the river meandering along the sides of the hills there was the same one that became so dangerous just yards further on. A small, calm pool formed in one of the river’s curves and that was his destination now. He tugged off his boots, then his shirt and trews and walked into the water gathered there.

			The cold of it shocked him at first, but it also brought him fully awake. The water only came up to his hips, so he dipped down, wetting his hair and rubbing his face. A few days’ growth of beard would need to be tended. He spent some minutes submerging in the pool and then stood and twisted his hair to wring out most of the water.

			He needed to return to the keep and speak to Robert. By now, he was certain someone had told him of the situation and Robert knew him to be trustworthy enough to get back as soon as he could. As he walked from the pool and began tugging his clothes back on, he knew that this was that time. When he approached the cottage, Davidh found Anna watching from beside the open doorway.

			‘Tavish’s father was just here.’

			‘Robert sent him?’ he asked, as he tied his hair back out of his face. ‘Was there a message?’

			‘There has been a skirmish or trouble of some kind near Tor Castle and you are needed.’ He glanced in the direction of the cottage and she stopped him with her hand on his arm. ‘Leave Colm with me and see to your duties.’

			‘You would do that?’ he asked. The warmth of her hand on his now-chilled skin spread up his arm.

			‘Aye. He is in no condition to be carted on your back down the hillside and will need supervision these next days. Leave him with me.’ She released his arm and stepped out of the door so he could enter.

			‘Have you enough food?’

			‘Aye. And my son can hunt for more when we need it. I have plenty of oats to make porridge.’

			He paused for a moment and stared at her. The question that had gnawed at him for days now pushed forward, needing and wanting to be asked. But first…

			‘If you would like to see to your…needs, I will wait.’

			A momentary hesitation vanished and she nodded. ‘I will hurry.’

			He watched as she gathered a few items and then ran out the door, heading for the same place he’d just been. Even as he sat at Colm’s side, his thoughts followed her steps. Wondering if she had a husband that she’d not mentioned. Cursing himself for a fool for even thinking about a woman who was not his to question. A woman who’d saved his son’s life.

			Colm stirred then and opened his eyes. When he saw that his gaze was clear and not glassy-eyed, he offered up a prayer of thanks that the fever had finally relented.

			‘Papa?’ Colm’s voice was hoarse. Davidh retrieved the cup of cooled betony tea with honey and held it out to his son to sip. Colm was able to lift his head off the pillow and drink a small amount.

			‘I am here, Colm,’ he said, brushing the tussled hair out of his son’s eyes. ‘We must talk when I return.’

			‘Aye, Papa,’ his son whispered.

			‘For now, you will obey every word that Mistress Mackenzie says and you will thank her for saving your life.’ Colm’s brow gathered and he looked puzzled. ‘You do not remember?’

			‘Nay. Only bits and not much.’ His son swallowed the rest of the tea and shrugged. ‘When will you return?’

			‘A few days. If longer, I will try to send word. Do not make yourself a nuisance to the woman or her son.’ Iain chose that moment to come out of the smaller chamber. ‘Mayhap you can ask Iain to show you the deer he carved. Or the horse he is working on now.’

			The door opened then and Anna stood there, outlined by the sunlight. Her long hair had been twisted and piled on top of her head. If she let it dry that way, it would tumble down over her shoulders in thick waves when she… Davidh shook himself free of such images and leaned over his son.

			‘As I said, do as Mistress Mackenzie tells you.’ He touched Colm’s cheek, trying not to think of how close the boy had been to dying just two nights before.

			Davidh gathered up his belongings and carried them outside. His horse was waiting below; he or Iain had seen to its care several times over the last days. After tying the length of tartan around his waist and placing his belt there, Davidh slid his sword from under the pallet and placed it back in its scabbard. He knew she’d followed him outside and she watched as he prepared to leave.

			‘I will be gone for a few days. This fight with the outlaws is not unexpected,’ he said. ‘I will send a message if I will be longer than that.’

			‘We will be fine, Davidh. See to your duties without worrying about your son.’ She let out a breath and nodded. ‘I think he will be well soon.’

			He turned to go, but knew he wanted to say more to her. She had saved his son’s life at the risk of her own. She had dragged him back to her cottage and kept him from dying. He owed her so much.

			‘When I return, we will talk about how I can repay you for what you have done.’

			‘I could do nothing less,’ she said, clearly uncomfortable with his praise.

			‘When I return,’ he promised in a sterner voice, one he reserved for a misbehaving Colm. She nodded and he turned, but not before asking that damned question he needed to ask.

			‘Have you a husband? Iain’s father?’

			A shadow filled her gaze then. ‘Iain’s father is dead.’

			‘A Cameron?’

			He did not think she was going to answer. The slight nod was long in coming. Then she stared off for a moment before turning that green gaze back to him. ‘Aye, he was. But I have no husband.’

			He had even more questions now about her son and his connection to the Camerons, but they would have to wait. Knowing that the boy was kin made her return here more understandable.

			Davidh walked away then, following the steep path down through the shadows and trees until he reached the bottom. Looking up past the falls, he saw her standing there. She waved and he lifted his hand to return the gesture. Iain walked to her side then and Davidh shivered. The old ones would say that the feeling was like that of someone picking at your long-dead bones, but Davidh only knew it was a strange sensation that rippled through him as he watched mother and son at the top of the hill.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			Tor Castle, banks of River Lochy

			Davidh stood on the parapet of the castle and looked south and west along the river. The castellan, Archibald Cameron, pointed to the last place where the band of outlawed men had been seen. Robbie, the chieftain’s eldest son and the clan’s tanist, stood at Archie’s side. The lad was strong and learned quickly. He had a good grasp of the balance needed to rule over a clan the size of the Camerons.

			‘They fade back into the forest by the time we reach them,’ Parlan, Davidh’s friend and second-in-command, explained.

			‘Do you think someone is warning them?’ Robbie asked. Observant, too, this one.

			‘Aye,’ Parlan answered, turning to face them. ‘We have tried approaching from different directions and at different times of the day and they always scatter just ahead of us.’

			‘Do you know who it is yet?’ he asked of Parlan. His friend had been here for more than a week, searching for those behind the recent attacks.

			‘We suspect that some are those who fled when Gilbert was killed,’ Archie offered. ‘They were complicit in his crimes against the clan, but were never caught.’

			‘Colum and Duncan?’ Robbie asked.

			‘Aye, and others, too,’ Archie said.

			‘Many had fled that night while The Mackintosh helped the Camerons sort out the truth of Gilbert’s perfidy,’ Davidh said.

			‘What is their plan? What is their aim?’ Archie asked. ‘Why remain here?’

			‘To make my father’s position and claim an unsteady one,’ Robbie answered. ‘Many Camerons still question his right to rule, especially considering the revelations and events of that night. These…outlaws sow seeds of discontent and illegitimacy where they can.’

			Davidh’s estimation and respect for Robbie rose with every assessment the young man made of this situation. Robbie stepped back from the edge of the stone wall and nodded at him and Parlan.

			‘What are your plans for eradicating them?’ the young man asked him.

			‘I would speak to Parlan and the other men and see what has been done so far. Then I will bring the plan to you.’

			The tanist nodded and walked off with Archie, leaving Davidh and Parlan there on the highest part of Tor Castle. Gazing over the side, he watched the river flow by and was reminded of the other river.

			‘I did not want to summon you here, Davidh.’

			‘I understand. And I had no doubt you could handle this matter. But ’tis my duty to see to such as this, so I came.’

			Parlan motioned for him to follow and they entered the stairway leading down to the lower floors of the castle. The evening meal would not be served soon, so they sat at one of the tables and Parlan explained his previous actions to his commander. Davidh could see no weakness in what his man had done, so their suspicion of collusion, of someone here and throughout the areas involved, must be correct. He asked many questions and was satisfied by Parlan’s answers.

			The conclusion worried him for a number of reasons. He’d not expected complete and instant acceptance of Robert as chieftain, but this attempt by those elders who yet held the respect of many kith and kin was…dangerous.

			‘There is enough daylight left to ride to the place that was attacked most recently. Take me there,’ he said.

			* * *

			Within a short time, he and Parlan were on their way to the southernmost point on the Cameron lands. Not a true village in size or inhabitants, it was more a small gathering of crofts at the river’s edge. They dismounted and several approached them. They recognised Parlan and so spoke openly to him.

			After inspecting the storage barn that had been damaged and hearing from the people who’d witnessed it, Davidh was more convinced than ever of the identity of the perpetrators and their cause. Worse, knowing the extent of this threat did make Robert’s hold on his high seat less a sure thing than it had been even weeks ago.

			* * *

			They ate supper in an uncomfortable silence that evening. Each of them realised the possible consequences if those who had betrayed their clan were allowed to live and succeed in their goal. Though none of those outlawed by Robert had a direct claim to the high seat, the old ways of choosing a laird still held sway in some areas and clearly these men were attempting to do that now.

			The only thing that linked the attacks was the river, so he and Parlan laid plans to place guards at key locations along the river leading north to Loch Lochy and then the river and Loch Arkaig to try to capture some of them. With a little luck, they would see something and report it.

			‘So, I have not asked and you have not mentioned how Colm is doing,’ Parlan said.

			‘Thanks to the new healer at Achnacarry, he was much improved,’ Davidh replied.

			‘Was?’ Parlan drank from his cup and then grew serious. ‘Not now? Then why are you here? Robert would surely have given you leave to remain there.’

			‘Aye, he would have. If I’d have asked for it. But, Parlan, these are dangerous times and the chieftain’s commander cannot ignore his duties to tend to a sick child.’ There it was—plain and simply put.

			‘If Gilbert was chieftain, I would agree. ’Twould have been a risk to you and the boy to ask such a thing. But, Robert?’ Davidh shrugged then. ‘So, what happened?’ Parlan asked again.

			‘He was doing much better. She had come up with some concoctions that seemed to work.’ Davidh drank the last of his ale and put the cup down. ‘Then his friends challenged him to climb the falls.’

			‘Dear God, man! How is he?’ Parlan sat back in his chair and shook his head. ‘So many who try it are injured. And those are the strong ones.’

			‘He is well, thanks to the healer. She saved him from falling from the rocks.’

			‘Who is this woman?’

			‘Her name is Anna Mackenzie. Her mother lived here years ago—lived there above the falls.’

			‘The Witch?’ Parlan asked in hushed tones. ‘Her mother was The Witch of Caig Falls?’ His friend laughed aloud then. ‘So, is she one as well?’ Davidh reached over and punched his friend on the shoulder.

			‘Nay, not a witch. Simply a healer. A woman with a son of her own, but no husband.’

			‘That seems convenient then since you are a man with a son of his own with no wife.’

			His first reaction was to strike out at such a statement, but he held his fists on the table and glared at his friend.

			‘Not many could say such a thing and remain upright.’ He forced out the words through clenched jaws.

			‘Not many are willing to say what needs to be said. It has been a long time, Davidh.’

			‘Spoken by a man who never had a wife to mourn.’

			Parlan reached over and put his hand on Davidh’s shoulder then. Leaning in so others would not hear his words, he spoke again.

			‘And she was a fine wife to you and a good mother to Malcolm. But she is gone and you live, my friend.’ Parlan shook his head. ‘She would want you to live on.’

			He wanted to argue that point—his loyalty to Mara almost forced the words off his tongue. But it was the truth. She’d told him exactly that during those last terrible days of suffering. Davidh just did not want such a discussion now. Not when his attention needed to be centred on his chieftain and his clan.

			‘Leave it.’

			Parlan held his cup up and a servant filled it. Though Davidh had not asked for more, his cup was filled, as well.

			‘So, where is Colm now?’ his friend asked. ‘Now that Anna Mackenzie saved him from the rocks.’

			‘Do not jest, Parlan. He nearly died. She could have.’

			‘Your pardon,’ Parlan offered. ‘I asked because, in spite of the seriousness of this news, you seem…well, calm about him.’ Parlan took a mouthful of ale and swallowed it, shrugging. ‘’Tis your custom to worry and fret over the boy every moment he is out of your sight. Yet you have not mentioned him at all until I asked you.’

			His friend’s words explained exactly how he had felt ever since Mara died and Colm became his sole responsibility. Well, he’d had help from his parents and his sister, but he had been on his own with his ailing son for a long time. Neighbours had stepped in, his chieftain had been accommodating and others helped as they could.

			‘Anna offered to keep him with her until I return.’

			Parlan just grunted then and Davidh found his silence more unnerving than his custom of bold truths. He leaned back in his chair and stared at the man he trusted more than any other. They were kin and they were friends, but Parlan could be frustrating and infuriating at the same moment when he wished to be. As he was now.

			‘Say what you will,’ Davidh urged.

			‘So, this woman, this healer comes to Achnacarry, treats your son and then saves his life twice more. A widow with a son. And you leave your son in her care to come here.’ Davidh nodded. ‘You are suspicious of any stranger who passes through Cameron lands. You question the presence of anyone you do not recognise. And yet you leave your son with a woman who arrived when? A few weeks ago?’

			‘What are you saying?’

			‘I want to know why you trust this woman and what you’re willing to do to make her stay in Achnacarry?’

			Davidh stood then and walked away from the table, ignoring the knowing laughter of his friend. He’d been given a chamber to use this night and he went there. He did not sleep much because the questions Parlan asked turned over and over in his thoughts, too.

			As he rode along the river on his way back to Achnacarry, he thought he knew what he could offer her. The boy’s father had been a Cameron and he knew that had played a part in her return to Achnacarry. By the time he reached the village, he was clear on what he could offer her.

			* * *

			Anna watched as Colm tried to follow Iain’s directions, but the boy had not the skill that her son did. Iain made it seem an easy task while Anna understood that it was not such a thing. It was no different from her own ability to create recipes from the herbs and plants and other ingredients and know that they would work for this ailment or that complaint. And yet, the younger boy did not give up easily.

			She was not worried over his ability to carve wood. The thing that pleased her was that he had regained enough strength to sit outside and try in just the three days since his father had left. He looked at her then and she smiled back at him. That he was alive was an undoubted miracle.

			The sun finally broke through the thick layers of clouds that had kept the morning grey and cool. Cocooned with a thick blanket, Colm faced no danger of catching a chill, so they remained there, next to the cottage. A pot of savoury soup boiled over the fire for supper and the aroma drifted on the breezes around them.

			Even taking care of the boy had not stopped her from making great progress in getting her stores of supplies in order. He had a quick mind and, once he could get up off the pallet, he liked to help her in mixing and compounding the recipes. He’d not been taught to read, as her Iain had been, but he could do his sums well and kept track of the ingredients and amounts needed as she measured and mixed.

			The other ability he had was his knowledge of all sorts of gossip about every person in the village of Achnacarry. In just these last few days, he’d told her more about his kith and kin than she’d known about the Mackenzies and she’d lived among them for more than a decade!

			‘Mistress Mackenzie?’ She glanced at him and waited. ‘I do not think carving is something I will do well.’

			He held up the pitifully shaped creature and she could not identify it. It resembled nothing she’d ever seen or imagined. ‘Nay,’ he said, shaking his head sadly.

			‘I think your skills lie elsewhere, Colm,’ she said, putting down the garment she was mending as the boys worked on their carvings. She stood and walked to his side. ‘Your skill at numbers is far better than mine.’

			‘I think my father will be disappointed in that. He wishes me to be a strong warrior like he is.’

			‘Your father will not be disappointed, Malcolm Cameron.’

			They all turned at the sound of that deep voice and found Davidh standing there watching them.

			‘Papa!’

			Colm jumped up and ran to his father, who opened his arms to the boy. She saw the surprise and delight on Davidh’s face as his son moved so assuredly towards him, without help. He wrapped his arms around him and lifted him from his feet, all the while whispering something to him. The boy nodded or shook his head in reply to the questions he was being asked.

			Davidh’s gaze met hers and something changed in that moment between them. He looked at her differently somehow, as though he had only just realised she existed. That was just fanciful thinking, but something was different. It made her skin feel too tight. It made her flush with heat.

			‘Good day, mistress,’ he said as he put his son back down. ‘His improvement is unexpected, considering his condition when I left here.’

			Colm ran to her now and she placed her hands on his shoulders.

			‘Aye, a greatly improved Colm,’ she teased. ‘But he did as you commanded and obeyed my every order. He even drank the putrid syrup without complaint.’

			‘Aye, even that one,’ Colm admitted. Iain laughed then, for he knew that the boy had indeed complained at every dose. That could remain their secret.

			‘How is your carving going, Iain?’ Davidh asked her son. ‘Did you finish the deer and the horse as planned?’

			‘Aye, sir,’ Iain said. He walked over to the commander and held out those two and another he’d completed over the last days.

			‘This is amazing,’ Davidh said. He examined the carvings closely, especially the newest one—a falcon in flight. First glancing at her, he turned to her son. ‘You have captured every feather as though it was alive.’

			Her heart swelled with pride. She could see that this man’s praise affected Iain, as well. What would Malcolm have said if he could have seen his closest friend with his son?

			It made her question her own decisions from the years past. Once she knew of Malcolm’s death, had she made a grave error in not accepting a proposal of marriage when he’d been a bairn? Should she have done so to provide a father for her growing son?

			There had been two and Anna had been tempted, but feared giving up control over her life. Neither would have been a love match, but she’d not expected that. Each one would have been for the sake of expediency and would have given her son a father. Now watching them, heads bowed together, as Davidh asked about his method and technique, Anna doubted herself.

			‘Papa? Am I coming home with you?’ Colm asked.

			Davidh walked to where she stood and he crouched down so that his face was the same height as his son’s. She’d noticed he did that when speaking to the lads. ‘’Tis up to Mistress Mackenzie. What say you, mistress? Is my son well enough to return with me?’

			‘If you are not opposed, I would keep him this day and night and bring him back to the village on the morrow? A few more doses of that syrup are needed to make certain—’ Colm interrupted with a gagging sound and a scrunched-up expression on his face. ‘To make certain the cough is controlled,’ she finished.

			‘He will need to endure that whether here or at our cottage?’ Davidh asked. The hope of escaping the noxious brew disappeared and his son let out a huge and loud sigh. She nodded her answer and the boy groaned which made her and his father laugh aloud.

			‘Are you hungry? We will be eating supper soon,’ she said to him. She wanted him to stay.

			‘Since I have made my report to Robert on the way here, I can stay.’ Colm looked pleased by this. Even Iain seemed happy about it. And Anna knew she was.

			While Davidh spoke with both of the boys, she went inside to prepare the rest of the supper. The conversation while eating was entertaining to her, for she saw even another facet of the commander as he described his journey to Tor. Iain and Colm sat enraptured as he spoke about not only the journey there, but the castle and the weapons he had and the men who fought for The Cameron and the clan.

			* * *

			Soon, too soon, the meal was done and it was time for the commander to return to the village. She observed him out of the corner of her eye as he took his son aside and spoke to him on some serious matter. The boy did not say anything, but the sombre gaze told her he was being reprimanded.

			He needed to be, for he had placed himself in grave danger. She understood the playfulness of lads his age and their need to challenge themselves and each other…within bounds. Since he had been trying to honour his word to his father and to protect Anna, she found it difficult to be too angry with him. And she was glad that his father, and not she, would have to take him to task for his actions. When Davidh patted his son’s shoulder and nodded to him, Anna waited for his approach.

			‘His friends have been punished for their part, so I needed him to understand his part in it.’

			‘He is just a boy,’ she said.

			‘Aye. I did plenty of foolhardy things at his age, but none put others in danger as he did.’

			‘Are you certain of that?’ she asked. Malcolm, her Malcolm, had told her stories about their antics and excursions—especially the ones they never revealed to anyone else.

			‘Why?’ he asked. He smiled then, a wonderful mix of male guilt, boyish anticipation and lack of fear. ‘What did Colm tell you?’

			‘He spoke of everyone else in the village and clan, but little of you.’ She laughed at the way he frowned, as though disappointed not to be the centre of his son’s words. ‘I just know lads well enough to know you must have done some bad things when you were growing up.’ She did not want to think about the person who’d revealed their secrets right now.

			‘I was a challenge to my mother,’ he admitted.

			‘Colm seems to understand the seriousness of what he did.’

			‘Aye.’

			He stared at her then without speaking, his dark eyes bright and intense from across the small space. She sensed that he wished to speak to her about something else.

			‘Before I go back to the village, I would speak to you about a matter…of importance to both of us.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Her stomach tightened then and a tiny bead of sweat suddenly tracked down her back as she followed Davidh out of the cottage. His tone neither threatened nor insulted her, so she could not think of a reason to be afraid of this encounter.

			And yet she was very afraid.

			Had he discovered the truth about her son? She thought not, for he would have reacted differently to her jibe about his own childhood if he knew her connection to Malcolm. Davidh stopped a short distance from the cottage and faced her. He stared off behind her and she realised he was as nervous as she!

			‘When you said that Iain is a Cameron, I understood that he must be part of the reason for your return here. I mean, that you brought the boy back here to meet his kin.’

			‘Aye.’

			‘I even understand why you kept his presence here a secret. It is not always safe for a woman alone.’ Davidh took a step closer. Anna clutched her hands together to keep them from shaking. ‘So, I have an offer for you.’

			‘Offer?’

			‘Proposal.’

			‘Proposal?’

			He shook his head then and laughed. ‘This is more trying than I thought it would be.’ Her face must have given away what kind of offer she thought he was presenting. ‘Nay, not an offer like that.’

			‘So…?’

			‘I told you I wanted to do something to show my gratitude for your help with Colm. I have asked Robert—’

			‘You discussed my son with the laird?’ This was not good, she could feel that to her bones. This was too much attention paid to Iain too quickly.

			‘He is the leader of our clan. He is responsible for the welfare of every Cameron.’ He gave her an incredulous glance and she realised that he had complete and utter faith in his chieftain to do the right thing for his people. ‘We know it is not what you had planned, but I wondered if you would consider moving into my house in the village?’

			‘Your house?’ This was yet as clear as a muddy lake to her.

			‘You could use it as your own—it is large enough to do your work in the main room and there are two other chambers. You could have use of it.’

			‘And you will live where?’

			He let out a loud breath and shrugged. ‘Let me begin this again.’ He pointed at the stool she’d left there earlier and she sat.

			‘Robert has always offered me a chamber in the keep for me and my son. But, since I have the house in the village, I have always preferred that Colm live there. Now, though, if you would like, you could have use of it and we would move to the keep.’

			‘Should Colm not stay in his own home?’ she asked. Anna appreciated his offer and it was tempting, but not at the cost of putting a boy, a sick boy, out of his own home.

			‘We can speak more on that. I suggested this because it would be a way to introduce Iain to his kin and kith.’

			‘You would do this? Offer your house to us?’

			‘You gave me back my son when he should have died, Anna. Twice—thrice if we count your original treatments. ’Tis the least I can do for you and your son.’ She stood, but he motioned for her to stay.

			‘I have spoken to Robert of Iain’s skill with knife and wood and he suggested that the boy could apprentice with the carpenters in the stables, the keep and the kitchen.’

			‘A house. A place in the village. A skill and work. That is what you are offering me?’

			Then he gazed at her and, even in the growing shadows, she saw that strange unfamiliar glimmer she’d witnessed there a short while ago. It was as though he wanted to say more, or say something else, but did not. But there was the promise that he would say it…soon. Her body shivered in awareness that the promise was not simply words, but more.

			‘Aye.’

			One word, spoken in a husky voice filled with hope and promise and…desire? Anna shook herself free of this foolish direction of thought.

			‘I must think on this before I give my answer.’

			He nodded and she thought him done speaking until he stepped closer and lowered his voice.

			‘There is another reason for moving down to the village.’ Now his tone was one of his position—commander, protector, confidant of the chieftain. ‘The outlaws appear to be using the river and lochs to move between their attacks. A woman alone here much of the time would be…at risk.’

			And a choice target—she understood the words he did not say. She shivered then, at the threats that had faced her mother before her and her now.

			‘I will give serious thought to this, Davidh. And I thank you for the generous offer of your house.’

			A house. Not a cottage as he’d described it previously. Well, he’d not truly mentioned it during the tour of the village and the only part of the village they’d not visited had been the place where several stone buildings sat. She’d thought them storehouses, yet could one of those be his house?

			The strangest thing about this offer was what came next.

			He nodded, spoke his farewells and took his leave of her, heading down the path to the falls and below. Anna watched his every step and did not move after he’d been gone for several long moments.

			Would he accept whatever her decision was?

			This man, who held the power to order men, nay, everyone save one in this clan, to do his bidding, had given her a choice in this matter? He must know that few would consider not doing whatever he bade them do. Especially women. She’d witnessed the deference to him from those in the village, but the women they’d passed or met had other emotions in their gazes.

			Admiration. Approval. Liking. A need to please him. Even frank wanting. The things one saw in the eyes of those looking on a man who held the trust of their laird.

			They were not hard to identify if one had lived in a village, among closely knit kith and kin. One where powerful men made the difference between existing and living. Or living in some measure of comfort.

			Where those men were accustomed to being obeyed and not questioned. Whether this newest laird was less brutal than his predecessor or not, this second offer was not something to ignore or refuse lightly. And not without specific reasons that the laird and his man would accept and not take as an insult.

			Not a few times, she had recognised the other emotions directed at her.

			Surprise. Curiosity. Jealousy. Each one of those was a danger to her, to her son. Women might not rule clans, but they held certain power and wielded it in a different way from the power and the ways of men. Yet, women and their powers were no less dangerous. Indeed, it had been village women who’d caused the most trouble for her mother here all those years ago.

			Their rumours. Their veiled accusations and questions. The suspicions they raised and voiced.

			Anna shook her head to no one but herself then. She’d understood the mistakes her mother had made here and had pledged not to make the same ones. If she moved to the village, and it was looking as though she must and she should, she would handle the challenges in a manner unlike her mother had.

			Regardless of the dangers, this offer was exactly what she’d hoped for when she’d planned to bring Iain back to Malcolm’s family. Better still, it would put him in the centre of things and give him the opportunity to learn so much.

			Anna entered the cottage to find Colm asleep on the pallet there. Iain sat at table, working on the few adjustments to the falcon. Davidh had only seen the three carvings, but Iain had dozens more in his trunk. She sat next to him as he held the bird up to check it. He nodded in satisfaction and placed it there before them.

			‘We must speak,’ she whispered to him as she threw a glance at the sleeping boy. ‘The commander and the laird have invited us to move to the village.’

			Her son’s face brightened and guilt pierced her heart. Her aim had been to keep him safe, but the result was it had kept him isolated. So, while she visited the village and met people, he’d been hidden away here on his own.

			‘Can we?’ Iain asked.

			‘’Tis not how or what I had planned for our life here and yet I think we must.’ Anna shrugged. ‘The commander has offered the use of his house to us. And promised to see to your training as apprentice to the carpenter.’

			Excitement bubbled within him. This was an amazing opportunity and it would give him everything he’d ever asked of her.

			Kith and kin.

			To know his father’s people.

			A chance to hone his skills and learn a craft.

			Iain had no idea of her final goal for him and the true reason for her bringing him back here—and he would not for now. First, she would allow him and the Camerons to learn about each other. Then, they would be in a better position to make his claim.

			Without realising it, and while thinking it was to show his gratitude, Davidh Cameron had handed her the perfect opening for her plan. More so than that, by introducing and sponsoring her son to his laird and their clan, he would be seen as supporting Iain’s position when the truth was out. A pang of guilt shot through her as she nodded to her son. A strong warning, but not strong enough to turn her from her goal—Malcolm Cameron’s son taking his rightful place as heir to the chieftain.

			As his father had been all those years ago.

			And if it meant deceiving the commander to attain that, she would regret using him in this manner, but would not turn away from it. The guilt would be hers to bear while the high seat would be her son’s to inherit.

			She bade Iain to sleep for the next day would be a busy one. Though her son fell right into sleep’s grasp, it did not take her. So, she spent the next hours organising her thoughts on the best way to move all of their belongings and her supplies and plants. The only variance between this time and her move from her mother’s village was that she was not even fully settled in here yet.

			Anna did not begin packing, for on the morrow she would take Colm back to the village and inspect the house. No matter where she lived, she would need to tend to the plants and herbs she’d just planted here. Now, though, instead of living here and visiting the village, she would do the opposite.

			* * *

			‘Wait, Colm.’ Anna rushed after the boy who insisted on running down the road into the village. ‘You must not run!’ she called out.

			He slowed then and Anna caught up with him, taking hold of his hand and waiting for Iain to reach them. Now people called out greetings to her and Colm while scrutinising her son. They would know him soon enough. They walked towards the ever-present smoke rising from the smithy and found Suisan working within.

			‘Mistress Mackenzie!’ she called out. ‘Malcolm Cameron!’

			The woman grabbed Colm and dragged him to her ample bosom, rocking him and murmuring words in his hair. The boy allowed it, probably due to his father’s reprimand about worrying one and all by his reckless behaviour. The boy did not fight it and Anna understood the genuine affection between this motherless child and the woman who cared for him.

			‘So, are ye moving to the village after all?’ Suisan said, after releasing Colm. The blacksmith’s wife leaned over and glanced behind Anna. ‘And who is this fine young lad?’

			‘Suisan, I would make you known to my son, Iain.’ She tugged Iain in front of her. ‘Iain, this is Mistress Cameron. Her husband is the blacksmith there.’

			‘Mistress Cameron,’ Iain said as he nodded a slight bow to the woman.

			‘Well, no mistaking him for anything but a Cameron,’ Suisan said. ‘His colouring is yours, though.’ The woman waited and Anna knew she hoped for more details about her son, but Anna just smiled and nodded agreement.

			‘Colm!’

			Anna turned at the call and saw the same small gathering of boys who’d been waiting at the bottom of the falls. Davidh’s son looked out the door and she saw the hesitation in his manner.

			‘They are waiting for you,’ Suisan said. ‘Go. Speak to them.’

			Colm raised his serious glance to Suisan. ‘Papa told me they had been punished for…what happened.’

			‘Aye, they have. ’Tis over and done now. Go on with ye,’ she said once more. ‘Take Iain with ye, too. He looks about their age.’

			A pointed look at Anna and she understood the woman wanted to know more about him. Iain followed Colm out and Anna watched as Davidh’s son made him known to the others. After nothing more than a moment’s awkwardness, they fell in together and all she could hear was a garbled burst of chatter. Turning back to Suisan, she shrugged.

			‘Iain has ten-and-two years,’ she said.

			‘And ye have been gone from here for how long, Mistress Mackenzie?’

			‘Just so.’ That was all she would say.

			‘Davidh was not certain ye would accept the offer. Have ye then?’

			‘Aye, Suisan. Iain and I will move to the village.’

			‘Into Davidh’s house, then?’ The woman crossed her arms over her bosom and narrowed her gaze.

			‘Aye, into his house, once he moves into the keep.’

			The woman let out an exasperated breath and shook her head. ‘’Twas not the arrangement I had hoped for, I will tell ye that much.’

			She’d no idea the blacksmith’s wife was also a maker of matches. Or that she had some plan in mind for the two of them. Unfortunately, no matter how appealing the commander was or however much she might be willing to consider some other arrangement, he would never forgive her for her deception once it came to light.

			‘My only question is whether he’ll permit Colm to stay with us rather than moving him to the keep.’

			‘You would do that? Care for his son?’

			‘He has offered to help my son,’ she said, nodding. ‘How could I not at least offer to do so for his?’

			Suisan grew quiet then and Anna faced her.

			‘He is not well, is he?’

			There were ways to answer this question—one his own father had not dared ask yet. Anna could give hope and allow one and all to think the boy was recovering. Or she could give the truth and voice her own fear.

			‘Nay, he is not.’ Even spoken softly, between just the two of them, the words sounded harsh.

			‘And will he recover?’

			‘I think not.’ The silence spun around them as Anna watched the lads outside. A soft sob drew her attention then. She touched Suisan’s arm. ‘That does not mean I am not going to fight the affliction with every tool at hand. I will.’

			She brushed the unexpected tears from her own eyes and stepped out of the door.

			‘Come now, Colm. You must show us the way to your house.’

			The boys followed and it took little time to reach the road that led out of the keep and past the large stone buildings there closest to the gates. Colm brought them to stop before the larger of the two.

			‘This is my papa’s house, Mistress Mackenzie. This one.’

			As she and Iain stood there in surprised silence, Anna wondered what she had got herself into with this offer.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			A casual comment from one of the warriors about the healer broke Davidh’s attention to their task. The man had seen her in the village.

			So, she was here. He wondered if she’d made her decision since they spoke last evening. By now, she must have. Was she still in the village? Davidh glanced up at the weak sun above and guessed it to be nearing mid-afternoon. She would still be seeing to people and most likely not return to the falls until nearer to supper.

			He was out of the gates before he knew he’d taken a step. Then, as he turned to go to Suisan’s to see how Colm fared, he glanced towards his own house and noticed smoke rising from the chimney of the hearth. He walked closer and heard the voices from within. Had Colm allowed the other boys inside, disobeying his rules? Why was he not with Suisan? He strode up to the door and lifted the latch.

			Anna stood in the middle of the main chamber and the lads, all of Colm’s friends along with Iain, sat in a circle around her. They all turned in unison to glare at his interruption.

			‘Papa.’ Colm frowned and waved him in. ‘Mistress Mackenzie is telling us about a stone up the glen that tells the truth. And you interrupted her!’

			‘I…’ He stepped inside and closed the door. Leaning against the door frame, he nodded for her to continue.

			‘As I was saying…’ Anna began her story once more.

			Davidh did not know which impressed him more—the lively manner in which she told her story or the way she drew the lads into it. As she explained the story of the large boulder that seemed alive on a certain day each year, those listening never looked away from her.

			Though he’d heard the story before, he found himself drawn into it now. He even called out his suggestions when she asked questions. The lads seemed to fall under her spell and, by the time she’d finished weaving the tale, they all believed that the stone could tell the truth when asked questions.

			She chased all but Colm and Iain out then and he noticed how they obeyed her without hesitation or delay. Soon, the noisy chaos had ebbed away and he turned back to see her standing in the middle of the main chamber.

			‘I have not heard that story in years,’ he admitted then. ‘And when I did, ’twas not that good in the telling of it.’

			‘’Tis Iain’s favourite,’ she said. ‘Is it true that the stone exists? I have heard it lies in the glen on the way to Ben Nevis.’

			Davidh smiled. He and Malcolm had searched for many weeks to find the truth stone after hearing the story of it. And they’d found what was purported to be the actual rock of the tales.

			‘I have seen it with my own eyes,’ he said. ‘My friend and I walked many hours to get there and we did see it. It is about this—’ he motioned in a huge circle with his hands ‘—this big. And though it is too heavy to move, some there said they had seen it wobble in answer to questions put to it.’

			‘Where is it, sir? Close by?’ Iain asked.

			‘Closer to Tor Castle in the south,’ he said. ‘Though it has been many years since I saw it. If my duties permit, mayhap we could go there and look for it.’

			Their two sons yelled out, Colm with an excitement and vigour that was unexpected. Then they ran off into the chamber that Colm used as his own.

			As Davidh looked around the house, the other thing he realised he’d not seen in years was…life. Even now that the boys had gone, their excitement yet lingered here. Davidh looked at the one responsible for the change.

			Anna had not moved anything in the chamber and somehow it felt like a different place. She’d brought laughter and the lads back in and she’d not even told him of her decision. If she could do this in a few hours, what could she do in days or weeks or…?

			‘You did not tell me you lived in such a place as this.’

			He smiled then. ‘In truth, I have not lived in one place for several years. I have spent days and many nights at the keep or seeing to my duties. Colm has been shuffled from place to place as others have seen to his care. This has been ours since Robert took control and made me his commander. But I have not called a place home since Mara passed.’

			‘Colm’s mother. She died several years ago?’

			‘Aye. Then my parents this last year.’

			‘You have a sister?’

			‘Aye, my sister Aileen returned here briefly to help me. Apparently, Colm did tell you about everyone.’ His son had not been so talkative in…for ever.

			‘Except you. He left your secrets intact,’ she said. ‘If he knows them at all.’

			‘Speaking of your secrets…’ Her gaze narrowed for a scant moment and then she blushed, a becoming pink flush rising in her cheeks, at his reference to her son. ‘Have you made your decision about the boy? And living here?’

			‘We must talk about that.’ Anna motioned to the table and brought a pitcher and a cup there. Filling it, she handed it to him as she sat across from him. ‘I do not feel it would be right to push you and your son from this house.’

			‘You are not—it was my offer.’

			‘Aye, but the result is the same. You and your son will not be here in the village. And you’d said you wanted him to live here.’

			‘Did I say that?’ Davidh asked. He tried to think back on their words about this. ‘Aye. This, though, would work better.’

			Anna stood then and walked to the door leading to Colm’s chamber. She tugged the door closed a bit and came back to face Davidh.

			‘I will only move here if you and your son remain in your house. I can see to his care just as I have these last days.’ Anna sat again and he studied her face as she spoke. ‘He will be no more burden than your offer to help my son will be.’

			‘So you seek to make this measure for measure? You will see to my son in exchange for me helping yours?’ Even as Parlan’s words floated in his thoughts, Davidh nodded his agreement to Anna’s demand.

			‘Then, aye, I accept your offer and will move here,’ she said. Then she huffed out a breath and looked exasperated. ‘And I just sorted out my stores and supplies up at the cottage.’

			‘More moving, I think,’ Davidh said. ‘How did you get everything up there?’

			‘There is a very narrow path along the river next to the hillside. We have a small cart that we pulled along there, moving everything from the larger wagon that brought us here. But I will not move everything down here at once. It will be easier to bring some things down when I come into the village. And some of the plants and herbs growing up there will need to be tended and dried.’

			‘If you need help…’

			‘Nay, you have helped so much already. And you have your duties.’

			‘Ah, duties.’ He shrugged. ‘This is timed well, for I expect to be sent off on an assignment.’

			‘Well, then.’ She pressed her hands on the table and stood. ‘On the morrow, I will begin bringing our belongings down.’ Davidh stood as she called to Iain and prepared to leave.

			They exchanged a few more words about her move and her needs and expectations for tables and places to work and then she was gone. He watched as the two walked down the road towards the other end of the village and he smiled.

			For the first time in so long a while, Davidh felt relief pass through him.

			* * *

			Each day over the next several brought more of the woman and her son and their belongings into his house. Each night when he arrived at the house, sometimes long after dark, a hot meal was waiting for him. When he returned from his duties and three days on the roads around Loch Arkaig and the surrounding Cameron lands searching for the outlaws after another attack, he found that Anna had taken over his house completely.

			Now, as he stood observing the men under his command in their training the next morning, Davidh considered the changes to his life and realised something.

			He was not displeased about it at all.

			Once his own duties allowed him to be here at Achnacarry more than he was on the roads and rivers around it, he would fulfil his part of their bargain and see to Anna’s son. The boy was skilled in working with wood and his intricately carved animals impressed Davidh more each time a new creature appeared in the boy’s collection. His skills would be a good addition to those of the village’s and keep’s carpenters. And give him and his mother a place in the Cameron Clan since his looks alone claimed his place there.

			‘Davidh?’

			He startled when he heard his name being called and looked up to see the Lady Elizabeth standing near the fence and strode over to her. Robert was not with her, nor anyone else save her maid. He bowed to her when he stood before her.

			‘Forgive my lack of attention, my lady.’ He met her gaze and recognised the merriment there. ‘Have you need of something?’

			‘Has Mistress Mackenzie settled in the village?’ the lady asked. Davidh glanced towards the village and his house and nodded.

			‘Apparently.’ Whether his tone was somehow unwarranted or inappropriate, he knew not, but the lady’s laughter informed him she thought otherwise. ‘I mean only that the speed of it was a surprise to me, my lady. Once the decision was made, ’twas handled quickly, it seems.’

			‘Well, you must admit that you were away for three days of that time.’ The lady’s eyes twinkled again and Davidh wondered if he was to continue as the target of her teasing manner. ‘It takes an organised woman less than that to settle in place.’

			He had no reply so he simply nodded and shrugged at the lady’s words. Anna had made her place in his house, that was certain.

			‘And the sooner she is settled in, the sooner she might be able to see to the stillroom.’

			‘Ah, there is your motive for asking,’ he said, laughing as he realised the lady’s true aim. ‘You wish that chamber seen to.’ Lady Elizabeth smiled then, an enigmatic one that gave him the feeling that she had several reasons for asking after Anna.

			‘Aye,’ she said, laying her hand on his forearm. ‘But, I pray you, do not press her to see to it until she is ready. Truly, I think there is little to be salvaged there, but Anna will be a godsend in getting it organised so we ken what we will need to do next.’

			‘Well, I will speak to her when I see her. She was up and out before I rose this morn.’ But not without leaving a freshly cooked pot of porridge waiting for him. His mouth watered again at the thought of it.

			‘I will let you see to your duties, Davidh,’ the lady said.

			He bowed as she took her leave of him, walking towards the keep with her maid trailing behind her. He did turn back to his duties, to the men there practising their skills, and it took little time for him to realise that all his men were present. Including the two or three who he’d assigned to help Anna when she was up at the cottage or needed something heavy moved. He called them to his side.

			‘Did Mistress Mackenzie ask for your help this morning?’ To a one, they shrugged or shook their head in reply. ‘Have any of you seen her about her tasks since this morning?’

			‘Nay,’ Eonan said. ‘She said she was seeing to the last few things herself this morn.’ The others nodded in agreement.

			‘She is there now?’ he asked.

			The reports of the outlaws had continued and their movement grew closer to Achnacarry. Not near the village, but some outlying places had seen some evidence of their growing proximity and boldness and the knowledge weighed on him now.

			Eonan shrugged as did Micheil and Donald. With a nod he sent them back to their training groups and tried to get back to his own duties. He walked the yard for some time, watching, calling out suggestions, appraising the efforts and skills of the warriors under his command. Soon, though, Davidh could not keep his thoughts here on what he was doing, for they drifted from the yard to the cottage at the top of the falls.

			Was Anna up there now? Was her son with her? Though young, his presence might prove a deterrent if stragglers or strangers happened upon them. But with the outlaws that were proceeding with destruction and attacks on their minds…

			Whether by design or not, Athdar, his training commander, called a halt then and the men dispersed from the yard. With a nod to his friend, Davidh left, too, but his path took him first to check on the lads, then to the falls.

			The burning in his gut warned him there was no time to waste.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Anna pressed back against the boulders as much as she could, hoping and praying that the men did not turn their attentions in her direction. Positioned as she was—only in an alcove in the face of the rocky hillside and one that was open to the fields—she held little confidence that she would not be seen. Of all the days to wear a gown of a brighter hue than her usual work gowns. This one would give her away to anyone looking rather than helping her to blend into the surrounding colours.

			The three men argued once more among themselves, keeping their gazes away from her. She knew not what their purpose was when they entered the glen from the path along the hills, but finding her cottage and the well-tended garden changed their intentions. There had been almost nothing left within the cottage, but something had caught their interest.

			She realised they’d grown quiet and Anna ducked down as far as she could, watching for a moment when escape might be possible. Unfortunately, to move from this shelter and get to either the path down or the other way out, she would expose herself to the men. Only when the three began to slowly shuffle off in different directions, did she understand the danger that she was in.

			‘Weel, now, what do we hiv here?’ one said as he met her gaze and took a step towards her. ‘A sweet treat for us before we head back?’

			Anna glanced around her, looking for anything she could use as a weapon. The only thing she carried was the small knife she used to cut branches or blooms from the plants she tended and that would do little damage to these men. The crackle near by startled her and she looked up to see another of them approaching from the direction of the falls. The third one stepped closer and blocked her path to the garden and fields.

			Trapped.

			Escape…impossible.

			Anna tried to stay calm, but her hands shook and her knees trembled.

			‘I want her first,’ the one blocking her escape to the falls said. ‘Ye had the other ones before I got ’em and I want this one.’

			‘Ye can have her,’ the biggest one said, nodding his head and licking his lips in an obscene gesture. ‘When I am finished wi’ her, ye would no’ want her.’ His huge hand slid down below his belt and she looked away as he fondled himself.

			She drew the knife from her belt, even knowing it would do little good, then bent down and picked up a rock she could use to slow them down. Her mouth went dry as they moved closer and the realisation of what was to come filled her thoughts. Pushing the terror back, she struggled to think of a way out. The idea came from where she knew not, but it was the only thing she could do. She lifted her head and called out in a loud voice to them, putting as much courage and confidence into her words as she could.

			‘Hear the Witch of Caig Falls!’

			Silence met her words, but at least they did not move closer to her.

			‘I call on the spirits of the air, earth, fire and water—heed my call!’ She slid the knife in her belt and dropped the rock, raising her arms out before her. ‘Heed my call!’

			The winds, thank God, moved just then, rustling through the trees around her and she nearly laughed at the stark expressions on the men’s faces. Knowing she must get out of the alcove to even try to outrun them, she took a step forward.

			‘I call on my powers to rise and protect me!’ When they stumbled back away from her, Anna slowly slid her feet along the ground, trying to make her movements easy and gliding. ‘I curse you all. You will suffer my wrath.’

			‘She’s the witch who lives here!’ the man closest to her yelled out. ‘I dinna want to swive a witch!’ Shaking his head and waving his hands at her, he stumbled back.

			Anna took advantage of the moment and ducked and ran, trying to get past them before they could…

			‘Witch or no,’ the big one said, grabbing hold of her arm and pulling her back, ‘I will swive her.’ He tossed her to the ground, the impact forcing the breath from her body.

			‘I will curse your…manhood and make it shrivel,’ she forced out, pointing at that part of him.

			‘Curse it all ye like, witch,’ the big one said, crouching down closer to her as he used his knee to trap her gown and keep her there. ‘My manhood is just fine as ye will find out.’

			As he slid his hands down to lift the plaid he wore and she knew her gamble had failed, Anna began to scream and struggle to free herself from his hold.

			Then, after a moment of terror, he disappeared from above her and she could move. Scrabbling away, Anna slid back towards the rocks as someone intervened to save her from attack.

			Davidh.

			Davidh Cameron had saved her.

			Anna watched in grim amazement as he knocked the largest man off his feet and then beat him into the dirt. Drawing his sword, he fought off the other two as they charged him with theirs. He moved in a graceful yet deadly dance, drawing them closer and then striking them down. They were dead before their bodies landed in the dirt. She could not take her gaze off Davidh as he defeated the three of them without pause and without a word.

			Now, the three vanquished men lay silent and only the sound of his heaving breaths betrayed his exertion. And he still did not look at her. His right fist clasped the hilt of his sword and he held the weapon as though ready to face more foes. She had not noticed the smaller, yet still deadly, dagger in his left hand until now. Then he did turn, but instead of looking at her, he searched the area around the cottage and back into the gardens and fields.

			‘Were there only these three?’ he asked, sliding the dagger into his boot and holding out his hand to her. She nodded in a jerky movement and reached out to take his help. Her legs wobbled as she gained her feet and he did not rush her.

			‘Did they come from the falls or from the stream?’ he asked. His voice was calm. Too calm. She dared a glance at his face and the cold stare shocked her.

			‘The hills along the stream,’ she said.

			‘Come. We must return to the village.’ He guided her towards the cottage and then stopped. ‘Can you make it to the path and wait for me there?’

			He moved away before she replied, but he was the commander now and expected obedience to the orders he issued. She stumbled a few steps before her legs would obey her own commands and Anna tried not to look back. The racing of her heart made her want to run, run away, run fast, but she forced herself to walk, concentrating only on the sound of the falls and trying not to allow the fear to overpower her now.

			A glance over her shoulder revealed him checking the three men who lay motionless on the ground there. Anna stopped and watched him then. He walked away from the two and towards the biggest man. A shudder tore through her as the possibilities of what could have happened had Davidh not arrived struck her. As he raised his head, looking around the clearing for something, he caught sight of her.

			‘Have you rope? Something to tie him with?’ he called out to her.

			Pulled from her helplessness, Anna nodded and ran back into the cottage. She’d not emptied it of all supplies—indeed, the necessary things used in the garden and fields remained there for use. Anna grabbed a coiled length of cord and took it to Davidh. His expression gave her pause.

			‘Come. ’Tis safe now.’

			Only then did she realise that she stood but a few yards from him and that her hands shook. And her body trembled. The shudders paralysed her. The sight of the three men—two of them in darkening pools of their own blood and the other one unconscious there—made her stomach roil. Now unable to draw in a breath, her vision clouded and sweat poured down her face and back. The strength in her legs seeped out then and Anna began to tumble down.

			‘Anna.’

			Davidh’s strong arms surrounded her from behind and kept her from falling. He whispered her name over and over as he held her against his chest. Anna closed her eyes and tried to let go of the fear.

			‘Take in a breath,’ he whispered against her hair. She shuddered in a shallow breath. ‘Now, push it out with all your might.’ She failed, for her breath trembled as her body yet did. ‘Come now, lass, count as you draw a breath. Good. Now push out for the same.’ Again, she could not control her body, but soon his soothing voice and warm embrace helped her to do as he said.

			‘Again,’ he ordered in a soft yet commanding tone. ‘One…two…three…’

			Anna listened to his commands and obeyed them. When she noticed his heated breath as it tickled her ear, she knew she was recovering from the shock of the last minutes. She pushed up to stand on her own and, damn it, she noticed that he yet held her in his strong, warm embrace.

			And in that moment, Anna did not want to be any other place in the world.

			She closed her eyes, savouring the feel of his strength, his hard-muscled chest against her back, his breath now on her neck, the enticing scent that was his alone. It had been so long since she’d allowed anyone, any man, this close, and in that single moment, she did not want him to let her go.

			Then, the cold truth of the situation struck her and she stepped away from him. Her body shivered as the day’s cool air whirled through the inches of separation between them.

			‘Let me see to this and I will take you back to the village.’ His calm, cool words reminded her that he was treating her no differently from how he would treat anyone he dealt with.

			Anna held out the rope that was yet clenched in her hand and nodded. His movements now were swift and practised as he bound the outlaw who lay unconscious on the ground. In all her years, she’d never been accosted like this. Oh, some men had pressed their attentions with ardent enthusiasm, but none had ever attempted to take her against her will.

			The shiver that coursed through her made her understand that the terror had not left her, no matter that she wanted it gone. She turned and walked to the opening in the hillside that led down to the road. Anna heard Davidh’s approach and faced him. He took her hand and guided her down through the pathway along the falls. At one point, he slid his arm around her waist to support her. When they reached the bottom, she expected him to release her, but his arm remained around her. A few more paces and they stood at the road where his horse waited.

			‘Anna…’ he began. Instead of releasing her, he turned her to face him and slid his other arm around her. ‘Are you well?’

			Before she could answer, he slid his hand up to cup her cheek as he stroked her with his thumb. Anna wanted to say aye, to say something, but the words escaped her when she met his gaze. His brown eyes darkened to almost black as he stared at her.

			‘I feared I would not get there in time,’ he whispered. His hand slid around as he entangled his fingers in her hair, caressing the back of her scalp and sending tiny sparks of pleasure down her spine. ‘I heard your scream…’

			Anna watched until the very last moment, as he tilted down and touched his lips to hers. Then, she closed her eyes as he kissed her. It was madness. It was hot and possessive. It was…something wonderful and she leaned into him and gave herself over to it.

			To him.

			* * *

			Davidh rarely felt terror. And, if he did, he did not admit to it. Even in the thick of battles or attacks, the excitement and danger of the challenge made him feel alive. But the sound of Anna’s scream as he reached the top of the path had made his blood freeze in his veins. After killing the second and third outlaw, he’d turned and planned to kill the one who’d been standing over her. He’d gained control over his rage at the last moment and realised that a live outlaw could give them knowledge about the others who plagued their lands and clans.

			The sight of her, lying on the ground, fighting for her life, overruled his usual battle calm. He’d never lost control in a fight before, yet seeing her there, terrified and screaming, tore it from him and he could only think one thing—destroy them. And he nearly had.

			If not for her glancing over her shoulder, he would have thrust the bloodied sword into the fallen outlaw’s gut. Her distress and the panic in her gaze stopped him and gave his self-control the chance to reassert itself. Then, his duty as commander took over as he tended to her and then secured the man so he could deal with him later.

			Only now, as they reached a safe place, did he allow himself to take in all of her. Her braid had come undone and long, curling locks of auburn hair lay strewn wildly around her heart-shaped face and shoulders. Her forest-green eyes met his gaze and he wanted to lose himself in their depths.

			Lose himself in her.

			It was such a strange concept to him that he had no defence for it. Nothing to stop him from…kissing her.

			Davidh raised his hand to her face, waiting for any sign of hesitation that would stop him. Instead, she lifted her cheek against his palm and a sigh so soft he doubted she heard it escaped her lips. He followed the sigh down and touched his mouth to hers. Sliding his hand into her loosened curls, he slipped his tongue into her heated mouth when she opened to him.

			Sweet. She tasted sweet. Davidh lost himself in the pure delight of her mouth, sweeping his tongue deep in to savour the essence of her. That would have been the end of it, if she had not leaned her body against his and let out a soft moan.

			Her full breasts pressed against his chest and his flesh responded against her hip. She opened more to his questing tongue and he delved deep into her mouth. Needing to possess her, Davidh slid his hands down over her shoulders and wrapped his arms around her, bringing her soft curves even nearer to him. When Davidh realised that her hands clutched his arms and pulled him closer, he turned the one long kiss into two and then three. Only when she lifted her lips from his to take a needed breath did he stop. She had not hesitated in accepting or taking those kisses. Drawing a breath in sharply, he leaned his forehead down against hers while they each caught their breaths.

			For a long moment, they stood in that silent embrace. The amount of need racing through him shocked him. He wanted her to never let go. He wanted to kiss every part of her and explore her body endlessly. He wanted…

			He would never know what sound gave him pause, but one did and he knew this moment was done. He gathered his wayward self-control and eased his hold on her. Easing a scant foot back from her, he still held her shoulders until she nodded and stepped away.

			‘Anna… I…’ he stuttered out, but had no clue what he should be saying to her just then. Apologies? Explanations? Anything? She stopped him with the touch of her fingertips on his lips and a shake of her head. He chose to follow her example and nodded towards the road.

			‘My horse is there. Come,’ he said, holding some branches out of her way. ‘I need to send some of the men back here.’

			He climbed up on his horse and held out his hand to help her up. She slid behind him and grabbed hold of his belt to steady herself. When Davidh felt she was ready, he touched his heels to the horse’s sides, urging him to ride on. Many thoughts raced through his mind then, plans and arrangements and warnings to be seen to and dealt with now that the outlaws had ventured so close to the village.

			And he spent the minutes riding back to Achnacarry doing that—until Anna shuddered behind him. Her body stiffened against his back, once and then twice. He drew up on the reins to stop when she whispered for him to go on. Davidh reached around with one arm and pulled her to sit before him. Then, after settling her across his thighs, he kicked the horse to a gallop.

			‘Hold on,’ he ordered as the horse sped down the road.

			He felt her hands slide around his waist, securing herself. Davidh ignored the warmth of her body against his. Well, he did until she leaned her head down on his chest and rested against him.

			And, in that moment, something between them changed. More so even than in that kiss a short time ago. Something had shifted within himself and it unsettled him.

			As he spied the first cottages of the village ahead of them, Davidh put all these thoughts aside to concentrate on his duties to his clan and chieftain. There would be time enough to sort the rest of this out later.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			He’d ordered her to stay with Suisan and to summon the lads there, too. He’d commanded her in an unfamiliar voice to do several other tasks and then he rode off as fast as he could make the horse move towards the keep. Anna heard his voice calling out to villagers as he made his way to his chieftain and the other warriors.

			And though his imperious attitude should have bothered her, it did not. What did make her uncomfortable was that kiss. Well, if truth be told, it was not the kiss so much as how much she had wanted it and wanted more than just a kiss. The safety of his embrace was dangerous to the purpose that had brought her to Achnacarry. The very thing she’d been ignoring these last few days. Anna turned now as a small group of men, riding hard and kicking up dust, passed her as she yet stood where Davidh had left her.

			‘Ye look pale as the moon,’ Suisan said. Standing now at Anna’s side as another group of riders rode through the village, Suisan held up a small cup to her. ‘Ye look like ye could use this.’

			Anna watched as Davidh approached, riding this time at the chieftain’s side. Though he appeared to slow as he grew closer, he stared at her and nodded as they continued on.

			‘Drink, lass.’ Suisan nudged her and pressed the cup in her hand.

			‘Are you the healer now?’ Anna asked as she lifted it to her mouth.

			From the smell, it was some strong spirit used to fortify the body and not a concoction for healing. She swallowed it all and grimaced against the burn that spread down her throat and into her belly. Then a warmth spread through her bones and blood and the shivering that had begun anew eased.

			‘These outlaws grow bold,’ Suisan said. ‘And ever closer.’ The older woman turned a keen gaze on Anna then. ‘Were ye harmed?’

			‘Shaken about a bit and frightened,’ Anna admitted. ‘But Davidh got there…’

			Before it could happen. The words were not spoken, but Suisan’s knowing nod told Anna they were thinking of the same thing.

			* * *

			In a short time, word of the attack had spread as had the new orders from the chieftain—no one was to leave the village without permission or an escort. Both her Iain and Davidh’s son had been spending much of their free time exploring the forests along the banks of Loch Arkaig as lads their ages did. She let out a breath she did not know she held in when the boys approached. Anna sent them off on some tasks to keep them occupied and, as she crossed her arms over her chest and rubbed her arms, she faced Suisan.

			‘So, who are these outlaws? They seemed to have no particular intentions in mind other than mayhem and stealing what they could find.’

			Suisan entered her cottage and returned a few moments later carrying a woollen shawl. Anna accepted it and wrapped it tightly around her shoulders. Though she acknowledged to herself that the continuing shivers were more about the shock and terror that had yet to seep from her body than the coolness or warmth of the air around them.

			‘Some of those who supported the last chieftain,’ Suisan said. In a shocking move, she turned and spat in the dirt at her feet. ‘He betrayed the Camerons and is better off dead. May he…’ she paused and spat again ‘…never rest in peace!’

			‘Suisan!’ Anna whispered loudly. ‘Never say such a thing.’ Anna lifted her hand to make the sign of a cross over herself.

			‘Ye didna ken the man and the evil he did, even against his own clan,’ Suisan explained. ‘When he was killed, those who supported him either left on their own or were exiled by the new chieftain. I have heard talk that these outlaws are those and others trying to cause upheaval for the laird and his family.’

			Anna listened to the words and tried to piece it together with what and with whom she knew. The current chieftain was a younger brother to Laird Euan who’d ruled when Anna’s mother lived here. Gilbert, as Suisan said, had laid claim, as he was eligible to do, though Robert was older and with a better claim. The reasons for that became clear when it was discovered by Robert’s stepson that Gilbert had been plotting with their enemies to take power to satisfy his own greed and not for the good of the clan. A battle of honour had ended Gilbert’s life and the high seat was claimed by Robert.

			Neither Robert nor the now-dead Gilbert had true claim to that rulership, Anna knew. Iain, Malcolm’s son, was the direct heir and the one who should be leading the Cameron Clan. Or be in line for that seat now. As Suisan continued telling her the tale of how and when it had all played out, all Anna could do was think of Malcolm and the unfairness of his missed chance to rule over his clan.

			Soon, the lads returned from their tasks and Anna decided to return to Davidh’s house instead of being in Suisan’s way. As she watched her son, she knew she must press on with her promised plan. Iain must stop being a guest and take his place, his rightful place, in the Camerons. He must be allowed the chance to regain his claim to his heritage. And to do that, she must become a part of this village. Not a guest or visitor.

			And she must gain Davidh’s fuller co-operation.

			Not just his protection because his laird had granted it to her. Nay, she needed his personal protection to assure success for her son. There were several ways that a woman could gain such protection from a powerful man. Anna needed to decide which she would pursue and then how to accomplish it. His kisses revealed one such path. But could she, who prided herself on never using such means to serve her aims, take that road?

			She reached Davidh’s house and stood staring at it as the boys passed her and ran inside. Right now, this was an equal arrangement—her help with his son for his with hers. Knowing his dedication to his duty and his loyalty to his people and his chieftain, he would not forgive her this deception—well, this omission as it was now.

			All it took was one glance at Iain to remind her of her purpose and the rightness of it. He deserved…all of it. A life with his father’s family and a chance to inherit the rights that came from his name. Anna pushed on and entered the house.

			Even without the items she’d gone up to the cottage to retrieve, there were many things to accomplish today. But first, she added water to the kettle, tossed a few crumbled leaves in it and waited for it to boil. The fragrant aroma of betony filled the chamber and that scent began to help her relax, allowing the tension that yet controlled her to ease.

			As she sipped the brew, Anna paced around the large room. The lads were in Colm’s chamber. Iain was teaching, or trying to teach, the young boy to carve animals as he could. Her son showed great patience with Davidh’s son, more than she had most times she was trying to demonstrate a recipe or procedure with the herbs and plants she used.

			* * *

			An hour or so passed as she returned to the tasks waiting for her attention. There were a few moments when the terror of this day faded and she seemed to forget the danger and the possible fate she’d faced. Caught up in the flow of memories and her attempts to ignore them, she did not hear him come in. She was alone in the large chamber and then she was not. Anna looked up from gazing at the floor as she yet paced before the hearth to find Davidh there.

			‘You were deep in thought and I did not wish to startle you,’ he offered. As he walked across to where she stood, his gaze searched first her face, then the rest of her before coming back up to meet hers. ‘What is in the pot?’

			Anna blinked several times before she realised he’d asked her about something…something she did not remember. She turned and glanced at the pot over the fire, trying to bring to mind what she’d put in there to cook.

			‘I…’ Anna walked over, wrapped her skirt around her hand and lifted the heavy lid to see inside. So, she’d not been as clearheaded as she’d thought. ‘Soup,’ she guessed from the sound and look of it. ‘Soup.’

			When she turned, he was there, so close she could hear his breathing. Then, he opened his arms and she walked into his embrace without hesitation or thought. Anna closed her eyes and lost herself in the warmth of him.

			* * *

			He’d watched her for a short while before she’d noticed him. In his experience, each person dealt with facing death or danger differently and would react in their own way. Anna had amazed him with her calm demeanour after the attack and even after panic had set in. Most women he’d seen in similar situations fell apart into hysterics or withdrew into themselves. Yet, she had maintained control over herself, returned to the village and saw to the daily chores.

			As he held her now and breathed in the scent that was her, Davidh understood that a reaction could yet come. Sometimes, it was put off by duties or necessity. Yet, Davidh knew that the terror would bide its time and find its way out.

			For now, though, he would hold her. He smiled over her head, accepting the very selfishness of his action. He held her because he wanted to. He wanted to hold her body next to his. He wanted to assure himself that she was well.

			Though he’d tried to separate his thoughts of her from his own duties since he’d left her with Suisan, Davidh had thought of little else but Anna Mackenzie. The woman lifted her face then and met his eyes.

			No tears. She’d not cried at all through this. And she did not now.

			‘I could get accustomed to this too easily,’ she whispered.

			The admission surprised her, for her eyes widened and she worried her bottom lip as though she knew she’d said too much. She tucked her head back against his chest as she had on the ride back.

			‘Aye.’ He nodded without releasing her, realising that he could, as well. Had her words been filled with hope as he thought or with fear?

			Davidh wanted to kiss her, yet he was content to just hold her in that moment. If she lifted her head and turned those green eyes to his, he would. For now, though, he would just hold her close. When the door to the smaller chamber opened without warning, they leapt away from one another as though caught in some guilty act.

			Iain looked from him to his mother with a solemn expression that spoke of his knowledge of what he’d interrupted. But Colm had the innocence of a young age and did not.

			‘Supper will be ready soon,’ Anna announced to the lads. ‘Wash and get the bread.’

			Iain and Colm jumped to her command, not hesitating for a moment to obey her. In such a short time—a week, was it?—they had fallen into a routine of a well-ordered household. Nay, if Davidh was being honest with himself, he saw that Colm thrived now.

			He watched the boys act on her directions and Colm’s ease of manner with her. His son walked to her side as she stirred the pot and tucked himself close, asking her about something. Anna touched his head and ruffled his hair as she answered and nodded. His heart pounded then, hammering in his chest, filled with both sadness and understanding.

			His son had missed the warm touch of his mother for so long. Colm needed the soft care and concern that a mother gave without hesitation. Oh, the villagers, his friends, even others in the clan, had stepped forward in Davidh’s time of need and helped care for the boy. Suisan was a stalwart friend who watched over Colm when Davidh was called to duty. His sister Aileen had returned for a time to help him.

			Yet, from the gaze Colm directed at Anna as she answered yet another question of his, none had come close to what she had in this short time. When she had offered to care for his son, Davidh had not known how much he’d wanted this exact thing to happen. Not until now. Not until he witnessed them together like this. Anna turned in that moment and met his gaze.

			Rather than the tension or fear he’d noticed in her green eyes earlier, now he saw only confidence and caring. She moved with the ease of a woman who liked what she did and was good at it. But then, she’d been a mother for nigh to ten-and-three years and had taken good care to see her own son raised. One look at the boy and he could tell that she’d put his welfare and needs above hers.

			Her very presence here—returning to a place after years and with no other connection than his parentage—spoke of bravery and strength. Very few women he knew would leave their homes and travel to a distant village alone. Without a promise of marriage or other assurance of a place. Yet, Anna had done just that. And she’d slid into village life easily, making a valued place for herself.

			And now, Davidh would keep his part of their bargain.

			The table set, they gathered around it and began eating. Though she’d seemed unaware of what it was, the soup was thick and flavourful and filling. At Anna’s nod, Iain took up the bread and broke it into four pieces, offering Davidh and Anna the larger two before giving a chunk to Colm and himself. When they’d eaten for a bit, Davidh spoke.

			‘I need the two of you to have a care these next days,’ he said. ‘You ken that outlaws have been seen outside the village.’ Anna’s eyes darkened as he spoke, but her gaze turned not to him but to her son. ‘So, until I tell you otherwise, you are not to leave the village.’ A few groans met his order, but this was necessary.

			‘These outlaws are dangerous. They have left death and mayhem in their path around Tor Castle and now seem to have got closer to Achnacarry and the surrounding area.’

			‘What about fishing in the loch?’ Colm asked. ‘We were to go on the morrow.’ His son nodded at Iain as he spoke. ‘If there are two of us?’

			‘Nay. Not without my permission and not without guards.’ They protested with grunts and groans, but Davidh continued. ‘No one leaves the village without my say so or one of the other commanders.’ He put down his spoon and waited for the lads to look at him. ‘Parlan returns here on the morrow.’

			‘Parlan?’ Anna asked.

			‘He is my second. Lately he has been in charge of the defences at Tor Castle. Robert wishes him here now that the outlaws have become so brazen so close.’ The fire crackled then and she turned to look at it. He did not miss the shiver that trembled through her then.

			‘We will find them and bring them to justice, Anna.’ She nodded before turning back to look at him.

			‘Are there any other restrictions we need follow?’ she asked, nodding now at the lads. ‘Iain, pay heed to the commander now. Colm, you as well, heed your father in this.’

			It took little time to explain the limitations in place now and until the outlaws were stopped. They were obedient lads who would listen and have a care during this threatening time. He finished with the news he wished most to share.

			‘On the morrow, Iain will begin working with Lachlan Dubh. He will meet you at the stables after you break your fast and see to your training.’

			‘The stables?’ Anna asked while smiling at her son, pleased with this step.

			‘Aye. He is overseeing some repairs there. He will assess Iain’s skills and assign him to work in the place where those abilities can best be used.’

			Iain beamed with happiness at Davidh’s words and Anna reached out to pat her son’s arm. ‘You will do your best, Iain.’

			‘Aye, I will. My thanks, sir,’ the lad said in a solemn tone.

			‘What will I do?’ Colm said.

			Davidh looked at the expectation in his son’s expression and wondered. For the last few months, he’d been too ill to do much. He’d spent most of his time at Suisan’s.

			‘I need your help, Colm,’ Anna said. ‘That has not changed.’ His son’s eyes filled with joy. ‘And if Iain is working elsewhere, I expect to need even more help from you.’

			‘Truly?’ Colm asked.

			‘Truly. Who else would help me clean out the lady’s stillroom in the keep but you?’

			The meal was finished in silence, but even Davidh could feel the ripples of expectation in the boys now. He caught Anna’s gaze over their heads a time or two and she smiled at him. Mayhap their bargain would work out for all?

			* * *

			The evening had passed quickly and the two excited boys went to their pallets without argument. With the meal cleaned up and chores completed, Davidh had left for a short time to make certain the guards were posted as he’d ordered. When he returned, he found Anna seated on the steps that led up to his front door.

			‘Is aught well?’ he asked. She did not seem upset. With a thick shawl around her shoulders and a steaming cup in her hands, she looked quite comfortable.

			‘They’ve only now dropped off to sleep. I just wanted to sit in the quiet before retiring.’

			Although he would have sat at her side, the apparent dismissal kept him standing. ‘Then I will leave you to your thoughts.’

			‘Nay,’ she said.

			It was not the word, but her hand on his leg that stopped him from moving. For a moment, he thought, or maybe hoped, she would slide it up on to the bare skin above his boot.

			‘You do not have to leave,’ she whispered as she shifted aside to allow him room to join her there. Davidh stepped back down, turned and sat there at her side.

			They sat in the growing darkness in silence for a short time. From time to time, she lifted the cup to her lips and sipped whatever she’d made. Aromas of some unknown herbs wafted across the short distance to him, but he could not identify them.

			‘’Tis mostly betony with a bit of honey added.’ She laughed then and the sound of it teased him to smile. ‘You were sniffing so I thought you were curious. I can get you some?’

			‘Nay, but my thanks for the offer.’

			‘Iain is very excited about the arrangements you’ve made for him. Anxious to get started,’ she clarified.

			‘And you? Are you anxious for it?’ he asked.

			She did not respond at first. Sipping her tea gave her a moment or two of reprieve and then she nodded. ‘Aye. I am.’

			He thought she might explain, but he’d learned that when it came to her son, she held her confidences—and his—close. Then she let out a long, soft sigh and nodded again.

			‘I have wanted to return here since the first step I took away. And I’ve wanted to bring Iain back from the second he was born. Sometimes, Davidh, I cannot believe we are here.’

			She tipped the cup back and finished the brew before standing. Davidh rose and realised she stood on the step and not the ground, bringing her face level with his. Anna leaned forward and braced herself on his shoulders then.

			‘I will keep Colm busy with helping me. That way he will not be restless and tempted to disobey your orders,’ she promised.

			His body reacted to her nearness and to her touch. Suddenly, he worried not for his restless son, but for his own restless desires. Davidh moved and met her halfway across the space that divided them. He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to know the taste of her betony tea with honey. He wanted…

			And when she opened her mouth and drew in a shallow breath, he leaned the rest of the way to capture her lips. The touch of her tongue on his revealed the flavour of her tea—honey-sweet with a bitter tang. Sweet and sour. She made the most enticing sound as he thrust in to taste more of her. When she’d wrapped her arms around his shoulders, he knew not, but she held on tight now and he felt the softness of her body against the hardness of his.

			How he noticed the noise of people approaching over the roar of want and need in his blood, he knew not. Davidh wrapped his arms around her waist, lifted her from her feet and carried her up the steps and into the house through the slightly open door. Still kissing the breath from her, he circled around and pressed her against the wooden door and lifted his head to look at her.

			Her eyes glazed with passion, her mouth pulled in shallow, heated breaths and her hands slid into his hair and pulled him back to her. Now, she kissed him, sliding her tongue into his mouth, and Davidh let her. He pressed the length of him, and the unruly flesh between his legs, against her as she held him tightly to her body. Easing to stand between her legs, he felt pleasure as she lifted her legs and encircled his hips, all the while never taking her mouth from his.

			Davidh rocked his hardness against her, wanting to be so much closer. She canted her own hips and he slid his hands beneath her to give her support. It would take little to tug the skirt of her gown and shift out of their way and do what they both wanted to do. He would fill her flesh with his and give her pleasure until she screamed.

			Once more, an awareness of their precarious position—against the door—and the possibility of discovery or of being witnessed stopped him. When he lifted his mouth from hers, she pushed her head back and it met the door’s unforgiving surface with a thump. One followed by her moan of pain.

			‘That sounded as though it hurt,’ he whispered, still holding her as she slid her legs down along his until her feet reached the floor.

			‘I deserve it,’ she muttered as they stepped apart and her skirts fell around her legs. Rubbing the back of her head, she looked up at him. Her lips were swollen from his kisses and it made him smile.

			‘Nay,’ he said as he moved out of her way. He rubbed his hand over his face and wondered what she was thinking. ‘’Twas just a kiss.’

			‘I fear it is a sign of a bigger problem between us,’ she said softly. ‘And I neither want nor claim that you inflicted yourself on me. I started it.’

			He watched as she moved around the chamber, putting out the lanterns and banking the fire, all the while muttering under her breath. After a few minutes of a conversation with no one but herself, Anna stood before the chamber she shared with her son. Without another word, she disappeared silently inside.

			Davidh let out the breath he’d been holding. Shoving his hand through his hair, he shook his head, completely lost after their encounter. She’d kissed him…again. Oh, he’d kissed her back and would have continued this bit of love play as far and as long as she would have allowed.

			Thankfully, she had the good sense to stop. He had no doubt he would have taken her against the door. A woman who had been bodily attacked by outlaws this very day and he was thrusting against her here just hours later.

			She did not act as most women would if they’d faced what she had. Then the truth struck him. Davidh walked to the cupboard and found the small jug of uisge-beatha and lifted it to his lips, forgoing a cup that would serve to slow him down. He drew deeply and swallowed the potent liquid. As the burn spread into his gut, spreading warmth from there, Davidh understood her actions.

			After such a threat as the one she’d faced, she was testing herself. Men under his command did the same thing in their training after being beaten or injured. They pushed themselves into the same activity that had hurt them, but only with someone whom they trusted to see them safely through it. One of his men had been stabbed when a quarterstaff had broken and pierced him in the leg. Once healed, it had been Davidh himself that Geordie had challenged, knowing that Davidh would see no harm came to him.

			That kiss, more than the one earlier, was a test. Anna pushed against the terrors of assault she’d faced this day, knowing he would not take advantage of her weakness or fears. That he would stop when she needed him to.

			His flesh surged then, aching and swollen, reminding him that he had not realised the purpose or cause of this encounter with Anna until it had stopped. He’d simply wanted her kiss, her caress, her body against his. God help him if she continued to test herself and him in this manner!

			The strong spirit began to ease him then, so he took one more swallow and put the cork back in the jug. At least he was now armed with the understanding he needed to keep her approaches, and kisses, in perspective.

			He told himself that all through the night and even into the next day as his body and mind seemed as agitated with anticipation as his son was. But his restlessness had little to do with the work he faced and more with the woman who slept just a yard away from him in the other bedchamber.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			The light that pierced the darkness through a window high on the wall made the floating dust appear as burning snowflakes. They filled the chamber now, scattered by Anna’s feverish swipes across the tops of the dozens and dozens of glass and glazed jars and bottles there on the long table.

			The dust danced in that bright stream and then drifted back down towards the place where she’d cleaned. For a moment, she lost herself in the way the tiny specks shimmered there. As she stared at them, these sparkly bits reminded Anna of the way the lantern’s light had reflected in Davidh’s eyes as he leaned in and kissed her. Somehow, the flickering light of the burning lamp found shades there in what she’d thought were simply brown eyes.

			Gold and silver hidden deep within the browns and the flickering light had caught the sparkles. A long, soft sigh escaped her once more. Leaning back against the table, she shook her head and tried to concentrate on the task, the very large task, at hand. She’d lost too much time this day falling into memories of that kiss.

			That kiss.

			She touched her lips then, for his mouth on hers and the possessive way he claimed hers made hers swell.

			It would have been a simple kiss had she not lost control of the growing desire that seemed stronger with each encounter. She had pressed against him and even wrapped herself around his tall, muscular body in a very scandalous manner. Never having been the one to initiate such things, it surprised Anna that she would have done such a thing, especially on the same day as the attack. It was almost as though the vulnerability after the attack that day had unleashed a need in her. All the while, she knew that Davidh would never harm her or take advantage or take more than she willingly offered. A strange balance of fear and comfort had urged her on to do what she’d done.

			The problem was that she wanted to offer him anything she had to give. She wanted him in a way that was different from any man she’d met since Malcolm. There had been discreet and short-lived involvements in the last few years, but they’d meant nothing and were over and done quickly. What Anna truly feared was that this was more than a need to be satisfied with a few bouts of bed play.

			It was also something she would need to face if she and her son would be staying here in Achnacarry among the Camerons. Particularly if she was remaining in his house. She’d never considered that being in such close quarters—something that was necessary to bring her son into closer dealings with his clan—would have been so dangerous to her own self-control.

			Maybe there was something here among the good brother’s concoctions and tonics that could cool her desire for the commander? Anna chose a dark brown bottle of some thick syrup and pulled the cork free releasing a terrible smell into the chamber. She quickly pushed the stopper back in and replaced the bottle in the line with the others. No matter how effective that potion might be, she would never be able to swallow it.

			So, she would have to find another way to deal with this attraction to Davidh and not let it interfere with her overall ambitions. Then, a wicked thought occurred to her—mayhap it was not a bad thing after all?

			He was an honourable man, one of the most honourable she’d ever encountered, and she was as certain of that as she was that he would never expect her to sleep with him in exchange for his help. From his original offer, it was clear he was trying to avoid that very thing.

			Would it be such a bad thing if she did take him to her bed? The heat rose in her cheeks then as the memories of their kisses and their embraces filled her thoughts. Aye, she wanted him. Aye, he wanted her. And yet, because of his honour, he would have nothing to do with her when he discovered she’d deceived him. Would it be so terrible if she allowed herself the physical comfort he would give for the short time before he found out the true identity of her son?

			Anna sighed then, unwilling to examine that too closely. Her mother had warned her there would be complications and problems if she returned here at all, but most especially if she came back with her son. The past, her mam said, did not lie still or easy when power was at stake.

			Her son was at the heart of the struggle for power here.

			With the right protector, he could rise to his rightful place—tanist of the Clan Cameron. With the right man guiding Iain, he could be the chieftain that his father should have been. Davidh Cameron, she was certain, was that man.

			There would be time to decide all of these things and now she needed to sort through more of this chamber’s secrets. Her reactions to the commander were what they were and nothing she worried over in this moment would change them.

			Anna turned her efforts and thoughts back to cleaning and lost herself in her task. Colm had been sent on his way to eat and, please God, rest at Suisan’s and he would seek her out after that.

			When the dust swirling in the chamber brought on incessant sneezing, she pushed a small table over into a position under the window. Climbing up, she yet had to stand on her toes to reach it. It was only when she heard the door to the chamber open that she realised that Colm was returning much too soon.

			* * *

			‘Papa!’ Davidh turned at Colm’s call and watched as he walked to the fence that separated them.

			The colour in the lad’s cheeks was a welcome change from the pallor of the last months. Davidh found himself listening to Colm’s words and breathing as he approached to determine if he was doing too much.

			‘How goes it?’ Davidh asked. ‘Is Mistress Mackenzie keeping you busy?’

			‘Aye,’ he said as he climbed up on the fence. ‘I have emptied boxes and bottles all morn. Now, I am going to Mistress Suisan’s to eat.’ Colm frowned then. ‘And to rest.’ He shrugged then. ‘If, if, I need to. Mistress Mackenzie said that I should think on it when I get there.’

			‘And what do you think you will do?’ he asked. Davidh noticed the tightness around his son’s mouth and knew it for what it was—his son had done too much. ‘Do you think you need to rest?’

			Another shrug was his answer. Davidh reached out and tousled his son’s hair.

			‘Do not be stubborn, Colm. Mistress Mackenzie is too soft in giving you directions and letting the choice be yours. You ken what I would say?’

			Colm jumped down to the ground and nodded, reluctant acceptance in his gaze. ‘I should rest.’

			‘Aye. For if you rest now, you will be able to do more later. When your friends finish their chores and are ready to play.’

			Once more, the similarity to Mara’s expression—the stubborn tilt there in Colm’s chin, the roundness of his eyes—struck him. Colm’s illness had forced on him a maturity and a respect that Davidh wished he did not have, so when faced with decisions in his control, his son usually considered them well before acting.

			Usually. Davidh tried not to think of the dangerous decision that had ended with Colm trapped on the side of the Caig Falls. At Colm’s nod, Davidh felt relief.

			‘If I rest, if, it means that Mistress Mackenzie is left alone to work in the stillroom.’

			‘Does she need help then?’ Davidh glanced around for a moment to see which man he could send to her. But only for a moment. The urge to find her and speak to her grew within the space of a breath to almost an uncontrollable need.

			‘Some of the boxes are heavy and she cannot move them without help,’ his son said, puffing out his chest with pride that he’d been able to do that.

			‘I will send someone to check on her until you are able to return. Fear not, there will be plenty to do upon your return.’

			Davidh understood well that part of the improvement in his son had to do with how needed he believed he was. Anna comprehended that, too, and her request for Colm’s help was more for his benefit than hers. Giving his son the reassurance that this brief respite did not diminish that was a small thing to do. As Colm smiled and nodded, Davidh knew he’d succeeded in that.

			‘Go now. I can hear your stomach rumbling even from here!’

			Colm walked off, chattering to himself as he did, and Davidh watched him. Anna had ordered that he not run and so the lad did not, but his pace was brisk. Davidh did not move until Colm passed through the gates.

			‘Going somewhere?’ Damn it, he’d forgotten that Parlan was there.

			‘Aye.’ Their assignments were complete and there was time before Davidh needed to meet with the chieftain and his son. ‘Colm said…’ Parlan waved off his words before he could say them.

			‘’Tis the healer?’ Davidh nodded. ‘I want to meet this woman who distracts you so.’

			‘I am not… She does not… Robert…’

			Nothing Davidh could say would either explain or placate his suspicious friend at this moment. The knowing expression in Parlan’s gaze and the irritating smile on his face made that clear. And made Davidh want to punch him in that face.

			‘Come to supper and you will meet her.’

			Then he strode away, ignoring his friend’s laughter, as he made his way into the keep and down to the stillroom.

			He’d not been alone with her since that explosive kiss two nights ago. Surrounded by their sons and then villagers, friends and others, they’d not spoken of it yet. But every small contact or exchange between them made his skin tight. It made his breathing race and his cock rise. No matter how incidental or innocent, his body reacted and the heat in his veins built.

			Did she feel it as he did? Davidh turned into the corridor that led to the chamber and held his breath. Aye, she did. She felt it. He could see it in her manner and in the way her body seemed to call to his. She wanted him. And though their arrangement was a simple one not involving bed play, the way he wanted her would cause all sorts of complications.

			Oh, aye, there would be issues.

			Letting out his breath and planning his words, he lifted the latch and pushed the door open. He lost his breath again.

			Anna stood on a table, reaching up for the latch on the window that sat high up on the wall. Her hair tumbled loosely down her back, freed from the usual constraint of a braid and held away from her face only by a kerchief. Her breasts strained against her gown and his body remembered the feel of them against his chest when she pulled him to her. She glanced over her shoulder and lost her balance.

			In three strides, Davidh caught her as she fell off the table. Her little scream stopped as she landed in his arms. An open-mouthed gasp was the only sound she made as he shifted his hold on her. One of his hands slid under the curve of her buttocks and she trembled at his grasp. Davidh turned her in his embrace so that she faced him and the feel of her body against his made him suck in a breath.

			‘Anna.’

			He pulled the kerchief from her head, needing to feel the curls. She did not resist or hesitate; indeed, she shook her head, making those curls cascade down her back. Her feet did not touch the floor as he drew her closer. He slid one hand to the back of her head and he tilted her so that he could…

			‘Kiss me, I pray you.’ Her plea was barely out of her mouth when he complied. Willingly.

			He brought his mouth to hers and she opened to him, allowing him to sweep his tongue inside to taste her. No honey-sweetened betony this time, just her own flavour and just as sweet. Davidh did not kiss her—he took her mouth, he possessed her mouth, he claimed it. Until he was breathless, he did not stop. Over and over, with one hand holding her head to his and the other supporting her buttocks. He held her to him and kissed the very breath out of her. He lifted his mouth from hers and they shared the very air between them.

			‘Anna…’ he began.

			‘I want you, Davidh Cameron. Damn me for it, but I want you.’ A fleeting change in her gaze confused him. For just a moment, he thought he saw sadness there, but it was gone. He could see the frank desire gazing back at him now.

			‘And I want you, Anna Mackenzie,’ he whispered back as he feathered kisses across her cheeks and on her jaw. ‘I have wanted you since I saw you there above the falls.’

			Her response was not in words but action. She separated her legs around his and placed her hands on his shoulders. He eased her down on to the edge of the table behind her and waited. There was a nigh unrecognisable part of him that urged him to take her, to take her now. The strength of it shocked him. It thrilled him. Yet, he waited on her word or deed.

			‘Touch me, Davidh. I have wanted to feel your hands on me since I watched you from above the falls.’ She lifted her legs, easing her knees up until they clasped his hips. ‘Touch me now.’

			His cock surged then, wanting to fill that place between those strong thighs. His hands itched and his mouth watered as he watched her angle her body back, making all of her open to him. He wrapped his hands around her head and kissed her deeply, their tongues dancing and swirling and tasting. Her body arched, bringing her breasts to him and he made his way down her jaw and delicate throat towards them.

			Davidh suckled the tender skin of her neck and slipped his hands down to caress her breasts. Even through the layers she wore, he felt them swell as she pressed them into his grasp. She moved her hands to the table’s surface to support herself, giving him an unimpeded path to her. With her head leaned back, she gasped at each touch of his mouth on her neck and she rocked against him when he rubbed his thumbs over the now-taut nipples.

			With quick movements, he tugged at the laces of her gown and then her shift and pulled the garments open until he could see her lovely breasts. Her eyes had drifted closed as he’d kissed her, though now they watched his hands as Davidh cupped her breasts. Her breaths quickened until she panted at his touch. When he leaned down to kiss there, she let out a moan that he felt from his erect flesh into the very marrow of his bones.

			He drew the rosy tip of one breast into his mouth and swirled around it with his tongue. When Davidh suckled on it, Anna moaned aloud. He continued as her legs tightened around his hips. He lavished the same attention on one and then the other, gently pressing against her until she lay on the table before him. Drawing the length of her gown and shift up over her legs, he caressed his way up each one until he was so near the place he wanted to touch that he could feel the heat of her flesh there.

			As he slid his fingers through the curls and touched the very centre of her heat, a wicked desire shot through him. Easing back, he guided her legs up and over his shoulders as he crouched before her. Then, with his lips and tongue and fingers, he stroked her feminine flesh, sliding into the centre of her and suckling on that tiny little bud of flesh between her legs.

			His own flesh surged, lengthening, thickening and pulsing, as he tasted her essence. With long strokes of his tongue, he pushed her on. With slow and fast strokes of his fingers, he rubbed there, diving inside her as she rocked against his mouth and hands. He felt the vibrations within her begin and he pushed her towards satisfaction. He lifted his head and the sight of her—dishevelled, aroused and still in the last throes of release—nearly unmanned him.

			‘Davidh.’

			She lifted her head and met his gaze, yet it was the throaty whisper that stirred him even more than he thought was possible. He slowly stood, keeping her legs around his waist. Grasping her hips, he tugged her to the very edge of the table and then reached down and lifted his plaid.

			Anna’s bones had melted. Her skin was on fire. Her flesh throbbed in satiety and ached with need. When he pulled her to him and reached under his plaid, her body arched, opening and waiting for his. She leaned up on her elbows and watched as he grasped the length of his flesh and pressed it into the swollen folds between her legs.

			That initial gentle pressure changed to a powerful thrust, as he rocked his hips and filled her. It felt, he felt, wonderful there. His hardness pushed in deep and she lifted her hips to take in every inch of him. Then he eased out and pushed back in, over and over, as that tight trembling built again within her. It stole her breath and her reasoning. When he leaned down and suckled on her breast as he continued to pump into her, she knew she would fall apart. Reaching up, she tangled her fingers in his hair and held on to him. She lost control and lost herself as she fell over some unknown boundary into a full measure of satisfaction.

			He lifted his head, his face tightened almost as if in pain, and then he moaned out in a deeply male, almost possessive way as his seed began to release. Only at the last moment, he pulled out of her body and spilled within the folds of his plaid. For some minutes, only the sounds of their panting breaths echoed around them in the chamber.

			Anna finally came back to herself as he stepped back, drawing her shift and gown down over her legs as he did so. She took his hand and sat up, sliding from the table on unsteady legs. Davidh did not move completely away from her then. Instead, he leaned over and kissed her. This was a kiss so unlike the ones before that its gentleness made her tremble.

			‘I am at a loss for words right now,’ he said then.

			She was not certain what she wanted him to say or what she wanted to hear in this moment. He startled her when he reached up and touched her head. Holding out a feather to her, he laughed.

			‘I think there is even a nest of birds in this chamber,’ she said, taking it from him.

			‘You have quite a task ahead of you,’ he said. ‘How long do you think this will take you?’ He stepped back then and she ached for his return.

			‘Well, with the other things I have to see to in the village and the gardens, I planned to spend some time here each day until I finish it.’ His eyes glimmered just then and she wondered at that.

			He opened his mouth to say something else when his name was roared down the corridor outside the chamber. Whatever he’d planned to say was lost in a harsh curse as he walked to the door and lifted the latch.

			‘Parlan! I am here,’ he said just as someone stopped outside the chamber. ‘Anna, I will see you at supper. Can you accommodate Parlan at table this evening?’

			‘I will make enough,’ she said.

			With a nod, he was gone, pushing the man called Parlan out before he could enter. Anna could not understand what was said in the hushed exchange between the men, but she suspected that this Parlan was well aware of what had just happened here.

			If they were not careful, word would spread and trouble could start. As she tried over the next hour or so to accomplish some of what she must here, Anna realised that, no matter the pleasure she’d experienced with him, trouble was not what she needed or wanted here in Achnacarry. Not until she had secured her son’s place. Then it would not matter.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Two days had passed since Davidh had lost his mind and his control and, well, had taken Anna on the table in the stillroom. There was no excuse for such a thing other than… Well, there simply was no excuse. He would have asked her pardon for his actions, yet she had welcomed them.

			He could admit to himself that entering his house that evening had given him pause. He’d even gone as far as to bring Parlan with him to avoid facing her alone. Other than a quick flashing in her green eyes at his entrance, he found no difference in her manner towards him.

			Parlan served his purpose at supper, too. He’d kept the conversation lively, dividing his attention between the boys and Anna. Davidh could admit another thing to himself—Anna could keep up with Parlan’s quick wit and teasing manner. Had his friend always been that way with women or only with her?

			Only when Parlan asked, as he left to return to the keep after the meal, if Davidh had any claim on Anna, did his friend’s intentions become clear. Parlan explained that he asked because others had asked it of him, but Davidh suspected otherwise. When Davidh quickly denied any such thing, Parlan laughed at first and then claimed it was a good thing.

			The strangest of encounters and things had begun happening ever since then.

			Several times now, Davidh had been invited to sup with two widows and three other families who all seemed to have daughters of a marriageable age. Then, Lilias had appeared at the fence surrounding the training yard and waited for him to approach her. He did not ever remember seeing the widow inside the walls of Achnacarry and now here she stood.

			‘Lilias, is there something wrong?’ he asked, expecting some dire tale that needed his attention.

			‘Nay, Davidh. I just have not seen ye lately, with yer duties to the laird and such, and wanted to speak with ye.’

			Confused even more by the way she reached up to smooth her hair out of her face and touch her lips, Davidh waited for her to continue. When Lilias slid her hands down the skirts of her gown and adjusted her arisaidh around her shoulders, exposing more of her face to him, he caught on to what her true message was.

			‘Would ye come to supper tomorrow evening?’

			And stay the night were the words she did not say aloud, but that he could hear clearly. He’d not visited her or her bed for some time and the thought of it soured his stomach.

			‘I fear not, Lilias. Though I thank you for your kind offer.’

			Simple. Plain. Words meant to stop this before it went further. They had enjoyed the pleasure of bed play several times when the need came upon him and she was amenable, yet he knew she wanted more than that. He’d been very deliberate in his words and actions to not allow those expectations to grow. Or he thought he had. Now, Davidh stepped away from the fence and began to turn from her. The colour rose in her face and her mouth tightened to a thin line.

			‘’Tis the witch, is it not? She has woven her spell around ye to make certain ye will not stray!’ The words were uttered in a vehement whisper, filled with anger and…jealousy?

			Davidh took a step closer, forcing the woman to look up at him. Leaning down so that only she could hear his words.

			‘Not that it is any concern of yours, but there is no witch and Anna Mackenzie is my housekeeper.’

			‘Call it what ye will, Davidh. Everyone kens whose bed she is sharing.’ She crossed her arms over her chest and nodded at him.

			‘She has not shared my bed, Lilias.’ For a moment, just a single one, he regretted the very fine line of truth he was standing on with his words. But this kind of talk—about Anna being a witch and about them being…intimate—could not go unchallenged.

			‘Och, aye, I remember yer preferences for coupling against the wall or door.’ Her eyes lit then with desire. ‘Yer strong body pressing mine against the door that it nearly buckled when the passion took ye.’

			A memory surged forward in his thoughts, but not of this widow. Of Anna’s face as he kissed her until she was breathless…against the door of his house. At Lilias’s laugh, he suspected that memory must have shown on his face.

			‘Aye, like that. Just like that,’ she said with a nod.

			Correct memory, wrong woman. There had been no other woman in his bed since Mara.

			‘Well, how I swive and who I take to my bed or on my door is no concern of yours, Lilias.’ Her eyes flared then. ‘And the widow Mackenzie is under the chieftain’s protection. So, you had better think about what lies or stories you spread about her. And what you call her.’

			Now the red flushing in her cheeks drained and Lilias stepped back, lowering her gaze to the ground. Without another word, she drew her cloak around her head and stalked off, but not before muttering some words under her breath that he could not discern.

			Davidh wanted to roar out his anger to the sky. Lilias meddled. It was what she and many other women in the village did best. She also gossiped. Though it was a natural thing when living in a village or keep, he supposed. Yet Lilias collected secrets and suspicions and then dealt them out when it benefited her. He’d seen it before while it had not mattered to him.

			Now, though, it did.

			When he glanced around, he realised that all the small groups of his men training there had shifted away from him. Parlan, damn the man, stood across the yard, leaning against the fence there and listening to Athdar’s counsel while watching Davidh. He could almost see the knowing smirk on his friend’s face and, tempted though he was to smash it off there, Davidh did not wish to engage with Parlan in a discussion of women.

			When Davidh caught sight of the men working on the stable walls, he strode off to see how Iain was doing in his new assignment there. He found the man who was overseeing the lad inside.

			‘He’s a good one,’ Lachlan said. Nodding at Anna’s son, the man continued. ‘Sees to his tasks and his work is strong.’

			‘Has he shown you his carvings?’ Davidh asked. Iain was working with a few others on building an extension on to the stables at the moment. ‘He is quite skilled at fine work.’

			‘Nay, but I have kept him quite busy with the things we need done here.’ Lachlan smacked Davidh on his back. ‘First what we need, then I will turn him loose to see what he can do best.’

			‘He has had no one to teach him.’ While they were talking, Iain noticed him and came to him.

			‘Is aught wrong? You are both frowning at me,’ the lad said. Davidh smiled and shook his head.

			‘Nay, nothing is wrong, Iain,’ he said. ‘I was telling Lachlan that you’ve had no teacher and yet have skills with carving and woodwork.’

			‘I am willing to work, sir,’ Iain said, much too seriously for a boy of his age.

			‘A good thing,’ Davidh said.

			Someone called out Iain’s name and he returned to the small group where he’d been working. He studied the boy for a few minutes and noticed that Iain seemed to be at ease in working with others. The lad had, without realising it, been starving for the comradery that came from finding a place within a group of men.

			‘For a moment,’ Lachlan began, ‘he looked like…’ He stopped and shook his head.

			‘He looked like…who?’

			‘Nay. Seeing him next to you, I thought of…’ Lachlan laughed then. ‘’Tis nothing. Forgive an old man’s failing sight, lad.’

			‘He has the nose, does he not?’ Davidh asked. It was one of the first similarities that Camerons shared that Davidh had noticed in Iain’s features.

			Davidh let Lachlan go back to his duties and returned to his. An hour or two of pounding Parlan into the dirt would feel good and would help him release some of the anger that yet ran in his veins.

			Aye, smashing the arrogance off his friend’s face would be satisfying indeed.

			* * *

			When the third man knocked on the door of the stillroom, Anna understood that there would be no peace this morn. She’d left the door ajar to help air out the mustiness and that seemed to invite no visitors except of the male kind.

			Baen’s father, Uilleam, who worked in the keep, had been first with his offer to move the heavier tables around if she needed it done. And, would she sup with him in the hall this night? Then, Tormod, a brewer, came by, asking if she had enough supplies and if she would sup with him on the morrow. Now, Kenneth, the butcher, stood there asking if she needed any special meats to prepare her brews and broths and would she sup with him in his cottage…with his three grown sons.

			Unfortunately, she’d seen this before. Though almost too young to understand it when they moved north to her mother’s clan, this was wooing, plain and simple. Many village men had approached her mother, a widow, with such offers of help and requests for companionship once they’d arrived and were made known to the people living there.

			A healer with skills such as her mother’s would always be in demand. A widow capable of caring for and bearing bairns would always be sought out by men in need of one or the other. A woman willing to warm the bed of a man in need was always desired.

			Anna let out a sigh as Kenneth nodded and walked out of the stillroom. For better or worse, she was all three of those and word was getting around. All her plans to blend unobtrusively into the people here were over. That she had caught Davidh’s attentions—whether as friend or something else—gave a signal to other men. And though he had not approached her or touched her or in way showed interest in her outside the privacy of his own house since that day, word must also be out among the men that she was available.

			Anna gathered up what she needed from the bottles and jars she’d checked, cleaned and organised and filled her basket. Since sweat still beaded on her face and trickled down her back from her work, she tossed her cloak over her arm and pulled the door until it was nearly closed. No one would enter without her permission or that of Laird Robert or Lady Elizabeth.

			With a mind to peek at Iain as he worked, she left the keep, crossed the yard and sought a shadowed corner from which to observe him without being noticed. The men were working to expand one side of the stables and were constructing the walls now after having cleared and levelled the ground. Iain stood there in the midst of it all.

			For a moment, when he turned at someone’s call, he resembled his father so much it made her gasp. She covered her mouth so her position would not be exposed. Iain was adding inches to his height by the day and, with the colour of his hair growing darker each year, he looked much like Malcolm did the year they’d met.

			She’d heard that Mal had had a twin, a sister, born just a few minutes before him and that their colouring was as different as two could be. The girl, Arabella, was fair-haired with light eyes and, even in her youth, her beauty and graciousness was spoken of by everyone who’d met her. Even Lara Mackenzie, the witch of Caig Falls, had been impressed.

			Mal was born with darker hair and eyes and a completely different disposition from his sister, her mam had said. He relished his role as the chieftain’s son and was on his way to becoming one of the best warriors in the Cameron Clan.

			Then he was killed, not by Brodie Mackintosh as was first reported, but by Caelan, his cousin, who was intent on taking control of the mighty Mackintosh Clan and the larger confederation that ruled over great swathes of the Highlands.

			Now, watching her son as he worked with the others, all she could see was his father in his every move and every smile. Tears trickled down her cheeks and she tucked back into the shadows lest anyone see her.

			‘The lifting and carrying will add to his strength.’

			The soft voice surprised her, even more by coming from over her shoulder. Davidh was there, standing in the same shadowed alcove behind her. Anna did not face him.

			‘Each day, Lachlan Dubh will add more and more to build muscles.’ She nodded.

			He stepped a little to her side and she knew he saw the tears. He used the back of his hand to wipe them from her cheeks. ‘A mother’s tears.’

			‘Aye.’

			‘Have no fear, he is in the best of hands with Lachlan,’ Davidh assured her.

			‘Could he be a warrior, Davidh?’

			Silence greeted her and Anna wondered if that question had exposed too much. The desire to see Iain follow in his father’s path and gain what his father never had filled her.

			‘With training and more growth, aye, he could.’

			Anna waited for the words she knew were coming next. If she had only continued on her way back to the village and not stopped, she would not face this challenge now. But the sight of Iain, in the midst of other lads and young men, working and laughing, had drawn her. And filled her heart with hope that he would find his place here. She held her breath now, knowing the consequences of her words.

			‘Was his father a warrior, Anna?’

			‘Aye.’ She let out her breath and nodded, her gaze still resting on Mal’s son. ‘Aye, he was.’

			He let it rest then, not asking the next and most obvious question as she expected him to do. Instead, he let out a breath and nodded.

			‘We lost so many in our battles with the Mackintoshes. Not only warriors, but women and wee ones also.’ He thought that Iain’s father had been killed in one of those fights!

			‘And now?’ she asked. Though she’d gleaned some knowledge from those in the village, as commander and counsellor of the chieftain, Davidh knew much more than anyone else here.

			‘Those who would reclaim the clan from Robert are costing us lives and goods. ’Tis a pity when we must fight our own rather than another clan.’

			‘Where does The Mackintosh stand on this?’ she asked. If he thought her too nosy, he did not show it. She kept her gaze on the stables to appear less interested than she truly was.

			‘Brodie came to the old chieftain for help when his cousin tried to destroy their clan. Euan helped him save Arabella, unseat his cousin and claim the high seat. Now, Brodie stands for Robert.’

			Ah, so the formidable leader of the Chattan Confederation supported Robert’s claim. But would his wife, Mal’s sister, if she knew the truth of Iain’s parentage? Lachlan called out to those working and they followed him away from the stables and to the keep. When they’d passed by, Anna stepped in the bright light of the sun and lifted her hand over her brow to watch them go. Davidh stepped out at her side. She began walking towards the gate, her path taking her around the side of the stables.

			‘Worry not, Anna. These outlaws will be discovered and defeated before Iain is trained.’ He reached out and laid his hand on hers then, stroking the top of it softly with the intention, she thought, to offer some measure of comfort to her. ‘All will be well for the lad.’

			Every movement of his fingers was like a caress, waking her skin and making it tingle. When she stared down at the motions, he moved his fingers around her hand, rubbing his thumb into her palm and teasing her wrist with the feathery light touches. She had no idea that those places were so sensitive. Anna shivered at the small pleasure of such a thing.

			The pulses spread up her arm and into her body as he drew her closer and tugged her sleeve up out of his way. Anna dropped her basket and the cloak she carried as he pulled her into his embrace and into the now-empty stables. When he found an empty stall, he dragged her to him and kissed her.

			Anna lost all control as his mouth took hers and forgot every vow she’d made not to let this happen again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			The power of the need for his touch stunned her.

			It seemed that she was fine, able to carry on as though nothing had happened between them, until he touched her. Or kissed her. She could not resist these hungry kisses, when he tasted her and invited her to do the same. She could not stand firm when his hands moved over her breasts, cupping and caressing her even through her clothing. It was when he knelt down, sat back on his heels and pulled her astride his lap that she lost all thought.

			Somehow, during her path down to his lap, he’d managed to tug their garments out of the way and her aching flesh met his erect manhood. His hands seemed everywhere on her body at once. Her mind blurred as passion filled her. One arm around her waist held her off his flesh while he did not cease kissing her. The other wicked hand slipped between their bodies and caressed between her legs. Fingers, thumb, palm and the edge of his hand all became weapons in his battle to pleasure her.

			She could not help it, she wanted him. She wanted this.

			While his mouth possessed hers, she rocked on his hand as the tightness within her grew. Anna tried to make him touch that small place within the folds, the one that would bring her release, but he would not allow it.

			‘Ride me, Anna,’ he ordered in a whisper against her mouth. ‘Ride me now.’

			He spread her thighs wider and guided her down until she felt the tip of his hardness there between her legs. She grabbed hold of his shoulders and lowered herself, inch by inch, until he filled her completely. So intent on the pleasure racing through her body, she’d not even looked at him. Now she did, their gazes meeting as she stilled, his flesh touching her very womb.

			‘What madness is this?’ he asked, sliding his hands up and caressing her cheeks. One soft kiss followed another and another until she pushed up with her hips. He caught her and as he thrust his own hips she pulled hers down. They gasped as one.

			‘What madness indeed?’ She echoed his words and began to enjoy whatever it was between them.

			It took only a few movements before their bodies fell in the rhythm he’d asked her for. His hands under her buttocks moved her faster if she slowed. His mouth sucked in the screams of her first release. As his flesh lengthened and hardened inside her and she knew his seed would spill, he pushed up on to his knees and forward until he lay above her.

			His breathing strained, his hips moved at a vicious pace, pumping into her and bringing another release, one that caused her to clench her teeth to keep from screaming. He withdrew at the last moment, reaching his own satisfaction between their bodies. Shivers racked her as her release continued, echoes of pleasure pushing into every part of her.

			It took several minutes for her heart and breathing to slow. This man knew how to give pleasure. Though, with only two encounters to think about, there were many things they had not even tried yet. Her legs squeezed together as another wave trembled through her body at the very thought of those other things.

			He laughed then and she felt the depth of the tone rumble through her whole body. Davidh raised his head and gazed down at her. He stared into her eyes and then at her mouth. Her lips throbbed from his kisses. He touched them with his once more before leaning back and nodding.

			‘Madness indeed,’ he whispered.

			The sounds of the real world around them seeped into this small cocoon they’d woven and Davidh eased back off her body. As he helped her to her feet, she tugged her shift down and smoothed her skirt into place. In rushed movements, he picked off pieces of straw from her hair and back. Voices could be heard growing closer.

			Davidh smiled as he plucked more straw free and she wanted to outline his lips with her tongue. He stilled and met her gaze.

			‘I am struggling to control myself now. If you continue to stare at my mouth in that way, I will have no choice but to—’

			‘Lachlan!’ a voice called out from just outside the stable door. ‘Lachlan Dubh!’ Damn it, it was Parlan again.

			‘Go. Use the back door,’ he said, as he picked up her basket and cloak and handed them to her. ‘I will stop him.’

			Anna gathered her things and ran out the door, making her way around the stables and to the path that led to the gates. Her legs trembled as she walked down the steeper part, but she continued on. Unwilling to return to Davidh’s house just now, she walked on into the centre of the village and sought the well.

			It was a busy time of day and many gathered at the well to fill their buckets, for cooking and cleaning and washing clothes. The women called out greetings to her as she waited her turn in the line that formed.

			What she wanted to do was to douse herself with several buckets of the cold, refreshing water and ease the ache that yet filled her body. What she did was to pull the bucket, fill the dipper that was tied there and drink several times from it. It eased her thirst and did cool her. She pulled a cloth square from under her belt and dipped it in the bucket, too. After one more drink, she stepped down from the well and away, wiping her face and neck with the wet cloth.

			‘Are ye well?’ Anna turned to find Davidh’s neighbour Lilias there. ‘Ye look flushed. Mayhap feverish?’

			‘I am well,’ she answered, trying to escape the woman. Lilias watched Anna with a close attention that made Anna uncomfortable. ‘I thank you for your concern, mistress.’ Anna tried to walk around Lilias when the woman grabbed her arm and pulled her in close.

			‘I ken ye for the whoring slattern ye are, Mistress Mackenzie. Coming here when you could catch no suitable man and trying to steal one of our own. I willna let ye get yer heathen claws into Davidh Cameron.’

			Anna gasped not only at the harsh words, but at the nasty pinch to her arm that Lilias gave her. Tugging her arm free, she was tempted to slap the woman until she remembered her mother’s words of warning.

			She was the stranger here.

			The women in a village were more dangerous than any man could be.

			Pay heed not to insult the women.

			Anna settled her basket and stepped back, not missing the dangerous expression of hatred in Lilias’s gaze now. She walked a wide circle around the woman and made her way to Davidh’s house, shaken by the encounter.

			‘Whore!’

			Lilias’s furious whisper echoed across the clearing to Anna. Then just as she thought she could not hear the woman, Lilias uttered the word that had the power to frighten the very breath from her and Anna prayed no one else had heard it.

			‘Witch!’

			Pray God, no! Not this kind of thing and not now. Not when her plan for Iain was moving forward after years of waiting. It was exactly this—women claiming witchcraft and ill deeds on her mother’s part—that had seen them leave here before. No proof was necessary to blacken the name of a woman other than vague suspicions and complaints.

			This could not happen now!

			Anna held in her tears and ran the last yards to Davidh’s house. Slamming the door behind her, she leaned against it and offered up a prayer that this would go no further. If she avoided Lilias, it would go no further.

			* * *

			‘You have a problem, my friend.’

			Davidh sat at the table in the hall as Robert had requested. He’d sent word to Anna that he would not be eating with her and the lads since the chieftain had called him to his side. He swallowed the mouthful of ale and put his cup down.

			‘I have many problems—the outlaws, securing our keeps against them, finding out who is behind them. Which one are you talking about?’ He took a bite of the cheese on his plate and chewed it, waiting for Parlan to decide that baiting him would not work.

			‘The one named Lilias.’

			Davidh sucked in a breath and the cheese went down his throat, choking him. Parlan smacked him on the back several times until it loosened and he coughed it out.

			‘Hell, Parlan! Did you have to say that?’

			‘You were ignoring me. Got your attention, did it not?’

			Davidh pushed the plate away and filled his cup from the pitcher on the table. He glanced around to see who was close enough to hear their words and then leaned over to Parlan.

			‘And how is she a problem?’

			‘I’m not certain whether it began with your conversation with the lovely widow Cameron this morn or before that,’ Parlan explained. ‘She just said something to the widow Mackenzie that made that one almost strike her.’

			‘Anna? Hit Lilias? That is absurd.’

			‘She didna hit her. The fire spitting from her eyes warned me. I was about to intervene, when Anna dropped her hand and fled to your house.’

			‘Parlan, you have the most aggravating way of telling me something. Just spit it out, all at once, and get it done!’ he urged through clenched jaws that threatened to shatter his teeth. Parlan turned his stool to face Davidh.

			‘As I see it… First, Lilias approached you in the yard, flaunting her wares and trying to get you to buy.’ Davidh let out a sound much like a growl, but it did nothing to encourage his friend towards brevity.

			‘Then you and Mistress Mackenzie examined the quality of the straw in the stables.’ To keep from doing it, Davidh imagined his hands around Parlan’s neck, wringing the life and breath from his body. ‘Widow Cameron was not three yards from the open door of the stables just then, so I called out Lachlan’s name to gain your attention.’ If Davidh had anything in his mouth, he would have choked once again at this revelation.

			‘She saw us in there?’ The food and drink in his gut roiled at Parlan’s nod. ‘But did she see us?’ The view of the stall where he’d led Anna should have been blocked to anyone at the front entrance.

			‘Not certain what she saw during the act itself. She and I could see you both standing there readjusting yourselves.’

			‘Hell!’ Those around him stopped talking at his shout. Even Robert and Elizabeth glanced towards him there at the end of the table. He nodded an apology to them. ‘You disappeared after you called to me.’

			‘Lilias looked angrier than I have ever seen her,’ Parlan said. ‘So, when I saw Anna leave with Lilias stalking behind, I followed her.’ His friend coughed then and took a mouthful of his own cup.

			‘Just tell me that Anna is well.’ It was his only concern. His lack of control had led to this situation. He did not want Anna caught in the middle of it because of the possessive streak in a woman he cared little for.

			‘Anna went to the well and that was where Lilias caught up with her. Lilias grabbed hold of her and said something to Anna that made her angry. Then, she shook free of her and ran back to your house. When I got there, the door was closed and I heard no sounds within.’

			‘I will speak to Lilias,’ he said. He’d never expected the widow to lay any claim to his affections or person. ‘I’ve made my intentions very clear from the beginning.’

			Parlan sat up as though struck and looked at him with an expression that mixed shock, disgruntled horror and disbelief all together.

			‘What?’ Davidh asked.

			‘I do not know how it is that a man like you has gained the years you have, been educated and risen to the level of trust you have and know nothing about women. You were married which means you would have wooed your wife. You lived with her for years. Had a child. Have been surrounded by women all your life. And you know nothing.’ Parlan reached out and cuffed Davidh on the side of his head when he finished his diatribe.

			‘You are wearing my control thin, friend.’

			‘See to the laird’s call and then we will finish this.’

			Davidh stood as Robert signalled to him to approach. He nodded to Parlan for there was much to be said about the widow’s knowledge and her ability to destroy someone with gossip.

			* * *

			It took longer than he expected to speak with the chieftain. It took another couple of hours to sort through arrangements for a forthcoming journey that Robert would undertake to the Tor Castle, his former home. And it took more time to hunt, unsuccessfully, for his friend who had disappeared. Finally, he made his way to the village.

			The house stood quiet and he eased his way in the door. It was late enough that all would be sleeping within and Davidh was practised at arriving and leaving in the dark of night. When his duties called, it mattered not the time when he must answer them. The smell of something aromatic and delicious rose from the hearth and Davidh saw the small pot at the edge of the fire.

			A place was set on the smaller table that they used for meals with a pitcher at its side. As he looked around, even in the lowlight of the fire, everything was neat and clean and organised. As he paced around the main chamber, the scents of the herbs and plants she, Anna, was drying floated in the air round him. Davidh wondered if she was yet awake, so he knocked lightly on the door of the bedchamber she and her son used.

			The light footsteps approaching from within made him take a breath and hold it. The door opened and Anna stood there fully clothed before him. No, not ready for sleep yet either.

			Rather than closing the door behind her as was usual when she tried not to wake her son, this time she left it open as she stepped into the main chamber. Davidh could see into her room and the smaller pallet where Iain slept was empty.

			‘Where is Iain?’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			‘He stayed up at the keep this night. He said they begin very early in the morn and ’tis easier to be there.’ With her hands clenched tightly into a ball, Anna began to pace in front of her doorway.

			‘Ah,’ he said, watching the anxiety fill her gaze. ‘You allowed this but worry over him.’ He shook his head. ‘Lachlan’s grandson lives with him above the stables. If that is where Iain is—’ she nodded ‘—then he will be well.’

			Anna let out a breath and shook her hands to loosen them at his assurances. From the way she continued to wrap her arms across her chest and from the fact that she still paced, Davidh understood there was more to her upset than her son’s first stay up in the keep.

			‘Anna?’ She looked over at him. ‘We need to speak about Lilias.’

			‘And I need to speak to you about your son.’ She glanced at the door to his bedchamber and nodded. ‘I do not wish Colm to hear any of this if he wakes. Come into my chamber.’

			Blood rushed to that part of him that he did not wish to have aroused at this moment at the innocent invitation of hers. He tamped down the growing desire within himself and swore that this would not end up as their last two encounters had.

			He followed her inside and watched as she lit another tallow candle and placed it on the table that sat next to her pallet. She’d arranged a sitting area there, with a chair and a stool close to the table. A large basket filled with garments waited there, as did a smaller one of sewing supplies. He sat on the stool when she took her place in the chair.

			‘Firstly,’ she said softly, ‘we must speak about Colm.’

			His son? He’d been doing so well these last weeks under her care.

			‘Colm? Has he misbehaved in some way?’ The words no sooner left his tongue than he thought of the other, dreaded possibility. ‘Is he…worse?’ He closed his eyes with the pain of it.

			‘Aye.’ The single word nearly ended his own life. His heart pounded hard in his chest as he waited for more.

			‘But he has not coughed. He has been playing. He has…’ He thrust his hands into his hair, raking them back and pressing on his head. ‘Worse?’

			‘The cough is not the problem, Davidh. He struggles to breathe more often. Colm will not say so, but I have observed him and he is worsening.’

			‘What can we do?’

			His voice cracked as he asked the question and Anna’s own heart tightened as she watched Davidh absorb this blow. Then she heard the question as he’d asked it—what can we do?

			‘I am changing the medicaments I’ve been giving him and changing the number of treatments each day.’

			‘What can I do?’ he asked. The hunger to help in his voice brought tears to her eyes.

			‘I am sorry, Davidh. There is not much we can do. I think he should avoid the stillroom until I have finished cleaning it. Dusty places like that will make it harder for him.’

			‘There is nothing else? How can I sit by and let this happen?’

			He stood then and walked to the shuttered window. Leaning his head on it, he shocked her by slamming his hand against the stone wall. She gasped as he did it again and then a third time.

			‘That will not help,’ she said, walking to his side and grabbing hold of his arm before he could do it again. ‘Look! You have injured yourself.’ She guided him to the chair and pushed him into it. ‘Wait there.’

			Anna quickly gathered some cloths and an ointment and some warm water from the pot that sat near the hearth. Going back into the chamber, she found him staring at the wall that separated their rooms. She dragged the stool over and sat facing him.

			‘Give me your hand,’ she said.

			She placed his warm, strong, cut and bleeding hand on her lap over the basin and cleaned it. If he felt pain, he gave no sign of it. Anna understood that all the possible outcomes for his son were racing through his thoughts right now and he would not feel a sword plunging into his back if someone did that.

			He hissed once as she applied an unguent to the torn knuckles, but that was his only reaction. Once she’d wrapped a bandage around his hand, she let it rest on her lap and placed the bowl of bloodied water on the floor.

			‘Will he die?’

			His usually bright eyes and direct gaze filled now with stark grief and loss. He watched her and waited for her to give him some shred of hope. She had been fortunate for Iain had been strong from birth and through his childhood. He suffered few injuries and no illnesses, so facing this situation was not one she had any experience in handling.

			She wanted to ease his pain.

			She wanted to promise she could help his son.

			The sad truth was she could not.

			‘Aye.’

			The word echoed in the silence of the chamber. A death sentence proclaimed for a young boy of eight years.

			Davidh moaned then in anguish and slid to his knees. When Anna stood, he wrapped his arms around her legs and pressed his face against her. The shuddering tremors as he quietly sobbed out his grief tore her apart. She managed to guide him over to sit on the pallet and she held him until the storm had eased within him.

			It was a terrible thing for a father to face and he must face it so that he could help Colm through it.

			‘I will do whatever I can, Davidh,’ she promised. ‘I will seek out knowledge about his condition and try to slow it.’ She stroked his back and held him close. ‘And if God wills it so, ’twill be many years before death comes.’

			‘Whatever the price, I will pay it, Anna. Whatever you need, I will get it,’ he whispered. He lifted his head and stared at her. The devastation there hurt her.

			‘We will do our best, Davidh.’

			When he began to stand, she took hold of his arm and pulled him back to sit at her side on the pallet. She wanted to give him comfort. She wanted to ease the horrific pain there in his gaze. He followed her back down as she laid on the pallet. Taking him in her arms, she held him close. He leaned his head down against her and did not move or speak, accepting her embrace.

			* * *

			Some time later, as his breathing levelled and he eased into sleep, she still held him close. And in the dark of the night, she turned on her side and he turned with her, sliding closer and closer until their bodies touched from head to toe. His warm breath against her ear soothed her and she fell deeply asleep.

			* * *

			‘Mam?’ Iain called out.

			It was Davidh’s daily custom to wake quickly, clear-minded and ready to see to the day. This morn was different.

			His eyes felt as if someone had poured tar over them to keep them shut. With effort, he opened them to find Iain standing over the bed. Then, he felt the warm curves of a woman’s body against his erect male flesh and under his hands and Davidh understood this was not his usual morning ritual.

			When she shifted against him, his flesh hard as it usually was in the morn, ached for more. His hand cupped a breast, Anna’s breast, and her bottom nudged against his hardness. None of which he minded, but it should never happen in front of her son in the same room. In her bedchamber.

			‘Anna,’ he said. ‘Wake up.’

			As he released his hold on her and shifted away, she moved with him, letting out a breathy sigh before opening her eyes.

			‘Davidh,’ she whispered. Then she caught sight of Iain standing in the doorway and she froze. ‘Iain.’

			She scrambled away from Davidh and her tangled skirts slowed her ability to climb from the pallet. Davidh offered up a silent prayer of gratitude that they were both completely dressed even if they were wrapped around one another in her bed. He pushed off the pallet and stood next to it, nodding at the lad.

			‘Iain,’ she said.

			As she walked towards her son, she tried to gather her hair back out of her face and over her shoulders. The unruly mass did not co-operate at all. Instead it spilled over her shoulders in a riot of brown and gold and red curls that made her look as though she had been doing something absolutely decadent in bed with him.

			He wished it had been something like that.

			Memories of the stark grief that had filled him returned in a flood, as did the cause of that grief. He would have to handle that after they handled this situation.

			‘Iain,’ he interrupted. ‘Why are you here?’

			Anna sputtered and turned to face Davidh, but he shook his head at her and looked at her son. One thing he’d learned about raising a son was that they could be simple creatures with simple needs. Trying to give too much of an explanation just made things more complicated. So, Davidh crossed his arms over his chest and waited for the lad to answer.

			‘Someone was hurt in the yard, sir. They asked me to fetch my mother.’ Iain responded as Davidh thought he would—a direct answer to a specific question from the man in authority.

			‘Anna, can you gather your supplies and come outside when you are ready?’ He thought she might argue, but she nodded and walked into the main room and began picking out what she thought she would need.

			‘Iain, walk with me.’ He put his hand on the boy’s back and guided him out of the house. When they’d taken a few steps away, Davidh faced the boy, leaving his hand in place on Iain’s shoulder. ‘Do you have anything to ask me?’

			When Iain shook off his hold, Davidh thought there might be a problem. But the lad stood up straight and met Davidh’s gaze without flinching.

			‘Nothing to ask, sir,’ he said. ‘Just something to say.’

			‘And that is?’

			‘If you hurt my mother, I will make you regret it.’

			Stunned at the words and the tone and the vow made, Davidh nodded at the lad…young man. Part of him was proud of the son that Anna had raised. Part of him feared what would happen in such a situation.

			‘I will not hurt her.’

			‘Aye, see that you do not.’

			‘I am ready,’ Anna said, rushing out of the house with a huge basket on her arm.

			Iain lifted it easily from her and nodded towards the keep. When Davidh would have followed, Anna tilted her head at the door.

			‘Colm is waking and needs the first doses of the tincture in the blue jar. Mix it with heated water. He knows how to do it,’ Anna directed. ‘I will return as soon as possible.’

			Davidh watched as they hastened along the path and disappeared around the corner. His foot was on the first step when Colm called out from within.

			‘Papa?’

			The stab he felt through his heart as he realised the truth of his son’s condition had the intensity of a true blow. How he was not bleeding out as he stood there, Davidh did not know. But his pain mattered not. Only Colm did. And Davidh refused to give up the last vestige of hope that remained in his heart.

			With a deep breath taken and released, Davidh entered his house readying himself to face the biggest challenge of his life—not letting his son know the truth.

			* * *

			It was a simple and clean break. One of the lads working with Lachlan had dropped a beam as they were placing it. It had fallen and struck another worker, Lachlan’s grandson Simon as it turned out, who had raised his arm to stave off the impact. The result was a fracture in his forearm.

			It took little time for Anna to stabilise Simon’s arm and give instructions for his care to his grandfather. She promised to check on the boy on the morrow. Lachlan got the group back to work. Simon, who seemed quite proud of his injury, stood with his grandfather then, directing the others and resisting Lachlan’s attempts to get him to rest.

			When things had settled, she looked for Iain, hoping to explain what he had seen this morning. She nodded to him and he met her a few paces away from the stables.

			‘Mam,’ he said before she found the words to explain, ‘have a care.’

			‘Iain?’

			‘Just have a care here. We are still outsiders and I do not trust him.’

			‘Iain,’ she said, placing her hand on his arm. ‘You do not trust the commander?’

			‘Nay. He is loyal only to his chieftain and will not stand by you if he has to choose.’

			‘I have no plans to make him choose, Iain.’ The lie in the words burned as they left her mouth. ‘There is nothing for you to worry over, my son.’ Her son’s words had surprised her. Clearly, he had been more perceptive and more observant than she’d realised.

			‘Iain!’ Lachlan called out. ‘If yer mother doesna need yer help with her things, come back to work.’

			‘Just have a care with him, Mam,’ he warned as he stepped away from her and heeded Lachlan’s call.

			Of all the things he could have said after finding her lying in Davidh’s arms in her bed, that was not anything she’d considered possible. As she watched him walk towards the man overseeing his work, Anna wondered how much he did know about her plans for him.

			She’d confided in no one back in her mother’s village and no one since. How would he know she was planning to use her position and closeness to Davidh to help her son take his rightful place? Oh, she’d been clear that she was bringing him here to meet his father’s clan and to find a place there among them. She’d never told him that place was one in line for the high seat itself.

			Her stomach grumbled then, protesting its emptiness, so she returned to the village to begin her day again. With each step back, through the gates and down the path into the village, something told her that this strange day would get even stranger.

			Davidh was at his house when she returned there, so she began as she usually did by making porridge for them. Colm sat eating, blissfully unaware of the turbulence swirling around him and his father’s distress. Anna was aware of it, though.

			A few brief glances from Davidh over and around his son at the table told Anna that he was being watchful, listening to every sound and breath from the boy. Just as she watched Davidh’s every expression and movement. He surprised her by sending Colm to the well for water, warning him not to run or fill the bucket past the half-mark inside it.

			‘I wanted to…give you my thanks for telling me the truth about Colm.’ He lifted his gaze to hers and nodded. ‘How long have you known?’

			‘From the first time I saw him. That morning at Suisan’s.’ He slid his hand across the narrow table and covered hers. ‘I could not be certain then.’

			‘But you are now?’ The weight and warmth of his hand on hers eased the ache in her heart as they spoke of his son.

			‘Aye. But, Davidh…’ she covered his hand with her other and continued ‘…I am not the Almighty with the power to give or take lives and neither am I giving up.’ The tears welled in her eyes and she blinked against them. ‘I hope you ken that.’

			‘I ken.’ Davidh smiled then. ‘I did not realise that the burden of worrying over him had eased since you came and began seeing to his care. Not until now.’ He stood, taking his hand from hers. ‘As I said last night, no matter the cost.’

			She nodded, understanding his deep need to save his son. At first, he turned to leave and she picked up the bowls from the table. Then he walked that one pace back to her and kissed her.

			This was not a hungry, possessive kiss. Nor a passion-filled one.

			Nay, this was the softest kiss she’d ever been given.

			And yet, when he lifted his lips from hers, she felt changed in some way by it. She opened the eyes she’d not known she’d closed and stared into his. Deep in those brown eyes was something else. Something she’d seen only once before in a man’s gaze and something that shook her to her core.

			Davidh stepped away. When he lifted the latch of the door and opened it, Colm came in. His stride was slow and measured as he attempted to keep all the water inside the bucket. Worrying his lower lip, he took one cautious step after another until he reached the hearth and placed the bucket there.

			‘My thanks, Colm,’ she said. ‘Exactly half the bucket!’

			When Colm laughed at her words, she reached out and wrapped her arm around his shoulder in a hug. She looked up at his father and realised she wanted this boy to live. She wanted his father to never face his loss.

			She wanted…

			She left Colm there with a word about clearing the table and followed Davidh outside. Though her strides were shorter, she caught up to him before he’d gone far.

			‘I want you to know I will do everything I can to help him, Davidh.’ She touched his arm. ‘I will be here.’

			He glanced at that connection between them and then at her face. ‘I am glad.’

			For a moment, the sounds of the village, its people and daily activities faded into a silent blur around them. All Anna could hear was the sound of her heart pounding in her chest. It took only that short time to realise how deeply in trouble she truly was.

			She released him and watched as he covered the ground quickly, his long strides taking one for what would be every two of hers. Not until he turned the corner and walked out of sight did she turn away.

			When had she decided to become involved with the boy’s fate? When had she allowed anyone to impede with her true aim? She glanced back to where he’d stood and shook her head. It was worse than that for, would he want her to stay and care for his son when he discovered her deception and her real purpose here?

			Iain would jeopardise the safety and peace Davidh fought to establish and preserve. Iain’s existence could throw the clan into upheaval and threaten everyone. A small voice within her whispered doubt to her. It whispered about possibilities. It whispered about…love.

			Anna clenched her fists, pressing her nails into the fleshy part of her palms until they left marks. Nay. Nay. She could not allow any distractions. She could care for the boy now and get him as strong as she could before the truth was revealed. Before her lies were known to Davidh.

			Well, she could not stand here in the middle of the path all day. Anna would face the challenges when she must. For now, she had many chores to finish this morning. She lifted her head and took a step towards the commander’s house when Lilias stepped in front of her.

			Other than an angry glare, the woman spoke not a word. Anna stepped around her and walked to the door. She waited to hear the whispered insults as she pushed it open and stepped inside. Peering out through the crack as she closed it those final inches, she watched as Lilias nodded at her.

			One more concern to add to her growing tally. Colm called to her and the angry woman was lost to other more pressing concerns.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			It would seem that some ill winds had blown through the village of Achnacarry that day. The broken bone at the stables was only the first of many such injuries, illnesses and other maladies that Anna faced through the days after. Running hither and yon, from one end of the village and back up to the keep, she began to suspect that the old gods were angry with the Clan Cameron.

			When the last two injured in the village—one by a spill from a boiling pot and the other in a fall—refused her help, Anna wondered if there was something more going on than just everyday wounds and ailments. It did not help when she noticed Lilias lingering outside the door of the two who’d refused her. Anna did the only thing she could—she gave what instructions they would hear and left.

			Supper that evening was a quiet meal with little chatter, either from the lads or from Davidh. The revelation of his son’s true condition had shaken him and she watched as he struggled to find some balance between the need to remain with Colm and coddle him and the knowledge that he had no control over the progression of his illness. For a man accustomed to being in charge, Anna could see the toll it took on him as a man and a father.

			* * *

			The next morn, though everyone went about their duties as was their custom, Anna could feel something was not right. It took a few days for her to realise that Iain had not slept up at the keep since the morn he’d found Davidh in her chamber. There were other glances and glares, but Anna tried to convince herself it would all settle.

			It did not.

			Whispers followed her as she made her way through the village. Oh, she’d heard the names and words used in those furtive insults, for they had been used against her mother and other women who had dared upset the way things were done in a place.

			The line of those waiting for her attentions had far fewer people in it than even two days before. Though a few women in the village seemed to grow more suspicious of her, the number of men seeking her out increased with each passing day. She wanted no company of that sort and she turned them down, but each day another unmarried, widowed or lonely man requested that she visit or share supper or walk with him.

			There were three places where her welcome did not change—Davidh’s house, Suisan’s cottage and the keep. It would seem that those injured or ailing within the laird and lady’s household had no hesitation in seeking her help.

			The one man she wished would seek her out seemed to grow more distant. The only smiles on his face were sad ones when he thought no one was looking as he watched Colm. Was this how he’d been before she arrived here in Achnacarry?

			Over the next days, he did not kiss her or even try to, whether they were alone or passing in some secluded spot. That last kiss remained in her thoughts and she both feared and wondered on its true meaning. However, she blamed him not for the quietness that now controlled him nor the lack of passion. She could not imagine how she would be if her son faced such a dangerous future. Anna wished she could change things. With every sad glance between father and son, she was forced to recognise her own limitations and that she had not the knowledge or experience to make a true difference.

			Worse, Anna also had to face her own growing desire to stay here with him. To be with him. Yet, when her son’s true parentage was known and her deception was exposed, there would be no chance of that.

			It took several days to pull him from his desolation over Colm. And even then, it was one of the lads who made it all so clear.

			* * *

			‘Here now! Here now!’

			Lachlan’s loud shouting could be heard from the stables to the training yard where Davidh stood. He ignored it the first time he heard the man call out. And the second. The third time happened at the same moment that some raucous yelling also spilled out of the stable. It took only a moment or two for Davidh and Parlan, there at his side, to realise there was trouble.

			By the time they got to the back of the stables where the work was being done, it was almost over. Two young men lay in the dirt with Lachlan standing between them. As they climbed to their feet and wiped the dust from their eyes, Davidh was surprised to see that Iain was one of them.

			‘I told ye that there will be no more of that!’ Lachlan yelled the words loud enough that Davidh did not doubt that the laird, closed up in his chambers, heard. ‘Ye are here to work. If ye canna or dinna work, ye are no’ good to me!’

			Davidh did not interfere. He and Parlan stood silently watching as the old man handled this situation. It was not unusual for young men to fight among themselves, but Iain being one of them shocked him. Both lads had bloodied noses and Iain’s lip was split while Martyn’s chin was cut. None of the damage looked serious and Davidh himself had suffered far more in his younger days. He and Parlan and Malcolm got into such trouble and fought anyone who looked askew at them. He kept his expression serious as Lachlan continued.

			‘Do ye go back to work then?’ Lachlan’s voice lowered a bit, but the anger was still clear in it. ‘Iain? Martyn?’ He poked each one in the shoulder until they both assented. ‘Go clean yerselves and get ye back to yer tasks!’

			Soon, the excitement was gone and work went on as planned. Lachlan watched, and glared at, his charges for a short time before walking over to speak with him and Parlan.

			‘What happened?’

			‘The lad, Iain, took offence over some words.’

			‘So he raised his fists first?’ Parlan asked before Davidh could.

			‘Aye, but Martyn had taunted him and pushed him away when the lad walked up to him about it.’

			Parlan looked at Davidh through narrowed eyes, waiting for his response. His friend let out a growl and mumbled to the sky before letting out a loud breath.

			‘Fine! I will ask. What was the insult over?’

			Lachlan stared at Davidh instead of saying a word. As Parlan did now.

			The sinking feeling in Davidh’s gut told him he knew the truth of it. For, in spite of Parlan’s insistence that Davidh did not know women, he had seen and heard about the approaches to Anna by men of the keep and the village. He’d heard about the insults uttered to her and the change in the way the villagers treated her.

			It was in the purview of his position to know what happened throughout their lands and clan and this one woman could not escape his notice. Nor that of his men in his command who watched when and where he could not. Ever since the attack, Davidh had assigned men to keep watch over Anna.

			Though the awareness that her arrival and the increased visibility of the outlaws on Cameron lands seemed to coincide, he’d been suspicious for barely a moment after meeting her. Since that first day, she’d been what she’d appeared to be. A healer looking for a place to live and a mother seeking to reunite her son with his father’s people. Her compassion and assistance and efforts for so many here in Achnacarry had convinced him of her aims.

			However, she was also a woman. An attractive, young widow and with her quick wit and soft smiles was a target for petty jealousies and uninvited attentions. When that woman’s mother had been rumoured to be a witch, even more dangerous innuendos could arise. As he glared back at Parlan and then turned to face Lachlan, Davidh comprehended that those elements were behind this outbreak of anger between these two young men.

			And so was his own behaviour.

			‘Just so,’ Lachlan said with a nod of his head. The admission must be clear on Davidh’s face. ‘’Twas no’ the first insult.’

			‘Nor will it be the last.’ Parlan finished the man’s sentiment.

			Davidh crossed his arms over his chest. ‘And what do you both suggest be done about this?’ Lachlan and Parlan exchanged glances before staring at him as though he’d grown two more heads. ‘’Tis clear to me that you have opinions on the matter.’

			‘I think there are a few ways to handle the situation that caused…’ Parlan nodded his head towards the lads now working in the stables.

			Lachlan, for his part, took his leave with a promise to inform Davidh of further problems and walked away as fast as he could without making his old body run. Davidh had the feeling that he would like to do that, as well. He could not, for he knew well that this situation and a big part of what was going on throughout the village was not only his responsibility, but also his fault. Turning back to Parlan, he waited to hear the choices he already knew.

			‘You can ask Anna and her son to move here to the keep. The stillroom is almost ready and you ken that Robert, and especially Elizabeth, would welcome her presence.’ Parlan waited for his acknowledgement. Davidh thought his friend was enjoying this too much and set a time in his mind when his friend would face his comeuppance. He nodded.

			‘You could move her to one of the other cottages in the village.’ Parlan glanced towards the gate, over Davidh’s shoulder. ‘That will cause nearly the same difficulties as you have now. You will be seen frequenting her cottage for all assorted reasons, good ones for certain, and so the rumours will continue to fly and hostilities will build.’

			Davidh startled at his friend’s observant assessment. Parlan shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest, mirroring David’s own stance as he waited for Parlan’s final choice. He prepared himself for the painful onslaught of other memories and loss at the word or very thought of…

			‘Or you could make it impossible for any to threaten her by marrying her.’

			Images of Anna’s face—in pleasure, in danger, in caring, in his house—filled his thoughts. Not the memories he’d expected to flood him. And with her face came the knowledge that somewhere along the way since they’d first met, Davidh had begun to fall in love with her.

			How it had happened, he knew not. When exactly it had started, he did.

			It was the moment when he’d surprised her in her cottage above the falls. When she turned and looked at him, with her green eyes flashing and her face smudged with dirt. Then, at every turn when she showed another part of herself to him, his path had been set.

			The biggest shock to him as he thought about those moments was that he did not feel the pain of guilt that had assailed him before. Any desire he’d ever had for a woman since Mara’s death had simply been reduced to raw physical need. He’d never wanted more than that.

			Now, he wanted more. He wanted Anna in his life, in their life, and the fact that this was happening now was not a bad thing. Looking at Parlan’s gloating expression, Davidh did not wish to give his friend the satisfaction that he had noticed something even those weeks ago. So, he shrugged, much as Parlan had, and gave him as little a reaction as he could.

			‘So, ’twould seem that my solution does not surprise you?’

			‘I think ’twould be the honourable thing to do.’

			‘Honourable!’ Parlan laughed so loud it caught the interest of those passing them in the yard. Davidh grabbed him and pulled him along as he walked to the keep. ‘You want the widow Mackenzie, ’tis plain to anyone who sees you together. Davidh,’ Parlan said as he stopped and faced him, ‘’tis no shame in this. You were a faithful husband to…’

			‘Parlan. There is no need to bring up Mara.’

			Just then, Iain walked across near them, carrying some supplies over to the stables. Parlan stopped and stared, tilting his head as he watched the boy.

			‘Does he ken who his father is? Have you asked him or his mother?’

			‘I have not spoken of the matter. Anna has not mentioned it more than to say he was a Cameron.’

			‘Was?’

			‘Aye. Was.’ Davidh glanced at Parlan. ‘I think he was someone lost in the battles between the Mackintoshes and our clan.’

			‘I would ask her plainly before you marry. Before you do the honourable thing for her.’

			Davidh threw Parlan a glance and made a gesture that told his friend just how much Davidh thought of his comment. ‘Well, before that happens I must speak to Robert and gain his blessing. Then I will speak to the lad.’

			‘To Iain?’

			‘He was old enough to take a beating for his mother’s honour, so he is old enough to be told of my plans.’

			‘Will she accept your offer?’ Parlan asked.

			‘What man truly kens the mind of a woman?’ he asked.

			‘Only a madman claims to, my friend. Only a madman.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			The soft knock on the door irritated her. If it was the first time someone interrupted her work there in the stillroom, Anna would not have minded. Maybe even the third or fourth. But this was…she’d lost count of how many times someone, usually a man, had knocked this morning. Tempted to ignore it, her conscience got the better of her, for it could be someone in need and she did not wish to disregard those who needed her care.

			She wiped her hands on her apron as she walked to the door and took a breath. Lifting the latch, she gathered her patience to deal with whichever Cameron man stood there, hoping to help, walk out with, sup with or tup her.

			‘Lady Elizabeth!’ Anna sank into a curtsy at the sight of her there. ‘I did not mean to keep you waiting in the corridor. Come in, I pray you.’ Anna swung the door open and stepped back so the lady could enter. ‘What have you need of this morn?’

			‘You have worked wonders here, Anna.’ The lady looked around the chamber and nodded. ‘I have not ventured down here since you began. I could not imagine this—’ she waved her hand at the room ‘—from the mess it had become.’

			‘I am not finished, my lady,’ Anna said. ‘But some of this needs a more experienced person to determine its importance. I have stored some away until one of the brothers you mentioned might arrive.’ Anna pointed to the shelves beneath some of the tables around the chamber where she’d placed some of the jars and bottles and pots she could not identify. ‘Will the brothers speak to me about such matters?’

			One of the things that skilled wise women often encountered was the resistance and ignorance of some clergy. Her mother had spoken of such things and warned her to pay heed to any who had that attitude. If the lady insisted on bringing a clergyman here as she’d said, there would be little or nothing Anna could do about it.

			‘My husband and previous Cameron chieftains have been very generous to the monastery at the edge of our lands. I doubt anyone sent by the abbot would risk Robert’s displeasure by insulting someone here.’ Anna smiled and hoped that would be the way of things, but she’d witnessed other outcomes.

			‘Do you have need of something, my lady?’ Anna asked. ‘A potion for megrims? A poultice for some ache?’

			‘Nay, nothing of the sort,’ Lady Elizabeth said. The lady turned and eased the door to the chamber closed. When the latch dropped, the lady faced her. ‘I wish to speak on a personal matter, if you would?’

			Anna pulled one of the stools over and offered it to the lady. After she was seated, Anna waited at the lady’s convenience for her to broach whatever was the purpose of her visit. It did not take long and it was not a surprise.

			‘My maid’s sister in the village told her there are some rumours making their way around about you, Anna. I have never believed that we should give gossip power over us, but it seems to do that.’

			‘Aye, my lady.’

			‘You know the rumours? Have you been mistreated then?’

			‘Mistreated?’

			‘Clara’s sister overheard some whispers about you…and Davidh. Has he taken advantage of you in any way, Anna? I would ken the truth of it.’

			Anna knew her mouth hung open and she simply could not find words to make it close. Davidh mistreating her?

			‘Nay, my lady! The commander has not done anything but given me a place to live in his house and seen to my son’s placement with Lachlan here as we’d agreed.’ She did not reveal the heated encounters or the night they’d spent in each other’s arms. The lady’s astute gaze must have seen the blush that Anna could feel rise in her cheeks.

			‘Is that the way of it then between you two?’

			‘My lady?’

			‘The talk is that you share his bed, which is not my concern since you are both free to do so. The problem is that it is now known by too many to keep it quiet. And now your son has become involved.’

			‘My son?’ Had Iain spoken to someone about finding Davidh in her bed? He would never. ‘What has happened to Iain?’ Anna strode towards the door, stopped by the lady’s hand on her arm.

			‘The boy is fine. ’Twas just a tussle between him and another lad.’

			‘When? Where?’ Anna asked. The lady did not lift her hand and so Anna stopped next to her. ‘Is he hurt?’

			‘Nay, nothing serious. My sons seemed to get into fights all the time when they were younger and came out unscathed. It comes to my mind now that they still do. Their tempers flare and they speak with their fists.’ Anna gasped then. What had happened?

			‘He never got into fights before, my lady.’

			‘Ah, but I suspect he was never surrounded by lads and young men ready to test him as he is now.’ Lady Elizabeth smiled then. ‘He is at that age when every word challenges and insults and needs to be met with actions.’

			‘How did you learn of this fight? When did it happen?’ Anna worried that the lady knew of this before she did.

			‘Earlier this morn, over at the stables.’ Lady Elizabeth met her gaze then. ‘You must not make too much of his injuries—a few bruises were all they inflicted on each other—but pay heed to the reasons for it.’

			‘My lady?’

			The knowing gaze made Anna’s stomach tighten. Someone had repeated Lilias’s insults to Iain. And though her son had caught them together that morn, he still defended her name. Or felt that he must.

			‘Just so, Anna.’ The lady stood then. ‘I must get back to Robert.’ Anna stepped back to allow her to pass. ‘I have appreciated your good works here for our people, Anna. You have a place here, in the keep, if you need one.’

			‘I will think on it, my lady,’ Anna said. She lifted the latch and opened the door. ‘My thanks for the offer.’

			‘Remember, the lads will fight at this age. Try not to make too much of it.’

			Long after the lady left, Anna thought about her words, her advice and even the thing Elizabeth had not said. If this trouble had risen to the level when it had been brought to the lady’s attention and she’d felt she must speak about it, then it was bad indeed. Now that Iain had been dragged into it, and only the God knew how that had happened, she could not ignore it and hope it would cease.

			She walked around the chamber—now that the tables were arranged in the manner she liked she could pace the perimeter—thinking about her choices.

			There were a few before her; all kept her ultimate aim to secure Iain’s true place in the clan in mind. Those meant staying here in Achnacarry and to do so she must either admit or deny her involvement with the commander. If today’s altercation showed her anything, it was that this was only the beginning of such insults that her son would face. And those insults and problems would serve as a hurdle when it came time to establish his parentage.

			She’d given her word twice over that she would continue to care for young Colm, so leaving to return at another time was not a choice. If and when the outlaws were subdued making the cottage at the falls safe once more, Anna would move there. In the meantime, though, her choices seemed to be moving here to the keep and…moving here to the keep.

			If Anna accepted the lady’s invitation, it would put her closer to the heart of the clan. It would put Iain here, as well. She would still be close enough to care for Davidh’s son. The biggest problem with all of this would be how they would all react to the news that Iain was Malcolm Cameron’s son and heir. Davidh’s loyalties would be torn apart.

			His position as commander of all the warriors and to protect his people would be at war with the need to also protect his closest friend’s son. And that would all be complicated by his own promise to help Iain, one made without the full knowledge and based on her own deception. Anna sighed and stopped walking around the chamber.

			The sting of guilt filled her then. Making her plan before she knew anyone here was easy. Now that she’d met them and knew the villagers, the lord and lady, and especially Davidh and his son, it was much harder to have faith that her son’s missed inheritance should matter more than their lives and needs. Her own oath on Malcolm’s murdered soul kept her moving forward with her plan.

			So, she would remain here in Achnacarry and move into the keep. No sooner had she decided her path, for now, than the door opened once more and her son stood there.

			His lip was torn and swollen badly. His nose was bruised, but did not appear broken. Some other bruises rose on his face and she glanced at his hands to see abraded knuckles there. Her first instinct was to fawn and cry over these injuries, but Anna held back her emotions. Her son was clearly trying to handle this situation on his own and she must honour his attempt, even if she was the cause of it all.

			‘Do you wish something for your lip? I have an unguent that can help with the swelling,’ she said. Iain’s eyes widened in surprise for he had come here expecting the other reaction from her.

			‘’Tis well now.’ Iain stepped within and closed the door. ‘The commander said I should speak with you. Tell you what happened before you heard it from others.’ Anna fought to control herself in the face of his words.

			‘So tell me how these came about, then.’

			‘I got in a fight with Martyn. He said some things I could not ignore.’ Iain reached up, touched his nose and then smiled at her. ‘I do not think mine is broken, but his might be.’

			It was his smile, crooked and slight, that sent her heart racing. In that moment, with his hair pulled back as his father had worn his, and with that proud, cocksure smile sat on his face, he looked more like his father than ever before.

			Anna walked to him and ran her fingers over his nose and along the bones in his cheeks and forehead. ‘Nay. Nothing is broken.’ Anna backed away and ran her gaze down over his shoulders and arms to his battered knuckles.

			‘Have you washed them?’ she asked. Once more, Anna fought her initial urge to meddle because the lady had been correct—he was at an age when that was not the best course to take.

			‘Aye.’

			So, the motherly concerns done, that left only the matter of the cause of the fight between them.

			‘There was no need to take offence, Iain. Not on my behalf.’ Anna met her son’s gaze then and waited for his own explanation.

			‘A man stands up in defence of those under his protection, Mam. Even the commander understands why I had to hit him.’

			‘The commander? You spoke to the commander about this?’ What did Davidh have to do with this? Well, other than it was his name tied to hers among the village gossip. For good reason. Any attempts to be discreet had failed.

			‘He saw it. He came afterwards and spoke to me.’ Iain’s chest puffed out with something that looked like pride. ‘He understands.’ Anna wanted to ask questions, but her son shook his head then. ‘Lachlan gave me leave only to let you see me and ken that I am well. I must return to my work now.’

			Anna clenched her hands and tangled them in her apron to keep herself from pulling Iain to her and hugging the breath from him. She smiled instead, one she did not feel, and hoped did not look like a snarl on her face.

			‘See then to your duties, Iain. I am glad you came to me and I am glad you are well…enough,’ she said.

			He ran off without another word, so Anna understood that he did not fear returning to Lachlan or continuing to work with the other lad whom he’d fought. His condition did not diminish her guilt, though. Nor did it make her choices or the decision she must make go away.

			This might have been the first time he’d faced such a thing. This was not the first time Anna had witnessed it or been the centre of the gossip or attention. And she knew how it would go.

			She’d lived with her mother’s people in one village for nigh on five years before a man’s desire for her placed her in an unwanted situation. Refusal of his demands brought his fury and he began telling stories about her, about them, that had not one shred of truth in them. The resultant rumours forced them to move to another place and begin yet again.

			Here, now, there was too much at stake to let this get out of control. As much as she liked living in Davidh’s house, as much as she liked him, she could not risk everything that was at stake for her son. For Malcolm’s son.

			Anna finished her chores here and then went out to the village, taking with her various ointments and potions for ills and ails as she’d promised. The news of her son’s fight spread out ahead of her every step and the whispers increased until they were not even whispers any longer. By the time she sought the solitude of Davidh’s house to make their supper, her head ached from the tension of the growing gossip.

			Worse, she comprehended that she must act quickly to stop this before her only choice was to leave Achnacarry completely. Anna would speak to Davidh this night, after they supped and the lads were asleep, and on the morrow she would accept the lady’s invitation to move and live at the keep.

			It was her only choice.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			From the strange glances directed at her by both the commander and by her son, the discussion about her move had already begun. Well, if Iain had spoken to Davidh about the fight this morning and its causes, then they had spoken also of the outcomes and difficulties that arose from it.

			By the time the lads sought their pallets and she was left alone with Davidh, Anna’s hands trembled and she worried that her decision was not the best one.

			And yet, it was. For all concerned. For her and her son.

			‘Anna, we should speak.’ His deep voice sent shivers through her. When he…when they joined, it lowered even more as he whispered to her. Another shudder shook her until she gathered herself and nodded.

			‘Aye. There is something I need to say.’

			He sat across the table from her and nodded, waiting. It was one of the things she most liked about him—he listened before he spoke. Whether man, woman or child, he listened. Now, nervousness filled her as she began.

			‘I have lived as a widow before in other villages and it did not take long for these kinds of rumours to arise. The suspicions, the whispering and the rest. Strangers face these things and I should have kenned that simply having the laird’s permission would not overcome it.’

			‘Anna,’ he said.

			‘Although our intentions were the best, to aid your son and to make it easier for me to treat those in need here in the village, it has turned out differently, Davidh. I ken you have heard the whispers and the insults. Even Lady Elizabeth has.’ Anna looked away from him and stared at the fire burning low in the hearth.

			‘And we are not blameless for the rumours,’ he added. Her gaze flicked to his for a moment and the frank desire there, in spite of their present difficulties, warmed her heart somehow.

			She’d been a fool to think they could do as they had without being seen or heard. His friend Parlan had heard them. Others might have, as well. Thinking about it, Anna realised that the worst of it had begun after their…meeting in the stables. Heat crept into her cheeks as the memories of that encounter flooded her thoughts. Worse, her body ached for more of his touch.

			‘Nay, we are not,’ she said. ‘Now, though, I believe we, I, must head this off before it worsens and the laird rescinds his welcome. I cannot endanger my son…or yours, Davidh.’ She stood then, clasping her hands together. ‘So, I have decided that the best thing to do would be to…’

			‘Marry me.’

			Anna blinked several times quickly, trying to sort out the two words he’d said. It should be a simple thing—two words—and yet her mind could not take them in. Davidh stood and walked around to her, taking her hands in his. She leaned her head back and looked at his face. Nay, no sign of mirth or jest there. His eyes dark and piercing stared into hers.

			‘You were going to say that you and Iain should move out. Move into the keep?’ She nodded. ‘I do not think that will solve our dilemma, Anna, for as long as you are here, I will be drawn to you.’ He reached up and ran his finger down the side of her face, outlining the edge of her jaw and ending on her lips. ‘I will want you the same way that you want me.’

			‘Marriage, Davidh?’

			Over the years that she’d hidden her lack of a husband by claiming widowhood, Anna had dreamt that one day she would marry. But now? Here? Davidh?

			‘Have you never thought of marrying again, Anna? Was that never something you saw in your life once you’d settled here in Achnacarry?’

			Had she? Truly, she’d not thought much beyond claiming Iain’s birthright. So much depended on her son that she had not given it any thought and she said so.

			‘I confess, I had not thought on it at all,’ she said.

			‘Well, I had not thought on it either, but ’twould seem that now is a good time to do so,’ he said. ‘I brought you into this situation that is causing harm to your reputation and standing. I acted on my desire for you and brought you harm. It interferes with your son’s efforts to know his kith and kin and I know that was an important part of you returning here.’

			Anna wanted to disagree with Davidh. She wanted to point out that their actions—together—had done the harm. Though, when she thought of what they’d shared, she had no regrets about it. The one thing that struck fear in her heart was his comment about Iain. The fight demonstrated that. And it would not be the last.

			But marriage?

			‘I know that you have not answered to a man in your life for some time,’ he began, ‘and I will not ask that you give up the healing skills if we marry.’

			She had, in truth, never answered to a man other than her mother’s laird or this one. If they married, he would protect her reputation, ease her son’s way and not demand she give up the work that she loved. Honourable, which she expected. Helpful, which she’d anticipated. Reasonable, which she’d known.

			So why did her heart beat so quickly, hoping and waiting for something more in his reasons to ask this of her? Why, in spite of her life of fending for herself and her son, did she wish that there was something else, something further, he wanted from her? That he wanted her as his wife and not just all the suitable reasons and expectations? Not because she treated his son?

			‘I have not considered marriage to anyone since Mara’s death, Anna. Others have pushed me to do so. Others have offered.’ He reached out and took her hand, drawing her into his arms. ‘You are the first, and only, woman who has managed to make me care. To make me want. To make me…’

			He stopped and searched her face. His arms held her tightly against his body and she wanted to scream out her acceptance. His intense gaze softened then and she recognised something deep within it that both elated and frightened her. It would make her purpose and true path more difficult. It would, he would, break her heart if he understood that he was part of her plan. It would break her heart when she revealed the truth. His next words made it worse.

			‘And I will protect your son as if he was my own, Anna. I swear this to you.’

			Try as she could, Anna could not find the denial within her. A simple word would make all of this so much easier. A simple ‘nay’ would save them both from such pain. Or, by telling him the truth about Iain would stop him from this folly and this offer that was dangerous and terrifying and coveted. She drew in a breath to refuse his offer and was stopped from speaking by his mouth on hers.

			He slid his hands into her hair, knocking her kerchief off and tangling those long, strong fingers into her curls. With gentle pressure, he held her there, kissing her over and over. These were different yet again from his other kisses. He’d possessed her mouth before. He’d inflamed her desire and passion with others. These kisses held out a proposal to her. They beguiled and enticed and teased her with their gentleness and underlying passion. They offered her…more.

			He lifted his mouth from hers. ‘Will you marry me and be my wife, Anna Mackenzie?’

			In that moment, the pragmatic woman she was disappeared into the haze of want and need and…hope. Instead, the part of her that had never had what he offered, the part that had lost everything and everyone she’d loved, the part that wanted love and to be loved, gave the answer.

			‘I will.’

			* * *

			Davidh could be quite efficient when he put his mind to it. He smiled again, for he could not help himself. He’d claimed to Parlan and even to Anna that this offer was about honour, but he admitted to himself that there was more to it. It was just not the right time to express how much Anna had begun to matter to him. To Davidh Cameron. Not to the commander of the Cameron warriors. Not to the chieftain’s counsellor. Not even to Colm’s father. To him.

			In just over a week from his proposal, Anna stood by his side before the priest, speaking the words he never thought he’d hear or utter again. After a new outbreak of attacks, they were going to wait, but Robert, or rather Elizabeth, would have none of that. With their help, the arrangements were handled, the priest called and a supper waited for them in the lady’s solar. A small ceremony as befitted them, with friends and close kin at his side.

			He looked across the chamber at the lads. Iain had given his blessing when Davidh spoke to him, but Davidh worried a bit over Colm’s reaction to this. He was so young and he still missed his mother, and Davidh wondered if he would accept Anna in this role. Since they’d told both of their sons, the boys seemed to like the idea of gaining a brother. So, if this was all working out, what was it that bothered him? Then as he looked from mother to son, Davidh knew.

			She kept a secret from him.

			He’d asked about Iain’s father, whether other kin of his yet lived here or at Tor or one of their other holdings. The only thing she would admit was that even Iain did not know his father’s name. Davidh did not try to force it from her. Mayhap, once they were settled in together, she would confide in him.

			Davidh brought his attention back to her now. The priest uttered the words declaring them man and wife and those watching clapped and called out good wishes to them. He leaned over and claimed her mouth in their first married kiss, knowing that the best ones would follow in the privacy of the dark of night.

			* * *

			The wedding supper seemed to move along at the pace of a slug on the road. Parlan nodded to him and laughed, recognising Davidh’s impatience to get this part over. The laird and lady had arranged for a chamber here in the keep for this night and his body grew tense just thinking about having her to himself for an entire night.

			His cock rose, pressing against the cloth of his kilt, as he realised that this would be the first time they had lain together in a bed…well, for the purposes of joining. He remembered little of that lost night, wrapped in grief and her arms, except for the comfort she gave him. And the other times… The other times had been fast and exciting and pleasurable. Once more his flesh pulsed at the memories of her body and being deep, deep inside her.

			‘I wonder if it will be the same,’ she whispered to him from her place next to him at table.

			‘The same?’

			‘Aye. If the element of the forbidden is removed, will it be as much pleasure as those other times?’ she asked. Her voice grew deeper and his body heard her arousal and responded. Then her hand drifted under the table and brushed across his thigh and his very hard member and he fought the need to lift her on to the table and take her.

			Had she read his mind? It mattered not, for her own anticipation heightened his and he dearly wished they could be finished with this meal and gone now. Parlan laughed once more and Davidh dared not meet his gaze for fear that he would lean over the table and throttle his knowing friend for his impudence. The laird happened to look over just then and he took pity on his commander. Standing at his chair, he lifted his cup.

			‘A toast to Davidh and Anna on their marriage day. May you be as happy as my dear Elizabeth and I have been! Sláinte!’ Robert drank from his cup and then laughed. ‘Now, get ye gone!’

			Davidh took Anna’s hand and they stood, accepting all the good wishes and felicitations of their kith and kin. Anna stopped and spoke to the boys for a moment before walking out of the lady’s solar with him. By the time they reached the stairway leading up to the chamber, they were walking faster. He held her hand and they ran up the flight of stairs and into the bedchamber.

			Once inside, passion ruled them. He could not remember undressing her or his own garments being removed. He could not remember if there were candles or a fire lit for them. He could not remember if he’d slammed the door behind them. It was only as he filled her with his flesh and heard her cry out that he came to his senses.

			But the tightness of her body around his, the way she moaned with each thrust, and the feel of her breasts against his chest and her nether curls rubbing his shaft sent him into the mad oblivion of pleasure. Only when she had tightened around him and then shook as she reached her release did he relent and let his seed spill. It took longer to regain their breaths than it had to claim her. Davidh lifted his head and stared down at her.

			‘Did I close the door?’ he asked.

			‘Aye,’ she said with a chuckle. ‘The door is closed.’

			‘And?’ he asked, hoping she would remember their discussion at the table minutes, or was that only moments, ago.

			‘’Twas pleasurable, but a bit quick. Mayhap the next time I will be able to decide.’

			‘Is that a challenge, Wife?’ He leaned down and kissed her, his flesh still within her and beginning to rouse.

			‘I did not think you feared such a challenge, Husband.’

			Davidh eased out of her and then kissed and licked his way down her lovely body. It was the first time he had seen her naked and he followed her curves with his hands, touching all the places he’d rushed over in those two previous times they had lain together. Soon, her indrawn breaths and soft gasps and the way she kept grabbing hold of his head and pressing him lower told him his path.

			It took three more times before she relented and admitted that laying together, in a bed, when others knew exactly what they were doing, was indeed just as pleasurable as hasty, hidden joinings in stables and stillrooms.

			* * *

			As the sun rose the next morning, its light waking them from their exhausted slumber, Anna rose and dressed and suggested they return to his house in the village to see the boys. Davidh knew he’d learned a few more things about his new wife this night.

			Oh, aye, she liked bed play. She met him, stroke for stroke, pleasure for pleasure, through that long night and never hesitated in accepting his caresses and kisses or giving her own. That did not surprise him.

			The knowledge that did was the soft whisper he heard inside as he watched her worry over their sons. A few words that echoed in his thoughts and trickled into his heart. A heart that had lived with loss and pain and grief for years. A heart he thought had long ago stopped waiting for someone like her.

			A woman he could love.

			When she walked to the bed and tugged him out of it with promises of fresh bread and thick, warm porridge the way he liked it, he knew the truth.

			He loved Anna Mackenzie.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			Anna paused in the yard and watched the men working there. The sound of Davidh’s voice could be heard over all the shouting and it had the same effect on her whether they were alone or in a crowd. Shivers raced along her spine as he called out to one or another practising under his watchful gaze. But when he called out to her son, her heart almost stopped in fear.

			Walking to the fence that surrounded a training yard, she put her basket at her feet and searched for Iain in the small group of men. Anna had to grab hold of the fence post to keep from falling over when she saw her son fighting one of the warriors there.

			‘Raise your arm, lad,’ Davidh called out as the older, stronger, bigger man swung his weapon at Iain. ‘Let the targe take the brunt of his strength and protect your head!’

			She felt the urge to climb over the fence and stop this madness when someone spoke her name. She turned to find Old Lachlan walking towards her.

			‘Can ye help with an injury, mistress?’ the man asked. ‘One of the lads struck his leg instead of the beam.’ He crossed his arms over his chest and shrugged. ‘Ye would think they would ken the difference by now.’

			Torn between protecting her own son and helping another, Anna hesitated for a moment.

			‘The lad asked Davidh to train him.’

			‘I did not know,’ she said, reaching for her basket.

			‘Most lads that age wouldna tell their mams that they want to fight. Better to beg forgiveness in such matters than to ask permission.’ Lachlan laughed then. ‘Davidh is teaching him how to defend himself and will see that no harm comes to the boy.’

			‘Aye, I know.’

			And she did. She trusted Davidh. She did. But she wished this had not come as a surprise. Seeing to his training with Lachlan and introducing him to his kin here was one thing. Battling with a sword was not something they’d talked about and yet it must be part of the life of a warrior. Inhaling and letting it out, she turned to walk away and found Lachlan standing still at the fence now.

			‘Sometimes, when I see them like that, it brings back memories of another lad,’ he said softly. ‘Davidh and Malcolm were of the same age. But ye would not ken that one.’

			Anna could not breathe then. Although some in the village and keep had mentioned the family resemblance, none had made a connection between her son and Malcolm…not yet. In the week since their marriage, Anna had learned about the dangers facing the clan now and understood that revealing her son’s identity at this time would add to the danger.

			She did not wish to weaken or destroy his father’s clan, she only wanted him to have a claim to its leadership. And knowing these people as she did now, Anna did not want to endanger them by adding to the uncertainty that flourished as the attacks and damage did. So, she had quieted the growing guilt and impatience within her and bided her time, allowing Iain to become acquainted with more of his kin.

			And Davidh had not pressed her for an answer. He’d not even asked again after that one time before their wedding a sennight ago. When she’d not given him a name, he’d let it pass. Sighing, she realised that others here who’d known Malcolm would begin to see the resemblance—if not now, then with each passing day as he grew into the size and appearance of his late father.

			For now though…

			‘Who did you say was injured?’ she asked. Then she stepped away, heading towards the stables and forcing Lachlan to follow along or allow one of his lads to suffer while they delayed.

			‘Martyn,’ Lachlan said as he rushed to catch up with her. ‘That willna be a problem for ye, will it, lass?’

			‘The lad who fought with Iain?’

			‘Aye, just so,’ Lachlan said. He glanced at her and when she shook her head, he pointed to the stables.

			Anna found the boy in good spirits considering the bloody gash and bruises on his leg. It took little time to clean and dress the tear. Her attention was divided between the boy who was quite proud of the bandage and Lachlan who yet stared off at Davidh and Iain working together in the yard.

			Lachlan was not the only one who would see it. She thought Parlan suspected something, from his hooded gaze and intense study of Iain’s face. Now that Iain was Davidh’s stepson and they were seen together more often, it was but a matter of time before others remarked on it.

			Before Davidh pressed the question to her. Before the time he asked and did not allow her to ignore it. Oh, she had to find a way to tell him that Malcolm was Iain’s father, she just did not want to see the disappointment and betrayal in Davidh’s gaze when he found out.

			* * *

			With each passing day, she enjoyed this unexpected life more. As Davidh’s wife, she found herself drawn closer to the laird and lady. Her opinion was sought and seemed to matter. Those in the village who’d begun shunning her now found themselves in peril for doing so.

			The best part of this for her was the man himself.

			Davidh hesitated not one bit from any of his promises—he took Iain in hand and her son embraced and was embraced by all those who knew Davidh. No longer the outsider here, being the commander’s stepson brought Iain more fully in contact with his kith and kin.

			His vows to her as husband also gave her a part of him that she’d not expected—the caring and respect and appreciation that she’d witnessed in so few. Being the one he regarded, Anna discovered a fuller, deeper feeling than the love she’d felt for Malcolm. That had been, as her mother had tried to warn her, the passion of a first love with none of the reality of life. This, this was more than she could have ever wanted and she damned herself a fool for it.

			Unless she gave up her own promise made on Malcolm’s eternal soul to claim Iain’s birthright, she would lose all of this when she spoke the truth. For now, though, Anna allowed herself this respite from all of that and simply lived this life. Loving and beloved, mother, wife, healer. And she moved through her days, holding her breath, not relaxing completely, waiting for signs that it would all be over soon.

			When the beginning of the end came, Anna was too wrapped up in her new life to recognise it. It began with a stranger and an angry, wrathful woman and important visitors to Achnacarry.

			* * *

			Davidh waited on the steps of his house and watched Anna walk down the lane towards him. Colm tagged along at her side, chattering constantly to her, as they approached. Only the growing pallor in his son’s face dampened his joy.

			Anna had told him that Colm was growing worse and he could see it there. No longer did the healthy blush of a growing boy colour his cheeks. He could not run as much as he had just weeks before. And the coughing had returned. Though Colm seemed oblivious to the changes, Davidh saw every one of them. As he knew Anna did.

			They had not caught sight of him when Lilias walked across their path, blocking them. Anna tucked Colm behind her in a protective move that told him Lilias’s words were disturbing…or insulting in some way. He’d walked several paces before realising it, moving towards them. Iain rounded the corner then and reached his mother and Colm and the lad took Anna in hand and pushed them by Lilias who would not relent in whatever she had to say. He did not know what made him look over, but something flickered to the side and he turned to see a man standing in Lilias’s doorway.

			It took him a moment or two until he recognised him—Lilias’s brother Ailbert. He’d not seen the man in the village or on Cameron lands for some time. Davidh slowed and stared at the man, trying to bring to mind when exactly he had been here last. As Ailbert watched his sister and Anna, the man suddenly startled at the sight of Iain. He stared at the boy and his mouth moved in some silent word before he noticed Davidh there. Ailbert then stepped back inside and closed the door before Davidh could speak.

			Torn between seeing to Anna and the lads or seeking out Ailbert, Davidh strode to them as Lilias ran off to her own cottage.

			‘What happened?’ he asked as he scooped Colm into his arms to carry him the rest of the way. That his son did not argue only confirmed Davidh’s suspicions over his worsening condition.

			‘Lilias is still angry,’ Anna said. Then she shook her head and nodded to the house. ‘We can speak on it once we are inside.’

			Davidh did not wait to speak to Iain. He let Anna go ahead and then nodded at the lad. ‘You did well then, Iain. Keeping your mother from harm.’

			As Davidh closed the door behind them and dropped the latch, Ailbert’s presence, or rather his recent absence, plagued his thoughts. How long had he been gone was but one question that occurred to him. The other, more complex, one was what had he been doing and why had he returned now?

			Anna lifted the ever-present pot of steaming water from the hearth and carried it to the table. As he sat Colm there, she gathered the usual ingredients for the treatment. He did this one twice each day. Then she would have him sip a potion which Davidh was not certain he could drink without complaining. Lastly, before he went to bed, she would rub on a poultice to ease his breathing through the night. A sense of fear pierced his heart as he waited for his son to begin breathing in the medicinal fumes and then he could speak to Anna about Lilias.

			Not the boy, not my son.

			The chant or prayer began again, begging God for mercy. With Anna’s arrival and the success of her initial attentions to Colm, he’d thought he’d received the answer to his prayers. Now, though, it would seem the improvement was just a temporary reprieve and the words returned many, many times each day. Davidh almost wished that he’d never allowed hope back into his heart over his son. He almost wished Anna had never tried, if it meant that his son’s suffering had just been prolonged.

			Then, he met Anna’s glance and knew his thoughts for the lie they were. He had treasured every moment that her treatments had given to Colm. Every moment he’d gained with Colm was priceless. And Anna’s arrival had brought joy back to his life. He could not be sorry for that either.

			She’d brought love back into his life.

			Anna walked to his side now and slipped her hand in his. Her son noticed and found some chore to do that took him back outside. A perceptive lad.

			‘We will fight this.’ Her voice was soft, but her tone was firm with conviction and promise. We. He liked having her on his, their, side. ‘Lady Elizabeth said one of the healer brothers should arrive here on the morrow or day after. I will speak to him.’ Davidh lifted their hands and kissed the back of hers.

			‘Aye, we will fight this.’ Davidh released her so she could go back to his son. ‘And we will fight the other—if you but give the word.’

			He had offered to see to Lilias’s disrespect of both Anna and her son in a more specific way, but Anna had refused to have the woman banished to one of their other holdings. This latest behaviour coupled with the reappearance of her brother gave Davidh pause and he suspected that punishments, sharp and punitive, would be needed soon to curb the woman’s vicious tongue and angry actions.

			Strange, but Ailbert’s return bothered him more in this moment than the malicious words of his sister. He would speak to Parlan and Athdar about the man and seek out more about his whereabouts over the last months. In his gut, he knew that Ailbert was tied to the outlaws and the attacks, and his boldness in showing his face spoke of something coming. For now, though, he turned back to Anna.

			‘What did Lilias say to you in the street just now?’

			‘Davidh, worry not over that woman and her words.’

			‘I worry. I saw the way she threatened you and Colm.’ Davidh shook his head. ‘I will see to her, if you give the word. She will not insult you again.’

			Once more, she walked to his side and touched him. Her ease with him, never hesitating to caress him and stand close or accept his attentions and affection, surprised him when it should not. Her passionate nature was there in everything she did or said…or touched. Whether practising her healing skills or seeing to his needs, Anna had taken to married life with the same zeal as everything else she did. For a woman so unfamiliar and almost resistant to married life, she had an affinity to it. Well, as he watched her gaze move back to his son even while they were speaking, at the core of it was that she cared.

			‘I will speak to Robert and have her—’

			‘Nay. Davidh, I do not want her removed from her kith and kin.’

			‘She continues to sow her disrespect among the villagers who listen to her opinions, Anna. ’Tis not good for them or for you. Not in this time of conflict.’

			‘More conflict?’ she asked. She’d heard the words he had not spoken just then, but had discussed many times in the last weeks. He nodded. ‘I saw the guards you added along the roads north and south.’

			‘Aye. And now her estranged brother has returned. Did you see him there in her doorway?’ Now she nodded. ‘Have you seen him before this day?’

			‘I think so. I have seen him elsewhere in the village over the last few days, but not at her cottage before this.’

			‘Elsewhere? Alone or with others?’ He kept his voice even as Anna took the tent of blankets off Colm’s head. As she administered the liquid, he waited.

			‘Both.’

			She sat now at Colm’s side and helped him to drink the horrible syrup. Her hand stroked his son’s head and her whispered words encouraged him on. Davidh let them be and made some of the hot drink made of betony leaves and honey that Anna favoured. By the time it cooled enough for them to sip, Colm had finished.

			‘Here, Colm,’ she said as she drew her cup nigh. ‘Take a sip of this to clear that taste off your tongue.’ Davidh marvelled at Colm’s complete obedience to her orders. Or advice. He took a sip out of her cup and smiled. ‘Better?’ she asked.

			‘Aye!’ the boy said as he took another sip.

			‘I cannot mix the two, but it will help rid you of the taste.’ Davidh watched as she tended to his son before asking her anything more about Ailbert. Finally, Colm had gone off to rest before supper and Davidh could finish the matter.

			‘Can you remember who Ailbert was with when you saw him? Or when you first noticed him?’

			‘God forgive me, but the first thing I thought when I saw him with Lilias was that she’d found another lover and would leave me be. Until just now.’ Anna shrugged. She cleaned up the cups and tended to the bubbling pot that she pushed closer to the flames she stirred in the centre of the hearth. ‘Her brother?’

			‘Aye.’ Davidh’s gut would not allow him to ignore this. ‘I must speak with Parlan. I will return as soon as I can. Do not hold supper for me.’

			‘I will not hold supper for you.’

			They both spoke the words at the same time and it made Davidh smile. How little time it had taken for him and them to adjust and fall into a pattern of life. He did one more thing before he left—he pulled her to him and kissed her. He put his needs and wants into that one touch of their mouths, hoping she understood the promise he gave.

			Then, he left, not taking the chance that he would be distracted from his duties once more.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			‘You will sit by my side, Anna.’

			His words were not stern or harsh, yet the command in them was clear. In spite of her preference to sit down at the table where they usually sat when eating in the hall, Davidh had informed her that they would be at the high table this night.

			‘First, you insist I wear my best gown. Now, you force me to sit at the laird’s table. What comes next?’ she mumbled under her breath. At Davidh’s frown and as he squeezed her hand and tugged her along, Anna smiled. ‘Of course, Husband.’ His laugh eased her fears.

			‘I am in trouble now!’ he said, kissing her hand. ‘Is it Brodie who you fear meeting?’ Anna looked ahead at the leader of the powerful Mackintosh Clan and nodded.

			The Mackintosh’s expression was dark and his gaze intense at he studied the hall and everyone who sat there before him. He was a huge man, honed by decades of fighting, whose demeanour warned anyone who saw him that he would answer in kind any threat made or implied. The only time that serious visage changed was in the moments when he looked upon his wife, the Lady Arabella Cameron.

			Malcolm’s twin sister.

			The lady’s soft laughter brought a gentleness to her husband’s face that made Anna want to cry. The love there was plain for one and all to see. As Davidh had explained, they had been married after the Mackintosh clan faced destruction from within. Arabella married her enemy even believing he had been responsible for her brother’s death.

			The words about Malcolm made her heart race as it did now. Davidh relented on his grip of her hand and she placed it on his as was befitting the wife of The Cameron’s commander. Though not raised as one, Anna could act the part when needed. She did not want Davidh’s reputation or standing to be ruined by her lack of manners. They were about to climb the steps to reach the dais when Davidh met her gaze. There, shining from deep within, was the same expression that Brodie had in his when he looked on his own wife.

			Love.

			Davidh looked at her with love in his eyes.

			She stumbled then, shocked to see it there and more surprised to recognise it. He caught her up with his strong grip and led her up to the table and those already seated.

			‘Nothing to fear, my love,’ he whispered so only she could hear. ‘I am here for you.’

			She just held on to him as he led her not to their seats but to stand before The Mackintosh and his lady wife. Davidh bowed and Anna curtsied, first to his own chieftain and then to their guests. When she rose, Anna got her first, clear view of Malcolm’s sister.

			Whenever Lady Arabella Cameron was mentioned, so was her beauty and graciousness and, looking on her now, Anna could understand the reason for such declarations. And she was just as surprised by the differences in her and her brother’s appearances. Light and dark. Angel and devil. It was all true. Yet, she could see similarities in the tilt of their mouths, the shape of their eyes. Thankfully, Lady Arabella did not have to deal with the Cameron nose!

			‘Lord and Lady Mackintosh, this is my wife, Anna Mackenzie, lately of Caig Falls,’ Davidh said. His words pulled her from her open perusal of the lady and forced her to meet the stare of her formidable husband.

			‘My lord, my lady,’ Anna said.

			‘So this is the Witch of Caig Falls then?’ the lady asked. Her tone was whimsical and clearly no insult was meant. She’d also taken care to keep these words among only them. ‘I always thought my brother made up stories to disguise his other antics and yet, here you stand.’

			‘Nay, lady,’ Anna said, forcing down the panic that threatened. ‘’Twas my mother that was known as that. I have only followed her path as a healer and only just arrived here.’

			‘I pray you forgive me my jest,’ the lady said. ‘I think that my brother used the excuse of hunting for the Witch to give himself a way to escape the keep and his duties. Is that not right, Davidh? You knew him well.’

			‘Aye, my lady,’ Davidh said. ‘Mal always did find a way to avoid anything he did not wish to do.’

			‘Have we met before, Mistress Mackenzie?’ the lady asked, studying her now in return. ‘You have a familiar look.’

			‘Nay, my lady. We have not met before.’

			The lady smiled and nodded and studied her more. Anna smiled in return and tried to keep breathing. She had never met Malcolm’s sister and if the lady connected her with the witch or Malcolm with the witch, it would be dangerous. It would expose her secret…and, she suddenly realised, she no longer planned to do that.

			‘I am glad that Davidh has found you, Anna. Elizabeth does nothing but praise your efforts and your knowledge of healing,’ Lady Arabella said. ‘They are waiting to serve supper. We can speak later.’

			Anna nodded at The Mackintosh, who said nothing while he missed nothing, and allowed Davidh to lead her around the table to their seats at one end. Glad that they had been seated together and not on opposite ends as was custom, she clung to his hand as the truth of the matter struck her anew.

			She did not plan to reveal Iain’s secret or her own.

			When her aims had changed, when she’d decided to forgo the possibility of her son staking his claim on the high seat, she knew not. What she did know was that she wanted her son, Malcolm’s son, to be accepted within his family and to be happy.

			And he was.

			Through Davidh’s ongoing efforts and attention, Iain was being trained to improve and use his woodworking and carpentry skills. With Davidh’s help and guidance, he was taking his place among the young men of the clan and learning to defend himself and to fight, if needed. With Davidh’s patience and good humour, Iain was finding his way through the daily challenges of being a lad growing into manhood.

			Most importantly, through it all, Davidh had helped her to find a place and be accepted and valued. To use her skills. And to attain everything she’d never thought she would have. Had her original aims been wrong? Nay, they had not. But she did not see a different possibility until Davidh entered their lives and took them into his.

			And she loved him more each day for all of that and more.

			‘Is something wrong?’ he asked, leaning close to her. ‘You have the strangest expression in your eyes.’ He reached up and caressed her cheek with the back of his hand.

			‘Thank you for all you have done for my son and for me, Davidh.’

			‘What brought that on, Anna?’ He searched her face and she hoped that love gazed back at him. If not, then…

			‘I love you, Davidh Cameron.’

			The declaration echoed across the small space between them and in the silence that followed, she wondered if she’d spoken the words aloud or only thought them.

			‘I love you, Anna Mackenzie.’

			The rest of everything faded away and all she could hear or feel or smell or see was Davidh. He slipped his hand under the table and claimed hers, entangling their fingers and holding her tightly. The words expressing his feelings seeped into her heart and soul and healed so much of the emptiness and loneliness that had filled her life for too long. His actions, his love, opened her to a future so different from the one she’d imagined.

			Davidh touched his mouth to hers and she wanted to cry out in joy. The noise of those around them and the approach of servants with trays and bowls of food interrupted their moment and they sat back in the chairs, though Davidh did not release her hand yet.

			* * *

			The meal passed too slowly, for all she wanted to do was go back to Davidh’s house and be with him. Young Colm stayed the night with Suisan and Iain had planned to remain here at the keep with his friends. So, they would be alone.

			All night.

			She shivered then, thinking on the pleasure and the love they would share. Davidh wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close to his body. The heat of him warmed her, even as he laughed. ‘We will be alone this night,’ he whispered, repeating her thoughts back to her.

			She did not remember what they ate or the topic of the various conversations during the rest of the meal. She did notice Lady Arabella’s continued scrutiny, but then the lady’s husband drew her attention and Anna’s tension eased over it. Soon, the laird gave them leave and they rose and walked down from the dais and through the hall.

			There was only a short delay when Iain came to speak to Davidh and, after fighting the urge to coddle her growing son, then they left. Her impatience must have been obvious for a horse was readied and waiting for them outside the door to the keep.

			Soon. Soon. Soon.

			Her body felt tight, waves of heat coiled deep within her, and she could hardly wait for Davidh to bring her to release. By the time they reached his house and he’d tied the horse behind it, Anna’s skin tingled and a throbbing had begun between her thighs, at her core.

			Soon. Soon. Soon.

			* * *

			Arabella watched the two lovers as they sat at table. Their love was palpable, it surrounded them and was visible to anyone paying heed. She paid heed, for she knew that she’d seen Anna before. Only when they left, walking hurriedly through the tables in the hall to reach the doorway, did she remember. The lad who walked up to her was the one who tripped the memory and, as the boy stood next to Davidh and spoke with him, she remembered.

			Anna’s son turned and laughed at whatever Davidh said just then and, for an instant, she saw Malcolm there again. This lad was the image of her brother at an earlier age. One that she remembered clearly. Talk of marriage contracts and arrangements had sent her running from the keep in search of her brother. Mal could always settle her nerves and she sought him out.

			Lately, he’d been disappearing into the woods around Achnacarry. Especially those in the direction of the falls, north of the river that fed into Loch Arkaig. Determined to escape her father’s tirades and her aunt’s insistence on embroidery, she’d fled, hoping to find him. And she did.

			At first glance, she thought him alone and had almost called out to him as he stood deep in the shadows off the path. Then he turned, revealing a young woman in his embrace. A young woman he kissed as though she meant everything in life to him.

			A young woman who now, years later, had just been introduced as Davidh’s wife.

			Anna Mackenzie.

			Arabella stood then, thinking to follow, but Brodie’s touch on her arm stopped her.

			‘Where do you go, my love?’ he asked, stroking her arm with his hand. ‘You look as though you have seen a ghost.’ By the time Brodie turned to see what she gazed at, they were gone and the son had returned to his seat in the crowd.

			‘I see a cousin of my aunt’s there.’ She nodded in some direction and smiled. ‘I promised to bring her word from my aunt.’

			He laced his fingers with hers and tugged her to a stop. Arabella tried to keep her expression innocent. Unfortunately, no one understood her as he did.

			‘You are lying, my love.’ She gasped, trying once more to feign innocence. He stroked his finger down her arm and pulled her in closer. She ignored the lovely shivers that his touch created in her skin and deeper still. ‘Worse,’ he whispered, ‘you have that glimmer in your eyes that you get just before you meddle in something you should not.’

			‘Brodie.’

			He thought to use his kisses to stop her. His mouth claimed hers then, his tongue stroking hers even as his fingers continued their caress on her arm. For a moment, she let him, for she had no defence against this man who was the love of her life and the very breath of her body.

			‘My love,’ he whispered as he lifted his mouth from hers. ‘Tread carefully. We are here to support Robert’s efforts, not endanger them.’

			‘Why would you think…?’ He held his hand up and shook his head.

			‘I ken you, Bella. I have seen that very look before…well, before you do something that very often I wish you had not done. Just have a care for danger lurks and threats grow by the day. What happens here could destroy your clan and your people. Our people.’

			Arabella sat down and leaned back in her chair. Damn him, but he was correct. If she told herself the truth, Brodie tended to be correct in his assessments. Sometimes, it was exasperating how right he could be. And, at times like that and even now, he did not gloat. He simply pressed her to follow his guidance.

			‘Very well,’ she whispered, acquiescing to him.

			He laughed then and it echoed out to join the frivolity of those yet dining in the hall. Lifting her hand, the one with their fingers still entwined, he kissed the back of it and nodded to her.

			‘Now I am doubly worried. You do not give in that easily unless you have a plan in place to do exactly what you want to do.’ He squeezed her hand until she met his gaze. ‘Be careful, my love. That is all I ask.’

			They sat in companionable silence for a short while, listening to those at table and watching the comings and goings of the hall. Mayhap if he understood that this involved Malcolm, Brodie would support her?

			‘I have met Anna Mackenzie before, Brodie. While my brother yet lived. She may not remember, but I do.’

			Brodie turned to face her. She had fallen in love with him even while believing he had killed her twin brother. The truth was something far from that and it had brought them together. It had brought them to marriage and bairns and peace and more. But she missed Malcolm and would have faced the possibilities of other outcomes gladly had he not died.

			‘Then speak to her of your brother, Bella. I ken how much he meant to you and how much you miss him still. Do it privately and keep it between the two of you.’

			Tears burned in her eyes then as she looked at the current laird and lady. Robert would not be chieftain if her brother had lived. The last years of strife and destruction under her other uncle Gilbert would not have happened if Malcolm had not been struck down. She blinked against the loss of what could have or should have been.

			* * *

			As she walked later at Brodie’s side to the chamber they’d been given for their stay here, Arabella decided she only wanted to hear about her brother from this woman who had known him. Who had, as she remembered now, loved him and been with him. And she just wanted to know if Malcolm had died knowing he had a son he had not claimed.

			That was all.

			Brodie waited for the servants to finish and the latch to drop before he took her in his arms and carried her to bed. Arabella’s last coherent thought as her husband’s onslaught of love and pleasure began was a simple one.

			What harm could it do to speak to the woman her brother had loved?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			She dusted off the surface of the work table and lost herself as the bits sparkled in the sunlight that poured in from the window. The morning had dawned clear and warm and seemed a suitable day after the night she had shared with Davidh. Her body warmed, too, as the memories of him pledging his love and claiming hers floated through her thoughts.

			They had joined their bodies and pursued pleasure many, many times. Last night was not about desire or needs to be met, it had been about love and sealing a commitment between them.

			A sound echoed through the otherwise empty chamber then. Anna laughed, realising that she stood sighing to herself like a lovelorn lass. Shaking her head, she applied more attention to cleaning the table and finishing her tasks here.

			The thing was… In accepting Davidh’s pledge of love and giving her own, she had given up her quest, too. Yet, this morning, as that truth set in, Anna did not feel the guilt or loss she had thought to. She did not feel a failure. Instead, she felt hope that both she and her son would live here among his kith and kin and he would find his own place within the clan.

			She had been wrong to want to place him where his father might have been. Anna had been so empty for so long that she thought doing so would fill her with joy. Over the last weeks here, she had learned that she’d been wrong. Her mother had tried to tell her, but Anna had ignored her words and her warnings.

			Only with Davidh’s love had she seen the truth and known.

			Another sigh broke the silence and Anna chuckled again.

			The bubbling boil of the small pot on the fire got her attention and Anna saw to making this new potion for Colm. Crouching down before the small hearth in the corner of the chamber, Anna added several more ingredients as the brother had instructed and tended to the mix as it simmered. When she heard the door of the stillroom open, she dared not take her gaze from the important task of blending this correctly.

			‘This will take but a few moments more,’ she called out without turning away from it.

			When the mixture was as the good brother had described in thickness and colouring, Anna lifted the pot carefully from the fire and turned to place it on the table there to cool.

			Lady Arabella Cameron stood there watching her.

			‘My lady,’ she said, offering a quick and barely respectful curtsy. ‘I…’

			‘Nay,’ the lady said. ‘Finish this important task.’

			Anna nodded and turned back to the table. She placed the pot on the stand so she could work more efficiently with the brew. The other necessary herbs and ingredients stood waiting in small cups, already cut and pounded into the proper powdery consistencies that Brother Richard had explained during his visit last week.

			‘It does not smell appealing,’ the lady said.

			Anna laughed. ‘Few concoctions that will do any good do.’

			‘This is for Davidh’s son?’

			‘Aye.’ Anna added the last of the ingredients and stirred it in completely. ‘Brother Richard has had some success using this for ailments of the lungs. Like Colm’s.’ Anna finished and poured the thick, brown liquid into a clean jug and covered it to cool. ‘He will return in a week or so with other treatments that we can try.’

			‘You have a care for the lad.’

			Anna glanced up into the lady’s astute gaze and nodded. ‘Aye, I do.’

			‘You care very much for Davidh as well,’ the lady said. Anna nodded once more.

			‘Aye,’ she said. ‘I love him very much.’ Even speaking the words, aloud and to someone else, thrilled her. To admit the truth of her heart felt good.

			‘You cared very much for my brother Malcolm.’

			The words, neither spoken as a threat nor meant as one, did just that. They threatened the peace that Anna had finally found. To let the past lie where it was. Meeting Lady Arabella’s eyes then, the ones so like Malcolm’s, Anna saw not the lady, but the sister of a man she’d loved, looking for her own peace.

			‘Aye, lady. I loved your brother very much.’

			Lady Arabella uttered a soft gasp and laid her hand on Anna’s. ‘We did not meet, but I saw him with you many years ago. I followed him one day into the forest and saw you.’

			‘’Twas a long time ago, my lady.’

			‘Would you speak to me of your time with him? We were at an age when we were pulled apart, each one of us being pushed on to a separate path. ’Twould mean so much to me to hear of him from someone who kenned him.’

			A simple request. A sister about her brother. Yet, did she dare speak of matters, of a person, she’d not spoken of to anyone? Oh, she’d shared some small details and bits with Iain when she told him of his father. However, he did not know Malcolm so it mattered not what secrets she shared.

			This, this would matter.

			‘I swear I will not reveal your words to anyone, Anna. I just miss him so much and being here, where we lived and grew up together, just makes it worse.’

			So, Anna did.

			* * *

			For the next hour or so, they shared confidences and secrets about the man they both loved. Arabella told her things that only a sister could or would reveal about a brother—his ways of avoiding duties, his methods of torment when he wanted Arabella to do something for him and his time spent with her as their father changed after their mother’s death.

			For her part, Anna filled in the details about those magical months when she thought Mal would be hers and she would be his. The only thing she’d not shared was the truth about Iain. When she thought to speak about him, their son, a knock interrupted them.

			‘My lady,’ the servant said upon opening the door. ‘Laird Mackintosh waits for you in the yard.’ A blush crept into the woman’s cheeks and a guilty smile broke out on her mouth.

			‘Pray tell my husband I will join him anon.’

			Anna stood and waited for the lady to do so. Lady Arabella did not move, even when the servant left. Several moments passed and still the lady did not leave.

			‘My lady, does the laird not wait for you?’ she asked.

			‘Oh, he very well might, but that was his way of telling me that he knew where I am and what I am about.’

			‘He kens?’ she asked. ‘About Malcolm and me?’ So much for a simple talk with a man’s sister. Anna should have known better than to reveal what she had.

			‘Worry not, Anna. He does not ken anything specific. He understands my habit of acting on my curiosity. My meddlesome ways, he calls them.’ The lady stood then and smoothed her gown down her legs. ‘I would ask only one more thing before I leave you.’

			Anna knew the question before it happened. The lady must have seen Iain in the hall and seen the resemblance to her twin brother. She closed her eyes and waited.

			‘When the time comes and you tell your son the truth, will you permit me to speak to him about my brother?’

			‘I…’ Anna could not think of a reply. To say anything was to admit the truth—the truth of Iain’s life, his place, his possible future. Yet, looking at the lady, seeing the pain of loss that Anna was certain she, too, felt, she could not deny her that one connection with her lost twin.

			‘I do not know when that will be, but, aye, once he knows I will tell him of your request.’

			Lady Arabella embraced Anna, wrapping her arms around her and hugging her tightly. Without a word more, the lady released her, dabbed at the tears in her eyes and turned to leave. When she had almost reached the door, the lady faced her again.

			‘Did Mal know that you bore him a son? An heir?’ she asked.

			‘Nay, Mal had no idea.’

			Some noise at her words drew her attention. Anna glanced over at the source of it—near the door—and noticed the door had been left ajar. Davidh stood there, staring at her, having clearly heard both the question and the answer she’d given to Lady Arabella.

			By the time the lady turned to see what Anna stared at, he was gone.

			* * *

			Davidh turned and walked away, his strides growing longer and faster as he climbed the steps and made his way out of the keep and the yard. Her words swirled around him, but he could not think on them here. Not here. Not yet. Before he reached the gate, Davidh stopped and walked to the stables.

			Lachlan directed those working on the new part of the building and had not noticed him, so Davidh kept to the shadows and searched for where the lad worked. Now, knowing the truth, it was hard not to see the resemblance to his closest friend in the boy’s features and stature. Looking past the nose that many Camerons inherited, now Davidh could see Malcolm there.

			He turned and left then, still not allowing himself to think too closely on this. He needed to be away from this place, from the boy, from his mother, to consider what he had done. Davidh called out then for his horse and Lachlan hurried to fetch the mount. Without a word to the man, Davidh climbed up on the horse’s back and he rode. He rode fast and far and without thought of destination until the horse stopped in the road.

			Glancing up, he recognised that he had ridden the long way around, but had ended up there at the falls. Davidh’s gaze followed the falls up past the first break to the second part of the falls and then to its highest level. Where Anna had lived.

			Where the witch had lived.

			‘I caught the witch,’ Mal had told him boldly on a day a long, long time ago.

			They’d laughed and Davidh had thought his friend was boasting. All of the lads in the clan sought the witch—for fun, for gain, for all sorts of reasons. Yet, no one but Mal ever claimed to have found her.

			Then, his friend had disappeared frequently over the next months, without word of his whereabouts or purposes. Thinking on it now, Davidh realised that Mal had not actually revealed anything to him about that summer.

			That summer ten-and-three years ago.

			How had he missed all the clues that pointed to the real truth—Anna had given his best friend a son?

			Davidh climbed the path up along the falls, coming out at the top. He waved the guards he’d set there off and walked the area, circling her cottage and around her garden and back to the falls. He glanced at the place where Anna had been attacked. He walked the perimeter over and over, examining every encounter between their meeting and his proposal to her.

			Had she known his connection to Mal all along? For what reason had she deceived him, deceived them all, about Iain’s parentage? Question after question battered against his thoughts until he could not keep them all in order. Then, one memory stuck out over the last weeks—Ailbert’s possible connection to the outlaws and the coincidences between her arrival and their activities and proximity to Achnacarry. Unfortunately, Lilias’s brother had disappeared once more, so no answers would be coming from him now.

			So, he must find out the rest of it and inform Robert of this threat.

			For the boy, Anna’s son, also represented a threat to the clan’s hierarchy that others could exploit. If he was Malcolm Cameron’s son, then he stood in line for the high seat. Malcolm would have inherited if he’d not died. Gilbert and then Robert were only eligible because their brother Euan’s line had died off.

			But it had not.

			Now, Robert’s son was positioned as heir and tanist, preparing for the time when he would inherit. Iain’s claim could supersede young Robbie’s. Though legitimacy was first and foremost the deciding factor in claims, that never stood against old clan loyalties. If enough of the clan believed that Iain should gain the high chair, it would threaten everything that Robert had done to secure his place and his sons there. A challenge to his right would undermine him in an already dangerous time.

			He rubbed his eyes and dragged his hands through his hair then, irritated and aggravated and sorely in need of something strong to drink.

			And he was desperately in need of the truth. Not the small snippets he knew along with his suspicions, but the whole of it so that he could decide how best to protect those he’d sworn his allegiance to.

			His clan and chief.

			His best friend.

			His wife and her son.

			His own son.

			Protecting one or another would threaten someone else. Not upholding his promises would destroy his honour.

			No matter which way he turned, no matter the path, someone would be hurt. Some could be ruined. Some could die.

			Davidh climbed back down to the road and mounted his horse. There was only one way to find the truth and that was to find his wife.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			Once the lady left, Anna grabbed up the potion that Colm needed and rushed after Davidh. In that moment, she’d read shock and betrayal in his eyes before he’d left as quietly as he’d arrived there at the door to the stillroom.

			She made her way in haste through the keep, trying to avoid speaking to anyone. A small crowd gathered there around Lord Mackintosh, who had indeed been waiting on his wife, as his men prepared to leave Achnacarry to hunt. The lady, standing next to her husband’s horse, found herself lifted and thoroughly kissed there before everyone watching and waiting. At another time, Anna would have laughed at the very public sign of affection between the powerful laird and lady. Instead, she skirted their group and looked for some sign of Davidh.

			Would he have gone to Iain? Would he go to his house? Searching across the busy yard, she saw nothing of him. Rushing through the gates, she asked the guards of him and learned he had rode out just a short time ago, in the direction of the road north.

			What would he do now?

			Anna walked to the house and found it empty. She could do nothing until he returned and Anna knew he would not do anything rash. He would not strike out at her or her son. He would not throw them out. She gathered up her basket and the things she needed for the villagers and left.

			Lilias’s brother once more stood outside her cottage there. He met her gaze and nodded a greeting before going back inside his sister’s home. Anna shivered then; something about his gaze made her uneasy. She would have to tell Davidh that he was back after not being seen for some days.

			When Davidh returned.

			She found Colm with Suisan and administered the first dose of the new concoction. The boy’s usual acceptance of her brews wavered this time and it took her a long while to convince him of its importance. Anna walked the village, keeping watch for any sign of Davidh’s return, and never saw him.

			The day passed without him.

			The evening supper was eaten by only three of them.

			* * *

			When darkness fell, Anna followed her usual routine, but still found herself in bed alone. Some time in the middle of the night, still awake, she heard the door open and knew Davidh was back. A short time later, he entered the bedchamber, undressed in silence and climbed on to the pallet, lying as far from her as he could. Anna reached out to touch him, but could not make her hand go those last few inches.

			His breathing never fell into the pattern of sleep, so she knew they were both awake all night.

			* * *

			The morning arrived, grey and cloudy, which suited her. Davidh rose without a sound or word and left their chamber.

			She wanted to call him back. She wanted to explain and beg his understanding. But, truly, what could she say?

			I kept my son’s father a secret. I brought him here as a usurper to the clan’s chieftain. I intended to use you to ease his way into the clan.

			Her explanation would sound as damning as the truth of it, for she had planned to do all of that. She’d used him and his honour to make her way and to place her son, Mal’s son, in good stead until she could reveal his heritage.

			He would never understand the whole of it. That she’d lost her resolve because she loved him. That his love made her see a different path for her son. That she did not want upheaval and danger to face her son’s clan because of his identity.

			Anna rose and dressed and prepared their morning meal. Davidh spoke in his usual tone to the lads, asking the questions he did each morning and sending them on their way to their chores and tasks. He lingered over Colm, asking about this new concoction and watching his son closely as he imbibed it.

			Never once did he meet her gaze. Oh, he did not speak rudely or ignore her. He just did not touch her or kiss her or even look at her directly. Her heart ached, understanding what she stood to lose now. If she had not fallen in love with him, his anger and disdain would not hurt so much.

			‘I will walk Colm to Suisan’s,’ he said, guiding his son to the door. ‘Wait for me.’

			* * *

			That short time while awaiting his return was the longest time in her life. Anna tried to keep busy, but every sound outside, every footstep past their door drew her attention. Even her favourite tea did nothing to ease her frantic worry. Finally, he opened the door. Standing there, outlined by the light behind him, Anna could not see his face.

			‘So, ’tis true then? Malcolm Cameron fathered your son?’ He stepped inside and slammed the door, making her startle then. ‘He is the secret you kept?’

			‘Aye.’ The word echoed across the now-great distance between them, confirming her sin against him.

			‘Did you ken who I was to him when we met?’ He took a step towards where she sat. ‘Did you ken I was his friend?’

			‘Aye,’ she whispered once more. ‘He spoke of you often.’

			‘And yet, he never once spoke of you.’ She flinched at his words, for there was a harshness in them she’d not heard before from him. ‘You kept the boy a secret from Mal as well?’

			‘That is not what happened, Davidh,’ she said. He did not have enough of the details to understand.

			‘You told his sister he knew not of the bairn.’ Davidh reached the other side of the table then and placed his hands on it, leaning over. ‘So many secrets, Anna. How did you keep all the lies straight?’

			‘Davidh, I pray you…’ she began.

			‘Does Iain know? Or was that another lie?’

			‘Davidh.’ Anna shook her head. ‘Sit. Let me explain.’

			‘More lies? More secrets? I think not.’

			‘I have not lied to you. You knew I kept the identity of Iain’s father to myself.’

			‘Why, Anna? Just tell me why?’ He sank on to the chair and stared at her.

			‘We have all kept secrets, Davidh. Mal kept me as his, not even telling you about me.’

			She let out a breath and tried to find the words she’d practised to say. And could not. She stared at the fire, remembering the day when Malcolm Cameron came into her life.

			‘My mother did not want my presence known to anyone here, so I stayed up above the falls, out of sight. I’ve come to believe that she feared exactly what happened—that I would meet a lad, fall in love and want to be with him.’ Her eyes burned with tears then. ‘I fell in love with him the first time I saw him. ’Twas the foolish first love of two people too young to ken better. Or to realise all the problems they would face.’

			Davidh shifted on the chair, drawing her attention for a moment. He was uncomfortable, it seemed, with her explanation about loving his friend. Anna looked back at the flames in the hearth.

			‘We hid from everyone. My mother had no idea until ’twas too late.’ She looked at him. ‘I saw you then. Those times he led you away from the falls so you would not use your cleverness and find the way up. So that you would not ken that he had found the witch’s daughter. That he had caught me.’

			‘You were carrying?’

			‘Aye. I was pregnant within weeks and my mother knew it by the time I was three months.’ Anna let out a sigh. Smiling then at the memory of the moment she’d realised she was carrying Mal’s bairn. ‘’Twas wondrous and frightening and a miracle. But Mam was a practical woman who explained the hard truth of the situation to me.’ She faced him then.

			‘You see, Mal told me that he would convince his father to let us marry in church.’ Davidh’s snort at those words gave her pause. ‘All I needed to do was wait until he could.’

			‘No one ever convinced Euan Cameron of anything the man did not want to do,’ Davidh said softly.

			‘Aye. That’s what my mam explained. We left and returned to her clan up north. Iain was born six months later, hearty and hale and wonderful. I’d always planned to tell him of his son. Then word came of his death.’

			She stood then, for this would be the harder part to tell him. It would expose her pettiness and need and…greed. Anna took her cup over to the hearth and filled it from the pot simmering there. He shook his head when she looked at him to offer him some. Returning to the table, she took the stopper out of the small jar of honey and let a dollop drop into the cup.

			‘His death changed me, Davidh. I’d always harboured a hope of being reunited with Mal. That I would send word to him of his son and he would force his father to accept him, to accept us.’ She shook her head sadly, seeing the truth of it so clearly now. ‘Knowing he was dead, I grew resentful. There was a time then when I hated Mal for never searching for us, for me. And then for abandoning us.’

			‘His father sent him away.’

			Anna glanced at Davidh. His expression was empty. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘At the end of that summer. His father sent him away, to the south, to another of his holdings. To Robert, if memory serves me.’

			‘Without word, I grew bitter. I decided that, at some point, when Iain was of a certain age, when my mother no longer fought me on it, I would return here and claim Iain’s birthright. I made a vow on Malcolm’s soul that I would not fail his son.’

			‘So, you came not as a healer, but on your son’s behalf?’

			‘Even then, ’twas both. Things had become difficult in the village after my mother’s passing. A woman, alone, with a son.’ She shrugged, remembering the few choices facing her over the last year. ‘I had heard stories about Gilbert, so I did not think about moving here then. But when word spread about the upheaval and that a new chieftain sat in the high seat, I thought ’twas time. I had something to offer in exchange for a place here.’

			‘You came and bided your time. I guess I was a convenient addition to your plan? Offering to bring you to Robert. Offering my help. Protecting you.’ His words ended with the same bitterness that she’d felt all those years before. She would not lie to him now, no matter how hard it was to admit the truth.

			‘At first, aye.’ He slammed his hands on the table and pushed back, pacing around the chamber, but never close to her.

			‘When I asked you to marry me—was it for your purposes then, too?’

			She closed her eyes, unable to see the pain the truth would cause him. ‘Aye. But…’

			‘Nay! Make no excuses. I would hear the truth and ken the extent of your deception.’

			‘’Tis no excuse, Davidh. I was still on my path when you asked me to marry you. But, but I was losing the heart and commitment to my original plan even then. For the first time in my life, I had the opportunity to have what I’d always wanted. Not for my son. Not for Mal’s memory. Not to prove my mother wrong. For me. Just for me.’ The tears spilled now, down over her cheeks. She dashed them away with the back of her hand.

			‘And still you did not trust me enough to tell me.’

			The silence between them grew as he stared at her from the corner of the room. As he waited, he already knew the answer. She had refused to tell him, even when he’d asked her directly.

			‘What did you think I would do? Tell Robert? Harm the boy somehow, Anna?’ Her eyes widened and he knew he’d struck the truth. ‘He is the son of my best friend. I’d promised you I would protect him.’ He let out a breath, remembering earlier words than the ones he had given Anna. ‘I’d promised Mal to be at his side and be godfather to his son. A blood oath, made by two lads who thought they would ever be friends.’

			The small scar on his hand itched then, reminding Davidh of the words spoken as their blood mingled, sealing their boyhood promise. He rubbed at it with his thumb now.

			‘Aye, I thought you would tell Robert. I ken where and to whom your loyalties are, Davidh. But I never suspected that you would harm my son. Though what others may want or may do, I ken not.’

			He let out the breath he didn’t know he held in at those words. If she’d thought he could harm her son…

			‘So, now that I ken about the boy, tell me the rest of it. You ken the dangers of trying to claim his birthright now. How will you do it?’ He crossed his arms over his chest, trying to harden his heart against her. She’d claimed to love him. She’d given herself to him. All of it a lie.

			‘I did not know about the outlaws until I arrived here.’

			‘Wait!’ He strode across the chamber until he stood before her. ‘Truly? Or are you in league with them?’

			‘Davidh!’ she cried out. ‘Nay! I have no part in their mischief. They attacked me.’

			He had struck out at her with that accusation. It was not good of him to say such a thing. But he was angry. Angry at her for deceiving him. For deceiving all of them. For using him. All of it. He glanced away from her, the pain in her gaze too much for him to look at.

			‘I came here for all the wrong reasons, Davidh. I admit it. I give you my word that I never acted on them. Once I met you, met Colm and the others, and they let me in, I weakened in my resolve to see my plan through. I could not carry it out, for I fell in love with you and them. You had given me everything I’d ever truly wanted in my life.’

			He wanted to believe her. He wanted to believe that her words of love were true. But if she could not trust him, how could she proclaim to love him?

			Davidh glanced at her for a moment and knew that they’d said what they had to say to each other. Could they go on? Together? If they did not trust each other, could they truly love one another?

			‘I must go,’ he said. He walked to the door and lifted the latch. ‘I have duties.’

			His duties had kept him sane through the years of loss and pain. They had been the one thing he could count upon to remain the same.

			He left without another word to her, trying to sort through his choices now. His first loyalty was to his clan and chief and he should report this to Robert and let him decide. He climbed up on his horse and touched his heels to the horse’s sides.

			Instead of the keep, Davidh took the horse to the stables and left it there. He found himself wandering over the next hours, watching the men training, observing Lachlan and his lads building, and even just standing there and watching as life moved on around him.

			His place among all of this had always been settled. He was a man serving the Cameron Clan, serving its chieftain, protecting the chief and clan from dangers and attacks, from within or without. He selected the most able to guard and protect his clan and to fight for their causes. He protected those unable to fight.

			Now, though, one of the most dangerous attacks had slid past his guard. She’d distracted him by caring first for his son and then for him. She’d brought in her own son, a young man who threatened not only the peace that Davidh fought to maintain, but also the very hierarchy he’d promised to defend.

			More than that, she’d raised the spirit of his dead friend from his grave, reminding Davidh of the first promises he’d ever sworn.

			* * *

			When the training was done and the evening meal called, Davidh was no closer to sorting it all out. What should have been a clear choice—to honour his vows to his chieftain—somehow paled when he considered the effects that would have on the woman he loved.

			He walked through the gates this time, returning to his house, his son, his best friend’s son and his wife. As he lifted the latch to find them all there, he was no closer to a decision than he had been on learning the truth.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			Anna stood there, in his house, before the hearth, trembling. Great shivers shook her body. All the colour had disappeared from her face and the ghostly pallor made him think she was getting sick. Who treated the healer when she needed help?

			Davidh closed the door behind him and looked and listened for the boys. No sign or sound of them. He had to fight the urge to take her in his arms and kiss her. When she still did not speak, but only stared with a horrified expression in her green gaze, he went to her.

			‘What is it, Anna? Are you ill?’ He lifted his hand to touch her brow much as she did when inspecting someone who was fevered. ‘Is it Colm?’ His worst fear was for his son. Had it happened? Had his lungs finally given up their struggle? Was he…? ‘Dead?’

			‘I did not know what to do, Davidh,’ she whispered. She held out her hand and in it he saw a folded piece of parchment. ‘You are the only one I can ask for help.’

			Davidh opened the note and read it. His blood froze in his veins and he understood why Anna was so shaken by it.

			Unless she brought whatever proof she had to make her claim for Iain’s rightful place, those who had taken him would kill his son. Then, if she still did not, they would send her pieces of her son until she relented.

			‘Dear God, who has them?’ he asked. ‘Where did you find this? When? Was anyone around? When did you see the boys last?’ At her rapid blinking, he realised he was rattling off questions and giving her no chance to answer them. ‘When were the boys last seen?’

			‘I asked Iain to remain here with Colm. He was not feeling well and I wanted him to rest. Suisan went to visit her sister, so I could not send him to her. That was just before noontime.’

			‘Iain stayed here?’

			‘First he went to speak to Lachlan and then he returned. I fed them and went to see those who were ill.’ Anna glanced around. ‘I came back to begin cooking and the house was empty. Before I could go search for them, something hit the door and I found this tied around a rock.’

			He examined the note once more, looking for anything he might have missed the first time. The instructions told him that these people had knowledge of not only how things were done here in Achnacarry, but also what was going to happen. So, they had spies here. Her hand on his arm surprised him. It was the first contact between them since he’d learned the truth about Iain.

			‘You must save the boys, Davidh. If you do, I will destroy the proof and take Iain away from here. He will never be used to threaten the Camerons again and you will be free of us. Just save them, I pray you.’

			‘Why did you not come and find me when you got this?’

			‘They are watching. They know you are to escort The Mackintosh and his wife to their lands on the morrow. It says not to tell you about this and if I did something wrong…’

			‘You did well.’

			His thoughts spun rapidly then about what he could do, what these outlaws must know and what they wanted. They would keep his son alive as long as he was needed—if the very actions of kidnapping him had not harmed him already. Iain had been their true target. Somehow they had learned of his identity and were pinning their hopes of uniting the Camerons behind themselves, ridding themselves of Robert and his sons and placing Iain as the rightful heir.

			‘What will you do?’ she asked. She wrung her hands, clenching and unclenching them ceaselessly. Her eyes were wide with worry and fear.

			‘On the morrow, we will follow their instructions. I do not ken what proof you have, but take it and leave it as they demanded you do.’

			She turned then and walked to her sewing box. Opening it, she searched for something and lifted it out. Anna walked back and gave it to Davidh. He held it up and examined it.

			Malcolm’s ring.

			The clan crest carved into its dark jewelled surface, this ring had been made for him by his father and given to him on his twelfth birthday. A chieftain’s gift to his heir to mark his position as tanist. Anyone who’d been alive at the time would remember the ceremony, the festivities and the pride that Euan Cameron expressed in his son as Mal took his place as the heir to the clan. As Davidh recognised it.

			He also remembered when Mal claimed to have lost it. The punishment was swift and terrible for The Cameron did not forgive the loss of something so valued easily. Not even for his only son and heir.

			Not lost at all, it would seem. Given to the woman Mal loved as a pledge and sign of his promise. Davidh glanced over at that woman now and knew he loved her. What a strange irony this was—to love the woman whom his best friend had also loved. He smiled at her and handed the ring back.

			‘In the morn, I will leave for the keep and escort The Mackintosh and his wife back to their lands. You will wait and take this to the place they say and leave it.’ Anna began to speak, to question him, but he stopped her with his finger on her lips. ‘I ask that you trust me, Anna. Can you?’

			She searched his face and nodded.

			‘Good. Then seek your rest, for the morrow will be a long and tiring day.’

			‘Will they harm them?’ she asked.

			‘The lads are valuable to them. Nay, I do not think they will come to harm.’

			At first, Anna took a step closer and he almost opened his arms to her. She looked away then and went off to their chamber as he’d instructed.

			He got no sleep that night and was certain she did not either. Davidh sat on Colm’s pallet and wondered if his son was frightened. He thought on Iain, who most likely had no idea of why they’d targeted him or of his value to them. What a terrible way to discover the secret of your parentage.

			* * *

			When the sun rose the next morning, Davidh had thought out his plan and was ready. It all depended on trust, his trust in others and Anna’s trust in him. He prayed as he walked out the door that he would not be shown a fool for having misplaced his.

			* * *

			Anna could not speak to him. The terror almost overwhelmed her as the morning came and it was time to play her part. Only his quiet, confident words, urging her to follow his instructions and trust him kept her from screaming like a ban-sidhe through the village.

			She fought the urge to beg his forgiveness and to throw herself at his feet. She’d offered what she could in return for his help and Anna prayed that their sons would not pay the price for her lies and betrayal.

			After putting the ring around her neck and tucking it inside her shift, Anna followed the instructions and walked to the edge of the village and turned on to the east road, the one that would lead to the loch and then south along it. She counted the large boulders at the side of the road and stopped at the tenth one. Lifting the ring over her head, she asked Mal if he was listening to ask the Almighty to protect the boys. Then, she wrapped the ribbon around the ring and left it there on top of the rock.

			Anna closed her eyes and listened for a moment before turning back and walking away. It was one of the hardest things she’d ever done, but Davidh had promised he would rescue the boys. She just had to trust him.

			When the boys were safely returned, as he’d promised, she would take Iain and leave. They would find another village, far away, where they were not known and make their life there.

			* * *

			Anna spent the rest of the morning helping Suisan with laundry and trying to behave as if it was just a customary morning for her. Suisan had so much gossip to share from her visit with her sister that the woman hardly paused long enough to take a breath. Which was fine with Anna.

			Minutes passed like hours and, by the time it was midday, Anna felt as though she had lived and waited a week. She begged off of staying longer and walked back to Davidh’s house to wait…and to pray…and to hope. Once she latched the door, she realised that she would have to pack once more. She had moved more times in just the last three months than she had in almost the whole of her life until now.

			Standing in the middle of the chamber, she turned round and round, taking in all the baskets and bowls and jars and pots. With summer’s approach, the gardens near the top of the falls would begin to yield up their growth and there would be herbs and leaves and plants and stems to cut and dry and store. The stillroom would be stocked and the supplies would last through the coldest part of the next winter.

			But she would not be here. Her gaze fell on her mother’s basket. It was the one that Anna used to carry supplies as she made her way through the village each day. She would take that and some of the basics that she’d brought with her. Cuttings from various plants that she could plant at her new home.

			Lost in thoughts of leaving and losing everything here that she’d begun, the clatter outside grew louder before she took notice. Yelling, horses stomping, and then loud footsteps had her pulling the door open just as Parlan reached it.

			‘Parlan? What is it?’ Anna said.

			She barely stepped out of his way as the large man came running at her, his arms full of a blanketed bundle. She could see only hands and feet sticking out as he pushed his way past her and ran for one of the bedchambers.

			Only when he laid the bundle down on one of the pallets did she understand that it was a boy. An unconscious boy. Parlan tugged the blankets free and stood away.

			‘Davidh said to bring him to you and you would save him.’

			Dear God in Heaven! It was Colm. He looked a ghastly grey shade and she was not certain he yet breathed. She reached over and pinched his leg sharply to elicit a response. She cried out as he gasped slightly at the pain of it.

			‘He is alive,’ she said. Leaning down, she placed her hand on his chest and listened close by his mouth. ‘Barely breathing,’ she said. Touching his face and neck, she found his skin cool and damp. ‘No fever.’ Pulling her attention away from the sick child, she looked to Parlan. ‘Iain? Did you find my son?’

			‘Nay, only Colm. But Davidh is yet tracking them,’ he said. ‘He will find him, Anna.’

			She tried to believe Parlan’s words and to keep the terrible fear in her heart at bay. The only thing she could do right now was see to Colm and pray to God that both lads would survive. Apparently, the clamour of Parlan’s arrival had drawn Suisan’s attention and she pushed her way into the bedchamber and knelt down at Anna’s side.

			‘What can we do? What do ye need, lass?’

			Anna called out orders—heat the water, find this herb and that, pour this, blend that—and they were done. First, she had to stimulate his breathing with one potion. Then, she must have a care for the cough that would happen. Next there would be cramping in his muscles and possibly convulsions.

			And at each step, the boy could die.

			Not his son. Not his son. Not his son.

			Under her breath, constantly throughout the next hours as she fought for Colm’s life, she prayed and bargained with the Almighty, much as Davidh had confessed that he did for his son through the last years of tending to his illness.

			She did not leave the boy’s side, not through that day or the night that followed. Suisan and Parlan were her constant companions and other villagers and kith and kin stopped to see if they could offer her help as she fought to save Davidh’s son.

			* * *

			Only the next morning, as Colm opened his eyes and met hers, asking for his father, did she take a moment and ask Parlan what had happened. When the man began to explain, Colm interrupted him several times, taking long, measured breaths in before speaking in a low, slow pace.

			‘Iain told them that my father would slaughter them if I died. He told them they did not need the trouble that I would bring.’

			‘Bold words,’ she said, her heart proud of her own son no matter what happened now. Another silent prayer in her son’s name floated up to the heavens.

			‘Aye, he told me to wait for his word and then pretend I was sick. He said to cough and then lie on the ground as though dead. So, I did just that.’

			‘Colm!’ Anna shook her head while Parlan called out ‘good lad.’

			‘He told them to leave me where I was so I would not slow them down.’ Colm shrugged. ‘I knew he was protecting me, for he’d said we were brothers and that’s what brothers did.’

			‘Your son managed to leave a trail behind them. Davidh and the others were following to find their camp while I brought Colm to you.’

			‘When his pretending became too real,’ she finished. ‘But wait? The others?’ she asked.

			‘Aye, love. A good commander always takes enough men to carry out his mission.’

			Anna turned then to find Davidh there, in the doorway of the bedchamber, covered in mud and dirt, a few leaves and a good amount of blood. A quick glance told her it was mostly not his. She stood then and watched as he stepped aside, revealing Iain there behind him.

			Anna crossed the short distance and clutched her son to her, wrapping him in her arms and hugging the breath from him. For the first few moments, she controlled herself, but then realising that she could have lost him, lost Davidh and Colm, Anna broke into sobs that would not be held within.

			‘Commander?’ her son said, over her shoulder as she cried.

			‘Here now, my love,’ Davidh said, as he eased her off Iain and into his arms.

			‘I thank you for bringing my son back safely,’ she whispered.

			‘And I thank you for saving mine. I thought him dead in that moment when we found him by the road.’

			‘I told you, Mistress Mackenzie,’ Colm called out. ‘I played dead just like Iain told me to do.’

			Davidh released her and went to his son, kneeling at his side and whispering to the boy. She wanted to cry more, to ease the sadness that filled her, but there was too much to do now. Davidh had fulfilled his part of the bargain and now she must do as she’d promised.

			‘I would like to stay just one more day,’ she said. ‘To make certain his breathing is back to what it should be.’ She wiped away her tears and smoothed her hands down over her skirts and apron. ‘Then we will leave.’

			‘Leave? I do not wish for you to leave, Anna. I never asked that of you.’

			‘But I promised I would.’

			‘I think we should stop making promises we cannot keep and only make those we can.’ Davidh took her hand in his and entangled their fingers as he liked to do. ‘I promised to love and cherish you. That is where we can start.’

			‘And I promise to trust you, Davidh.’

			He kissed her then, promising her in that quick touching of their mouths that his love was hers for always.

			When the murmuring and whispers around them grew louder, Anna realised that they were not alone. Well, only a few people were inside the house, but the sounds from outside made it clear that others were waiting and listening. She walked to the doorway and looked out.

			There in the road, a large group congregated around Davidh’s house. Not only Camerons, but Mackintoshes, too. Warriors on horses and on foot. Both of the chieftains, along with their personal guards and more. Villagers and those from the keep stood watching and waiting.

			‘You went to the laird?’ she whispered to Davidh.

			‘Aye. I have faith in my chieftain and kenned I could ask for his help in this. He did not fail me.’

			‘Does he ken the truth of it?’

			‘Aye, mistress,’ The Cameron said with a nod as he’d heard her question. ‘I ken.’ The Mackintosh nodded as well and Anna wondered at that.

			‘The boy is my kin, too, Mistress.’ The Mackintosh glanced down the road towards the keep. ‘Damn it,’ he swore aloud. ‘She cannot stay where I put her. I will try to slow her down.’ Swinging his long leg over, Brodie Mackintosh climbed from his horse and walked off towards his wife who was running towards them.

			Iain was the lady’s nephew, the son of her twin brother. But did her son know that? Turning away and leaving The Mackintosh to see to his approaching wife, she looked at Davidh.

			‘Does Iain know?’

			‘Aye. The outlaws told him when they tried to convince him to play a part in their uprising. They promised to support him if he claimed his rightful place,’ Davidh explained.

			‘Iain, I beg your pardon for not telling you first.’ Anna walked to her son. ‘I should have told you long ago about your father.’

			‘You did, Mam,’ Iain said. ‘The commander and I have been talking about him. You told me so much about him and the commander added more.’

			Before she could say more, the laird dismounted and walked inside alone. She curtsied to him as he approached.

			‘Davidh’s son is well?’ he asked.

			‘Improving, thank God.’

			‘I would speak to you about a private matter,’ he said softly. ‘To put your mind at ease, if I can, mistress.’

			They walked to the other side of the room and she reached out her hand to Davidh, inviting him to join them.

			‘Davidh told me a little of the story, but there is more that I can tell you.’ She felt Davidh’s arm encircle her waist, holding her close. ‘Malcolm’s father kenned about you,’ the laird said. ‘I do not believe he kenned about the bairn, but he took you as a threat to his control over his son and the plans he had in mind for the boy.’

			‘He did? How?’

			‘There was not much that Euan did not control. From what he told me when he sent Malcolm to me that summer, I think he threatened your mother to make her take you away.’ Anna gasped. ‘Then he sent my nephew to me with orders to send him south and keep him away for months.’

			‘Which you did,’ Davidh added. ‘Mal did not return until the middle of winter.’

			‘When he returned here, my brother supervised him more closely and tasked him with more responsibilities to prepare him as his heir. Malcolm never had much time after that for mischief, as my brother called it.’

			‘Why do you tell me this?’ she asked the laird. ‘Is Iain not a threat to you?’

			‘’Tis no secret that I came by this seat late in my life and how it happened. Though I want my eldest to have it after I am gone,’ he said, ‘life has a way of interfering with plans we make. And I have learned that it is not good to tempt the fates too loudly.’

			The laird nodded at her son. ‘I am pleased that Malcolm’s son is here now. He will learn and train and, if called to serve, will be chosen and placed on my seat.’ Robert nodded at her son. ‘He has a good teacher in Davidh,’ he said as he took her hand. ‘As he had in his mother.’

			Robert reached inside his tunic and brought out Malcolm’s ring. ‘His father gave this to you in pledge and his son should have it. We got it back when we took the camp.’ He gave it to her. ‘I have had them struck for my own sons.’ Robert Cameron cleared his throat and spoke so all could hear now.

			‘Elizabeth will be waiting at the keep. I should go to her and tell her before she, too, comes running.’ He pulled open the door, glanced down the road and laughed. ‘Too late, I fear. I think The Mackintosh’s wife might be a bad influence on mine.’

			He pulled the door closed behind him and quiet descended within the house.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			When the laird left, the crowd outside began to disperse, too. Word had spread that young Colm was on the mend and so the usual demands of life called them all back to their work and duties. And the promise of a feast to celebrate the defeat of the outlaws two days hence gave everyone something to cheer about.

			Soon, only Anna and Davidh and their sons remained there. Colm was sleeping now, for his battle to breathe and the medicaments and concoctions she’d given him had tired him. When he’d handed the boy to Parlan by the road, Davidh did not know if he would see his son alive when he returned. So, for now, he sat by his pallet, holding and rubbing Colm’s hand, as he offered up more prayers.

			Davidh could hear the quiet conversation between Anna and her son out in the main room. Iain had acted with courage and intelligence these last days. His quick thinking about Colm had, Davidh did not doubt, saved his son’s life. And Iain had sorted out where the outlaws camp was and left good signs of their trail so Davidh could follow.

			They had attacked swiftly and the outlaws were, to a man, destroyed. Ailbert, Lilias’s brother, had been their spy and had met the same fate as the others. As Davidh considered what had happened, he only then noticed he yet wore the grime of the road and the blood of their enemies. Many had died this day, but only one of his men.

			He watched Colm sleep now and slowly released the boy’s hand on to the pallet. Standing, he tucked the blankets around his son’s frail shoulders to keep him warm. He left the bedchamber and found Anna alone.

			‘Where is Iain?’

			‘He wanted to see his friends. He was not hurt and seemed more excited to speak with them, so I saw no reason to keep him here.’

			‘Iain looks at this as an adventure. He now has a story to share with the others.’ Davidh waited for her to face him, but she did not. ‘He is like his father in that, Anna. Mal could not wait to tell me of his travels when he returned to Achnacarry.’

			He saw her head nod in agreement and realised that Mal had done the same with her all those years ago. The well-educated, travelled son of the chief telling the woman he loved about his adventures. They had shared the same friend.

			‘I am heating water so that you can wash.’ She stood there by the hearth. ‘And there is porridge in the pot. I thought it would be something hot and filling if you hunger.’ Her voice was halting and she did not look at him as she spoke.

			Something was wrong.

			He walked over to her and turned her to face him. She shook in his grasp. Her eyes were wide and haunted and her skin cool and pale. Davidh had seen this many times, even felt it himself, after facing danger. He rubbed his hands down her arms from her shoulders to her elbows and back, trying to bring some warmth into her.

			‘This is just a reaction to all you have faced this day. The fears you controlled so that you could do what needed to be done. The worries over my son as you fought to keep him alive. Even watching your son turn into a young man who is new to both of you. You fought a great battle this day, my love.’

			He leaned down and pressed his mouth to hers, the tip of his tongue touching her lips, tasting the remnants of her fear. She leaned into him and opened to his kiss. He tasted her, sliding his tongue into the heat of her mouth and finding her own. Rubbing his against hers, Davidh felt her body relax against him. Her arms slid around his waist and she held him close, disregarding the filth he yet wore.

			‘I should have trusted you, Davidh. I should have told you who he was as soon as I knew who you were.’ She lifted her head and looked up at him.

			‘I should have trusted you, Anna. When you explained. When you said that you had changed your mind. We could have introduced him to Robert together, made him known to his kin without making him a possible weapon to be used against them.’

			‘Mistakes.’

			‘Aye, mistakes. I do not plan on making them again.’ He watched her face as a smile filled it then.

			‘I am not accustomed to answering to a man,’ she whispered. ‘I have been on my own, seeing to my needs and my son’s, for so long, ’twill take some time for me to learn to depend on someone else.’

			‘We have that time now,’ he said. ‘Now that we have got over the dangerous parts, it should be much easier.’

			Anna laughed then and his heart warmed at the sound. He wanted to hear that always. For so long his home had been filled with sadness and grief and worry. Now, with her, it would be filled with warmth and joy.

			And two sons to raise together.

			He held her then, in silence, simply enjoying the possibilities that now lay spread out for them. As he did, a strange thought occurred to him.

			One day long ago, his friend Mal had asked him to stand as godfather and protect his wife and heir. The request came unexpectedly and Davidh thought it strange how Mal was making such plans for his future wife and son. As he thought on it now, Davidh remembered when they had spoken of such a thing.

			It had been a year after that summer. The summer when Mal had met and loved Anna and created Iain. Had Mal known all along, then, of the son Anna gave him? He looked down at Anna and wondered if he should tell her.

			One day, he would sort it out and speak to her about it.

			For now, he would stand as guardian to her son. For now, he would hold her and protect her and love her. Everything else would follow.

			Two days later

			‘Lady Arabella has invited us to visit Glenlui.’

			Anna watched as her son spoke with the chieftain and his wife—his aunt. Brodie Mackintosh apparently was quite impressed by Iain’s actions in the rescue and battle that followed and had spoken to her and Davidh of fostering him. As her son talked with the powerful chieftain, Anna smiled. Clearly, Iain was pleased and the smile on the lady’s face as she met her brother’s son told Anna that they would have a care for the boy if the offer was accepted.

			‘She said we could visit at any time.’

			‘So, Wife,’ Davidh whispered as he slipped his hand around hers, ‘have you decided then?’

			‘After hearing your counsel and kenning it would not be until next year, I think we should accept. Iain will benefit greatly from it and he will get a chance to meet his Mackintosh cousins and other kin that live there.’

			‘We, is it, then?’ He laughed from behind her and the warmth of his breath tickled her skin there. ‘I am so glad that my wife pays heed to my words and my orders.’

			His words teased them both, for he was thinking of the hours they’d spent in bed together this morn and the orders he’d given her. She shivered as her body remembered some of the most pleasurable ones.

			‘But, certainly, my husband. I would always obey your commands.’ She pressed back against him and felt his male flesh hard against her buttocks. He let out a groan as his body responded to hers.

			Anna laughed then, stepping away and trying to stop teasing him. If she was not careful, he would find a place—a closet or alcove—and pull her in there. Oh, she enjoyed those encounters and would not deny it to him, but she had something to tell him and it seemed like the right time. Anna smoothed her hands over her skirts, trying to find the words.

			‘Iain’s journey to Glenlui might be perfectly timed,’ she began. Anna turned slightly so she could see his face. ‘I will be quite busy next spring.’

			‘By then, your gardens should be well in hand,’ he said. ‘Are you expanding them?’ She laughed then at the words, even though he did not understand…yet.

			‘Well, Husband, the gardens are not expanding, but I suspect I will be.’

			One moment passed. Then another and another. Finally, his eyes widened and he sucked in a deep breath.

			‘Truly?’ he whispered. She nodded. ‘When did you ken?’

			Anna shook her head and leaned closer. ‘I thought that all the…upheaval had caused my courses to be late. Then, this morn, I did not keep my porridge down.’ He smiled wide—a daft reaction to someone heaving up their morning meal. ‘When I thought more on it, and counted back, I realised I have not bled since…’ She felt the heat rise in her cheeks. ‘Since you… Since we used the table in the stillroom.’ His actions to prevent such a thing that morning had clearly been unsuccessful.

			He laughed loudly then and drew the attention of those around them. Then Davidh took her into his arms and claimed her mouth. One kiss, after another and another, until she was laughing and gasping for a breath. Then he dragged her away from those before the dais and…into a curtained alcove near the corridor.

			‘Are you well?’ he asked. ‘Other than losing your porridge?’

			‘Aye. So far, I am well.’

			‘Are you pleased? We never spoke of having a child.’ His worried gaze stared into hers.

			‘I am shocked and overwhelmed, Davidh.’ She smiled then. ‘But I am well pleased.’ He’d taken hold of her hands and entwined their fingers. ‘Are you?’

			‘Aye, love. I am pleased at the thought of our own child.’ He kissed each of her hands. ‘And Colm will be thrilled to gain another brother…’

			‘Or sister,’ she added.

			‘Or sister. When shall we tell him and Iain?’

			‘I think we should tell him when we discuss The Mackintosh’s offer. Then we can tell Colm he is to be a big brother at the end of winter next.’

			A few minutes later, Anna and Davidh returned to the festivities. As she sat at table, she realised that her life had come fully around from when she’d met Malcolm Cameron.

			Now, as she’d hoped and dreamed, their son was accepted by his clan and he would live and grow among them.

			Malcolm Cameron might have died, but the best of him yet lived in his son and heir. Whether he sat on the high seat of the clan or served in some other way was yet to be seen.

			* * * * *
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			“You’re my wife, Lucy.”

			His lost-and-found viscountess

			After a year of desperate searching, Lord Oliver Sedgewick has found his wife…in the slums of St. Giles. 

			He can’t suppress his joy that Lucy is alive, despite his grief that their baby had not made it. 

			With his viscountess home, the spark of passion burning with more intensity than ever, Oliver may not fully understand why she left, but surely their marriage has a chance of a happy future…?

			“Laura Martin has penned another winner. She immerses readers in the world and scandals of the ton with realistic settings, authentic dialogue and twists and turns that keep the action moving.”

			—RT Book Reviews on An Earl to Save Her Reputation

			“A sweet and passionate romance with a worthy couple well deserving of their happiness.” 

			—Roses Are Blue on An Earl to Save Her Reputation

		

	
		
			Lucy swallowed, trying to suppress the heat in her cheeks despite knowing it was an uncontrollable reaction to what she was about to ask. “What do you expect of me?”

			Oliver’s eyes met hers and she fancied she saw a flicker of amusement behind the serious facade. Surely he couldn’t be enjoying this.

			“I expect you to return as my wife,” he said, his voice low.

			A shiver ran down her spine, not of fear or dread, but anticipation. In the month after their marriage, they had been intimate a number of times, as was expected of a husband and wife, and it was far from the painful, awkward encounters her married friends had whispered about. Lucy had found to her embarrassment that she looked forward to the nights Oliver had quietly knocked on her door and slipped into her room.

			“We will attend functions together, entertain here and at our home in Sussex, you will oversee the household.” He shrugged, “All the duties of a wife.”

			She felt the blush on her cheeks deepen.
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			PROLOGUE

			Sussex—1814

			Dear Husband,

			I am sorry. Please do not look for me.

			Your wife,

			Lady Sedgewick

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			London—1815

			Oliver paused before entering the butcher’s shop situated a few streets north of Russell Square. In the past year he’d been to many places a titled gentleman wouldn’t normally venture in search of his missing wife, but never in his life had he had cause to go into a butcher’s shop before.

			Regarding the hanging cuts of meat with curiosity, he pushed open the door, looking up as the bell tinkled, and walked in. A large man wielding an oversized meat cleaver flashed him a smile, indicating he would be with him once he’d finished slicing the half a pig that was hanging over the rear of the counter.

			‘How can I help you, sir?’ the butcher asked as he wiped his bloodied hands on a white rag. ‘Got some lovely fresh pork if you’re interested.’

			Despite the man’s words, Oliver could see the hint of mistrust in his eyes—the butcher knew already Oliver wasn’t there to buy anything.

			‘I’m looking for my wife,’ he said without any preamble. He’d been in similar situations hundreds of times over the last year and honed his speech to be concise and to the point.

			The butcher frowned.

			‘I spoke to a delivery boy last week who thought he might have seen her in this area, most specifically in your shop.’ Taking a miniature portrait from his pocket, he held it out to show the butcher. ‘Her name is Lady Sedgewick, although she might be using a different name.’

			Oliver watched the man closely and wondered if he saw the tiniest spark of recognition in his eyes.

			‘Name doesn’t sound familiar,’ the butcher said, buying himself some time.

			‘And the woman in the picture?’

			‘Why are you looking for her?’

			Oliver felt his pulse quicken. Just over a year he’d been searching for Lucy, a year of disappointment and dead ends. Every time he thought he might be drawing closer it came to nothing, but perhaps he was finally getting somewhere.

			‘She’s my wife.’

			‘Lots of reasons a wife might not want to be found by her husband.’

			‘I mean her no harm,’ Oliver said and it was the truth. He’d never wanted to harm Lucy despite everything she’d put him through.

			The butcher regarded him for some moments and then nodded as if satisfied.

			‘Looks a bit like a young woman who comes in once a week from the St Giles’s Women’s and Children’s Foundation. I sell them our offcuts of meat at a reduced price.’

			‘Where is this Foundation?’ Oliver asked, already knowing the answer, but hoping he was wrong.

			‘St Giles, of course,’ the butcher said with a grin. ‘Though, you’ll need a guide if you want to get in and out of there in one piece.’

			‘Thank you for your help,’ Oliver said, holding out a few coins for the man’s trouble. The butcher pocketed them with a nod, then turned back to the pig carcase.

			Stepping outside, Oliver took a moment to digest the information he’d just been given. In the year he’d been searching for her he’d imagined the worst, Lucy and their child dead in a ditch somewhere in the country, Lucy having to sell her body on the streets of London, his firstborn son growing up in the filthiest, most dangerous slums, but never had he considered St Giles.

			It was a slum, of course, probably the most notorious slum in London, but no outsiders ever ventured in, not if they wanted to leave again with their lives. He couldn’t imagine how Lucy had ended up there, nor could he understand how living in St Giles could be better in any way than living a life of comfort as his wife.

			During his years in the army Oliver had never shied away from dangerous skirmishes and he wasn’t the sort of officer who stood back and allowed his troops to go into battle first. However, the thought of venturing into St Giles alone sent shivers down his spine. Nevertheless, he strode south. Today would be the day he found his wife and discovered what had happened to his son. Even if it meant navigating the treacherous, warren-like streets of the slum.

			Just as he was about to skirt around the back of Montague House, the impressive building that housed the British Museum, he caught sight of a woman hurrying away from him down Montague Street. Her back was to him, but he felt his stomach clench in recognition. She was slender and clad in a brown woollen dress, skirts swishing about heavy and practical boots. The woman’s hair was pulled back into a bun that rested at the base of her neck, wispy dark blonde tendrils had escaped and were coiling over her shoulders. It could be the back of a thousand women, perhaps a housekeeper or a shopkeeper’s wife, but there was something about the way she carried herself, something about the way she walked.

			‘Don’t be a fool,’ he murmured to himself as he felt his feet changing direction. In the months after his wife had disappeared he had fancied he’d seen her everywhere: strolling through Hyde Park, on the other side of a crowded ballroom, even in the face of a serving girl at the local tavern near his country estate. A year ago he’d barely known his wife, he was hardly likely to recognise her from just the back of her head now. It was just because his hopes had been raised by the butcher—that was why he thought he was seeing her here.

			Unable to listen to his own reason, Oliver picked up his pace. If he could just get in front of the woman, surreptitiously pause and turn to look at her, he would be able to satisfy himself that it wasn’t Lucy without frightening an innocent young woman. Trying not to draw attention to himself, he strode along the pavement, dodging the couples walking arm in arm and the groups of men deep in conversation.

			The woman in front of him crossed the street, heading away from the more salubrious area of Russell Square and towards St Giles. His hopes soared and he stepped out on to the road, racing for the pavement opposite. He was only four feet behind her now, almost close enough to reach out and touch her arm.

			Contemplating whether to call her name and see if she reacted, Oliver froze as the woman glanced back over her shoulder before crossing another road. At first she didn’t see him, instead focusing on the carriage that was meandering down the street, but then the movement from his direction must have caught her eye and she turned a fraction of an inch more. She stiffened, her hands bunching in the coarse wool of her skirts, her mouth opening in a silent exclamation of shock. Though he couldn’t see her face clearly, her reaction was enough to tell him he’d finally found her, he’d finally found his wife.

			‘Lucy,’ he growled, lurching forward as she darted from the pavement and into the road. She had picked up her skirts and was running faster than was seemly for a wife of a viscount, but that shouldn’t surprise him. ‘Stop right there.’ He barked the order, just as he would to the men under his command during his time on the Peninsula. Lucy took no notice, instead vaulting over a pile of horse manure and rounding the corner with surprising speed.

			In a fair race on a different terrain Oliver would have had no trouble outpacing his wife, but here her smaller size worked to her advantage. She was able to weave through the other pedestrians quickly and by the time they’d reached the outer edge of St Giles’s slums Oliver had only gained a few feet.

			‘Lady Sedgewick,’ Oliver bellowed, ‘I demand you stop running and face me.’

			His words had no impact whatsoever. Oliver slowed a little as he entered the narrower streets. Buildings rose on either side, shadowing the area below from the sun, and although the street ahead of him was deserted save for Lucy’s running figure he could feel eyes on him, hidden observers who could mean him no good.

			The sensible thing would be to turn back, to retreat to the wider, safer streets and wait for Lucy to emerge. Oliver dismissed the idea straight away; a year he’d been made to wait to confront his wife about her disappearance with their newborn son—he wasn’t going to let a bad reputation stop him now.

			‘I’m coming for you, Lucy,’ he shouted as he darted forward, seeing the hem of his wife’s skirt swish around the corner, following her trail like a hound with the scent of a fox in his nostrils.

			He leapt over a man sprawling drunk in a doorway, muscled through a group of men arguing over a game of dice and ignored the catcalls from women far past their prime, but making a valiant effort to hide the fact beneath a thick layer of powder.

			Just as they exited the narrow streets into a courtyard Oliver lunged forward and caught Lucy by the arm.

			‘Will you stop?’ he barked, holding her gently but firmly by the arm. She wriggled, her eyes refusing to meet his, until he pinned her against a wall.

			‘Is this man bothering you, miss?’ A quiet voice came from somewhere behind Oliver. He glanced over his shoulder to see a grubby middle-aged man approaching. Lucy’s defender only had about half his teeth and those he did retain were a varying shade of brown. He was dressed in an assortment of dirt-coloured clothes and Oliver could smell the years of ingrained grime. All this he observed in an instant, before his eyes came to rest on the small knife cradled in the man’s palm.

			Looking back at his wife, he raised an eyebrow. ‘Am I bothering you?’ he asked.

			‘Yes,’ she spat, wriggling again, fire and passion flaring in her eyes.

			‘I think you should step away from Miss Caroline.’

			‘Miss Caroline?’ Oliver laughed harshly. ‘That’s the name you’re going by now?’

			Out of the corner of his eye he saw the man with the knife step even closer and watched Lucy’s face as she contemplated whether to let him attack her husband. Eventually, after too long a pause for Oliver’s liking, she sighed.

			‘Please don’t exert yourself on my account, Bert.’

			‘Are you sure, Miss Caroline? Won’t be more than a moment’s work to stick him and roll him into the river.’

			‘Although quite an effort to transport me there,’ Oliver murmured. ‘The river must be at least fifteen minutes away.’

			‘That’s what the good Lord invented wheelbarrows for.’

			‘I’m sure that’s the exact purpose he had in mind.’

			‘I’ll be just over here—shout if you change your mind,’ Bert said, doffing his cap to Lucy.

			‘What do you want?’ Lucy rasped as Bert meandered away.

			Oliver blinked in surprise. All the times he’d imagined their reunion he’d pictured her contrite or ashamed or remorseful. He hadn’t ever imagined his quiet, dutiful wife to be annoyed and confrontational.

			‘Do you really need to ask me that?’

			She looked at him then, with the large brown eyes he’d remembered even when all her other features had begun to fade in his mind.

			‘I want to know where my son is and what you’ve been doing all this time.’ He said it harshly, a year of anger and bitterness pushed into one sentence, but he never meant to make Lucy cry. She burst into tears, big racking sobs that pierced a tiny hole in his armour and headed straight for his heart.

			* * *

			Sniffling, Lucy tried to bring herself under control. She hadn’t meant to cry, hadn’t wanted to show such weakness in front of her husband, but at the mention of their son she’d been unable to hold back the tears. Even though it had been over a year since her son’s death, she still couldn’t think of him without tears springing to her eyes. He’d been so little, so fragile and in need of her protection, a chunk of her heart had died alongside him.

			‘David’s dead,’ she said, knowing this wasn’t the way she should break the news of their son’s death to her husband, but aware she’d kept it from him for too long already. In truth, she’d meant to write a week or so after David’s passing, but she hadn’t been able to find the words and a week had turned to a month, which had turned to a year and still she hadn’t let Oliver know.

			‘Dead?’ her husband said, letting go of his grip on her arm and stepping away. He nodded once, and then again, as if this was what he’d expected. As Lucy looked at his face she saw it was completely blank, completely unreadable. He looked as though someone had pulled his world out from under his feet and he didn’t know how to react.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said. She meant it, too. She wasn’t sorry for running away, but she was sorry for everything that came after. Not letting Oliver know she was safe, not telling him when their son died, not including him in her decision to stay away, to build a new life for herself.

			‘Come,’ Oliver said, his voice gruff. ‘I’m taking you home.’

			‘This is my home.’

			He looked around him, frowning as he took in the bedraggled children, skinny and dirty, running through the courtyard. Lucy could still see all the desperation and dirt and disease—she didn’t think any number of years spent in the slums would make her immune to it—but now she could also see the people underneath.

			‘A whole year, Lucy, with not a single word. You owe me this much.’

			She opened her mouth to protest but saw the steely determination on his face.

			‘Come.’ He took her by the arm, his fingers gentle but firm, and began to lead her back the way they’d come.

			‘There’s a shortcut to St James’s Square,’ she said as they walked. She’d often avoided that part of London, always knowing there was a chance Oliver could be in residence at Sedgewick House, but she knew all the routes through St Giles after spending so long living here and knew which ones would take them most directly to the residential square.

			Laughing, he shook his head. ‘I don’t know what other criminals you’ve got lurking around corners ready to rescue you. We’re getting straight out of here.’

			‘It’s not that bad,’ Lucy mumbled.

			‘It’s the most deprived area in London.’

			She couldn’t deny the truth in his words. She’d said as much to the governors of the women’s and children’s Foundation she helped at during one of their biannual funding meetings. Here, in St Giles, the destitute mixed with criminals and prostitutes and, most heartbreaking of all, the shoeless children who ran wild through the streets, willing to do anything for a hot meal or a few coins.

			‘I can walk by myself,’ she said, wriggling free of the restraining hand on her arm.

			‘I don’t trust you,’ Oliver barked. That was fair, she supposed. They hadn’t known each other well during their short marriage and her behaviour over the last year hadn’t endeared her to her husband.

			They marched rather than walked, Lucy having to take two steps to every one of Oliver’s long strides, and within two minutes they were leaving the narrow, shadowed streets of St Giles and emerging back on to the main thoroughfare.

			Hailing a hackney carriage, Oliver almost stepped out into the path of the horses, but dutifully the coachman pulled to a stop just in front of them.

			‘St James’s Square, number twelve,’ Oliver instructed, before bundling her inside and following quickly.

			‘I…’ Lucy began to speak, but Oliver held up an authoritative hand.

			‘I’ve waited over a year to hear why you abducted our son and disappeared without a word. We are not going to have this conversation in a carriage.’

			‘I just…’

			‘I said no. Whatever it is can wait for twenty minutes.’

			Disgruntled, Lucy settled herself back against the padded bench, turning her body away from her husband and looking out the window instead. Ten months she’d lived as Oliver’s wife, although for almost nine of those months he had been away at war. She barely knew the man, but that didn’t mean she had to tolerate such rudeness.

			As they weaved through the streets Lucy recognised most of the landmarks. She’d lived in London for the past year and although she didn’t have much reason to set foot in the more elite areas, she had passed through on occasion. She fidgeted as she watched the carriage round the corner into St James’s Square, knowing the next few hours were going to be difficult and really she only had herself to blame.

			‘Come,’ Oliver ordered as the carriage stopped in front of a white-painted town house. It was immaculately kept and for a house in the middle of the city huge in size. They could house twenty mothers and children comfortably in the space, maybe more, but instead it was the domain of a single man and a few servants. It seemed such a waste.

			The door was opened promptly by a smartly dressed young man with a scar running from eyebrow to chin.

			‘I trust you had a pleasant afternoon, my lord,’ the young butler said, sparing a look for Lucy, but valiantly trying to hide his curiosity.

			‘Yes, thank you, Parker. We will be in my study. I don’t want to be disturbed.’

			‘Yes, my lord.’

			And with that Oliver had whisked her into his study, closed the door and clicked the lock. Lucy swallowed, eyeing the windows which were all firmly closed. She shouldn’t be afraid—for all his faults, her husband was a noble man; he wouldn’t hurt her. At least she was reasonably sure he wouldn’t.

			‘Sit,’ he instructed, motioning towards two comfortable leather armchairs positioned in front of the unlit fire.

			She complied immediately. For all her strong-willed dislike of being told what to do, she recognised now they were completely in her husband’s domain. For the next few hours at least she would have to remember he was in charge here.

			Watching nervously as Oliver stalked about the room, selecting two glasses and pouring two generous measures of whisky, Lucy was surprised when he set one in front of her. Never in their short marriage had he invited her to join him for a drink, but she supposed then they were occupying more traditional roles of gentleman and his wife. Now it was clear he had no idea how to regard her.

			‘Talk,’ he commanded eventually, settling back into his chair.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			She looked nervous, Oliver thought with grim satisfaction. Drumming her fingers on the fine crystal glass he’d just placed in her hand and shifting her weight in the armchair every few seconds. In truth, Lady Sedgewick looked as though she wanted to be anywhere but here with him.

			‘What do you want me to say?’ she asked, raising her dark eyes to meet his.

			He felt a surge of irritation, but tried to conceal it. He’d been raised to be civil even in the most trying of circumstances. And reuniting with his estranged wife could certainly be described as trying.

			‘I want to know everything,’ he said calmly. ‘What happened with the birth of our son? Why you left. Why you stayed away. What you’ve been doing all this time.’

			Sighing, Lucy took a gulp of whisky, unable to hide her discomfort as the amber liquid burned her throat.

			‘I’m sure you’ve worked most of the details out by now,’ she said softly.

			‘But I want to hear it from you.’

			Of course he’d imagined a thousand scenarios in the year he’d been searching for her. An inappropriate lover, a nervous breakdown and, in his more desperate moments, even more unlikely stories involving French spies and a need to serve her country. Despite all his searching, all the time and effort he’d put into finding her the last year, he still didn’t know the truth behind why she’d disappeared.

			‘I got scared,’ she said simply. Nothing so extravagant as French spies, then.

			‘Scared?’

			There was a long pause before Lucy continued. As he waited for her to speak, Oliver realised his wife had changed immeasurably in the time she’d been absent. Not that he could pretend he knew her very well when they’d been married. Twice they’d met before they’d said their vows, two awkward meetings where neither had revealed much. And then he’d only lived with Lucy for a month after their wedding before being called back to the Peninsula. All the same, she’d certainly matured in the time they’d spent apart. Gone was the shy, meek debutante and in her place was a poised and almost worldly young woman. It appeared his wife had matured in her absence, in more ways than one.

			‘We barely knew one another,’ Lucy said eventually. That he couldn’t deny.

			‘True.’

			‘I loved David,’ she said quietly. ‘I loved him from the first time I felt him kick inside me, maybe even before that. I spent hours dreaming of what he would be like, what he would enjoy and who he would resemble. When he was born…’ She trailed off.

			Oliver had spoken to the doctor who’d been present at his son’s birth. Apparently it had been a difficult labour and for a while it had seemed like their son would not come, but eventually, after many hours, Lucy had given birth.

			‘He was so beautiful—’ her voice was barely more than a whisper ‘—so perfect in every single way.’

			That wasn’t how the doctor had put it. ‘Characteristic facial features’ had been mentioned a number of times and ‘a likelihood of mental difficulties’.

			‘The doctor commiserated with me when he looked David over, told me that there was no reason I couldn’t have a healthy child next time.’ There was bitterness in her voice as she recalled the words.

			Lucy glanced up at him and he could see she was on the verge of tears again, but no matter how difficult this was for her he had to know what had happened next.

			‘I lay there with our son resting on my breast, cuddled in all warm and safe once the doctor had gone, and I started to realise that he wouldn’t be the only one judging our son, finding him wanting.’

			‘You can’t mean…’ Oliver said, his eyes widening.

			‘I didn’t know you,’ Lucy said quietly, unable to meet his eye. ‘I knew what most men do with their offspring when they don’t view them as completely healthy—they send them off to be raised by another family, sometimes even deny their existence.’

			‘So you left, before even finding out what my reaction might be.’

			‘I couldn’t risk it. I couldn’t risk you taking my son away from me.’

			‘Our son,’ Oliver murmured. ‘He was my son, as well.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘It was cruel of me, I know that. I knew that at the time, but I had to protect him.’

			‘You didn’t have to protect him from me.’

			She regarded him calmly, searching his face as if trying to see if there was truth in his words. Oliver felt a surge of anger. She shouldn’t be judging him. He’d done nothing wrong. He hadn’t run off with their son without any explanation.

			He stood, needing to put some space between them, and busied himself adjusting the clock on the mantelpiece. The seconds ticked past in silence as Oliver struggled to regain control of himself. Outwardly nothing in his expression or stance changed, but inwardly he had felt a tight coil of frustration and anger ready to explode. Now, breathing deeply, he forced himself to remain calm. Nothing would be gained from showing his estranged wife how much she had hurt him, how much her betrayal still affected every aspect of his life.

			‘Then what happened?’ he asked, returning to his seat, motioning for Lucy to continue.

			‘Does it matter?’

			‘Yes,’ he barked sharply. ‘It matters to me. What happened next?’

			‘I had a little money so I made my way to London. I knew I couldn’t seek refuge with anyone I knew. I had to go where no one knew me.’

			She was making it sound as though she’d been running from a monster, when in truth he didn’t think he’d ever raised his voice towards her or spoken a single word in anger.

			‘I ended up in St Giles.’ Lucy grimaced. ‘The first few days were not easy, but then Mary found me. She helps to run a home for women and children and she took us in.’

			‘David was still alive?’ It sounded strange to be saying his son’s name after so long of not even knowing what Lucy had called their child. The words almost caught in his throat, but he managed to force them out, gripping the back of his chair for physical support as he said them.

			Lucy nodded, pressing her lips together. ‘He seemed healthy enough the first couple of weeks, thriving and growing, but then he deteriorated quickly.’ Her voice quivered, but she managed to go on. ‘I’m told it is quite common in those born with similar conditions to our son to have problems with their hearts and chests. David became unwell and although we saw doctors, they could do nothing. He died when he was three weeks old.’

			He watched as she suppressed a sob, swallowing a couple of times and taking a deep breath to compose herself.

			‘Where is he buried?’ Oliver asked bluntly.

			Looking up at him with wide eyes, Lucy shook her head before answering.

			‘He did get a proper burial?’ Oliver interrupted, his heart sinking at the thought of his only child being consigned to a pauper’s grave.

			‘I used the last of my money. He’s buried in the churchyard of St Giles in the Fields.’

			He nodded grimly. Not a peaceful resting place for an innocent young boy, among the plague victims and the executed criminals, but at least he’d had a proper burial.

			‘You’ll take me there this week.’

			A spark of indignation flared in his wife’s eyes, but he watched as quickly she quashed it and nodded. ‘As you wish.’

			Visiting his son’s grave would be difficult, but he owed it to the child he’d never held in his arms to at least see where he was buried.

			Smoothing her skirts down, Lucy stood, placing her almost-full glass on the small table beside her.

			‘I should be getting back,’ she said, inclining her head and taking a step towards the door.

			For a long moment Oliver was too stunned to do or say anything. He’d barely begun questioning her, barely scratched the surface of what had become of his wife over the past year. All she’d revealed was the bare bones of the story of how and why she’d fled after the birth of their son. He needed to know so much more.

			‘Sit down,’ he said, catching her arm as she edged past him.

			For the first time since he’d cornered her in St Giles, her eyes came up to meet his and Oliver felt a painful flash of memory. He’d barely known Lucy on their wedding day, but when she’d walked down the aisle of the church and turned to face him in front of the altar, he’d felt a hopeful stirring deep inside him. He’d wondered if perhaps their marriage could be about more than convenience, more than producing the heir he so desperately needed and having a wife at home to look after the estate. Quickly he suppressed the memory, setting his mouth into a hard line.

			‘You’re my wife, Lucy. I’m not going to let you just walk out of my life again.’

			There was panic in her eyes, the same feral expression as an animal that knows it is cornered.

			‘You can’t just keep me here,’ she said softly, as if she knew it wasn’t true.

			‘Twenty minutes,’ Oliver said brusquely. ‘That’s how long you’ve been in my house. Over a year I’ve been searching for you.’

			‘What if I promise not to disappear again?’ she said quietly. ‘I can give you my address.’

			‘I don’t trust you, Lucy.’

			She chewed her lip and Oliver wondered if she had something or someone she wanted to get back for or if she just couldn’t bear to be in his company any longer. The idea that she might have a lover was like a dagger to his heart and quickly he had to push the thought away before it did any more damage to his emotions.

			Before he could stop himself, he spoke. ‘Come,’ he said brusquely, ‘let me show you to your room. We can continue our discussion at dinner.’

			Although they had been married for ten months before Lucy had fled, she hadn’t before been to Sedgewick House in London. His main residence was Sedgewick Place, a sprawling country estate in Sussex, and that had been where they’d married and spent the time together before he’d been recalled back to the army. Since she was pregnant by the time he’d left, she had decided to spend the Season in the country rather than travelling up to London, only to have to return to Sussex for her confinement.

			With a guiding hand resting in the small of her back, he felt Lucy stiffen, but she allowed him to show her the way out of the room and up the stairs.

			‘Your bedroom,’ Oliver said, opening the door. He watched her face carefully, noting the widening of her eyes as she realised it was the bedroom of the lady of the house, complete with connecting door to his own room. ‘Take some time to get settled in. Dinner is at eight.’

			Stepping out, he left her alone, keen to put some distance between them. The revelations of the afternoon had given him a lot to think about. Oliver wasn’t the sort of man who made any decisions quickly and he would appreciate having a few hours to himself before he resumed questioning Lucy. One thing was for certain—he wasn’t going to let her slip out of his life again and if that meant keeping a close watch on her these next few days, then that was what he’d do.

			* * *

			Sinking down on to the bed, Lucy glanced around the room. It was rather oppressively decorated with dark furniture and busy flowery wallpaper. Quite the change from her room back in St Giles. She had no doubt Oliver’s late mother had chosen the decor for the bedroom; it was not a room made for comfort and her mother-in-law had not been one for relaxing.

			Quickly she stood, refusing to let the despair she could feel creeping in overtake her. There would be a way out, all she had to do was find it. She sympathised with Oliver, felt dreadful about how she had treated him and understood his desire to know everything that had happened since she’d run away, but she just couldn’t stay here. She was needed at the Foundation; people were relying on her—she couldn’t just disappear. With a shudder, she wondered what her husband’s long-term plan was—surely he couldn’t mean for her to stay with him indefinitely. Their lives had changed too much for that to work. Plenty of couples led completely separate lives. There really was no need for them to become entangled once again.

			With a glance at the window she shook her head. There was no reason to consider acrobatics when she could easily just walk out the front door. She hadn’t heard Oliver turn the key in the lock; she wasn’t his prisoner here. All she needed to do was open the door, stroll down the hallway, descend the stairs and slip out the front door. She’d send him a note, of course, perhaps arrange a meeting in a more neutral environment to resolve their remaining issues.

			Taking a deep breath, Lucy opened the door and stepped out into the hall.

			‘Good afternoon, Lady Sedgewick,’ a smartly dressed young footman said, giving a formal little bow.

			Lucy’s eyes narrowed as her heart sank. Oliver had posted a guard at her door. A guard. Someone to make sure she didn’t sneak away. It was insulting and showed her true position in the household: she was a prisoner.

			With her cheeks reddening, she conceded that she had planned to slip away, but still, how dare her husband send a footman to monitor her movements.

			‘Is there anything I can get you?’

			‘Some tea, and water to wash my face.’ She hoped he would step away, hurry downstairs and organise the things she had requested, but he didn’t move a single inch.

			‘Of course, Lady Sedgewick. I’ll arrange for them immediately.’

			Neither of them moved and Lucy raised an imperious eyebrow. She had never been one to talk down to servants, always seen them as the hard-working, genuine people they were, but she wasn’t above a bit of play-acting if it meant securing her freedom.

			‘Immediately,’ she said, injecting a sharp note into her voice.

			He nodded but still didn’t move. Lucy hated any kind of confrontation, but a year living in St Giles had taught her how to look confident even when scared or uncertain.

			‘Please don’t keep me waiting…’

			‘Peterson, Lady Sedgewick,’ the footman supplied with a smile, as if oblivious to the tension between them. ‘You’ll have your tea and hot water in no time.’

			‘Thank you,’ she murmured, giving in and spinning on her heel, closing the door firmly behind her. No doubt Peterson had strict orders from her husband not to leave his observation post and Oliver was not a man people seemed to disobey lightly.

			Sighing, she regarded the room, crossing to the bed to flop down on the floral covers, but hesitated just as her body began to sink down.

			They were only on the first floor, barely ten feet from the ground. The window had a generous ledge outside and she was sure she would be able to lower herself down. The remaining drop would only be a few feet. She’d be at risk of a twisted ankle, but nothing more serious, and if she landed correctly she might even get away unscathed. From what she could see there was a garden gate, leading to what she assumed would be a side passage and an easy stroll back to the street.

			With a glance at the door, aware that her tea and hot water could arrive at any moment, she dashed to the window and pushed it up. To her relief it was unlocked and, before she could talk herself out of it, she had one leg over the casement and resting on the ledge. The skirts of her practical woollen dress tangled a little around her knees, but one swift tug and she was free, swinging the other leg out the window.

			Cautiously she looked down. The garden was deserted, the small patio beneath her devoid of any furniture and the neatly trimmed lawn unbroken by any flower beds. It meant there was nowhere to hide, but if she dropped to the ground she could quickly skirt around the house to the side gate and let herself on to the street.

			For a moment she hesitated. Perhaps she did owe it to Oliver to stay, to explain a little more about what had happened this past year. She’d been cruel and selfish to remain distant for so long, but truly what did he think they had to gain by renewing their relationship now? No, she’d escape from here, from the pressure he was putting on her to explain, from the guilt that was threatening to destroy her from the inside. Once she was back on more neutral ground she would consider how best to make amends to her husband, but she couldn’t think with his dark eyes boring into her, couldn’t reason when he fixed her with that haughty stare.

			Before she lost her nerve, Lucy manoeuvred herself first to her hands and knees and then eased her body over the edge of the ledge. As she dangled, her fingers gripping the rough stone, she wondered if she had miscalculated. The drop seemed further than she had first imagined, but knowing there was no way she would be able to pull herself up again, she closed her eyes and let go.

			She plummeted for a fraction of a second before coming to a juddering halt. A strong hand gripped her arm, stopping her from falling to the stone patio below. Lucy opened her eyes, looking up into the frowning face of her husband.

			‘Peterson, in here now,’ Oliver shouted, his fingers digging into her flesh as he held her firmly by the wrist.

			He said nothing more as the footman joined him at the window and together they hauled her back inside. Lucy stumbled as he set her on her feet and immediately Oliver’s arm was around her waist, guiding her to the bed.

			Only once they were alone, the door firmly closed behind them, did he open his mouth.

			‘That was foolish,’ he said quietly.

			Lucy looked down, unable to meet his eye. It had been foolish, but she was desperate.

			‘I had a man under my command on the Continent, James Havers,’ Oliver said, his voice betraying an uncharacteristic amount of emotion. ‘He was young, barely twenty when he joined. One day, in the heat of battle, he was trampled by a horse.’ Oliver grimaced. ‘Our own cavalry. His leg was broken in three places.’

			Lucy tried to swallow, but realised her throat was too dry.

			‘The surgeons tried to set it, but they couldn’t. Three days later they amputated, above the knee. Two weeks after that he was dead. The stump had festered.’

			Unable to look away Lucy glimpsed a hint of pain in her husband’s eyes. She had always thought of him as cold and aloof, but there was no doubt he’d cared for the young man who’d died. She suspected he’d cared for all the men under his command.

			‘Havers could not help what happened to him. You can,’ he said brusquely. ‘I do not want to see you putting yourself in such danger again.’

			He left, without looking at her again, closing the door softly behind him despite the heat of emotion that had been in his voice.

			As she sank to the bed, her whole body shaking at the realisation of what she could have done to herself, Lucy found herself staring at the door Oliver had just left through. She realised she didn’t know anything about her husband, at least not anything that wasn’t common knowledge among the rest of society, as well.

			A few minutes later a pretty young maid bustled into the room, but Lucy barely noticed.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Oliver stood stiffly by the window, regarding the comings and goings of the street below as he waited for his wife. She was late, but that was hardly unexpected, probably trying to work out a way to swap identities with the maid and escape the house that way.

			As the door opened Oliver felt his heart skip a beat in his chest. Gone was the worn, brown woollen dress, gone was the sensible bun and slightly grubby visage, and in their place the Viscountess he remembered.

			‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ Lucy said, her voice not containing even a hint of remorse.

			Oliver had to suppress an unexpected smile. Nearly two years ago he’d asked his mother to find him a suitable bride. With his father and two older brothers dead from a particularly virulent fever, Oliver had unexpectedly inherited the title, land and responsibilities he’d never imagined would be his. Aware his career in the army wasn’t normal for a viscount, he’d realised he would need to start fathering some heirs just in case he, too, was taken from earth before his time. Too busy, and often a continent away, to search for himself, he’d asked his mother to make a list of suitable candidates. Lucy had been at the top. His mother had described her as respectable, docile and amiable. Looking at her now, he thought she might look respectable once again, but certainly not docile or amiable.

			‘Shall we eat?’ Oliver asked, holding out his arm.

			She hesitated before taking it, but eventually placed her gloved hand on his jacket.

			As they walked through to the dining room, Oliver glanced at his estranged wife out of the corner of his eye. She’d always been pretty, in an unassuming way, but when they’d married she’d been young, only nineteen. The girl who’d walked down the aisle had blossomed into a beautiful young woman and Oliver was remembering why he had dreamed about her every night of their separation for the first few months.

			‘We need to talk about the future,’ Lucy said quietly but firmly as she took a spoonful of soup.

			‘And the past.’

			‘Why dwell on it?’

			He levelled her with a cool stare, only relenting when she hastily diverted her eyes and focused once again on the bowl in front of her.

			‘We haven’t lived as husband and wife for a whole year. It seems silly to take up the pretence again.’

			‘But we are married, so not living as husband and wife would be more unnatural,’ Oliver shot back.

			‘I’m sure we’ve both moved on with our lives…’

			‘I haven’t,’ Oliver said bluntly. ‘A year ago you left and an entire year I’ve been searching for you.’

			This at least made Lucy look up and meet his eye. He kept his expression neutral, determined not to let his wife see just how much her abandonment had hurt him.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Lucy said softly and this time Oliver could see she genuinely meant it.

			They sat in silence for some minutes, waiting as the next course was served. Then Lucy pushed on.

			‘What did you tell everyone about me?’ she asked, lifting her head to look him in the eye.

			‘What do you think I said?’ he asked.

			‘I thought perhaps you’d tell everyone I’d died in childbirth.’

			‘That would have been too easy.’

			She nodded. ‘So what does everyone think?’

			He shrugged. ‘Most people don’t ask. They whisper in corners about my mysterious wife, wonder if I have you locked in a tower in deepest Sussex or if you are too mad or melancholic to be allowed out into society.’

			‘And those that do ask?’

			‘I tell them that you have been unwell.’

			‘Even after all this time?’

			Oliver fixed her with a stony stare. ‘I knew I would find you, Lucy, even if it took ten years.’

			Her cheeks flushed and she looked hurriedly away.

			‘We could…’ She paused as if summoning up the courage to continue. ‘We could get divorced.’

			Trying to suppress the snort of laughter, Oliver grimaced. ‘Why would we want to do that?’

			Divorce was uncommon and scandalous, requiring the husband to make an application to Parliament and for a private act to be passed. It was extremely costly and, if Oliver wasn’t very much mistaken, required the husband to prove his wife had been adulterous. He’d only known one person to get divorced in his entire life and the woman’s reputation had been completely ruined by the ensuing scandal. The gentleman in question had been left free to remarry, but Oliver had often wondered if the palaver had been worthwhile for the man.

			‘I know it is unheard of and damages reputations, but it is possible. It would allow you to remarry, get on with your life, start afresh.’

			‘I don’t need to remarry. I already have a wife, Lucy.’ He said it sternly.

			‘You truly mean for us to pick up where we left off a year ago.’

			He nodded gravely. ‘It will take time. I’m aware of that. The trust between us has been broken and it will need to be built up again, but I am willing to put in the work.’

			‘And what about me?’ Lucy asked quietly.

			‘I’m not a monster, Lucy,’ Oliver said. ‘It won’t be that terrible living with me as your husband.’

			‘I didn’t mean…’ She rallied. ‘I have a life, responsibilities.’

			‘Ah, your Foundation.’

			‘It’s important to me.’ She bristled.

			‘Then I’m sure we can find some acceptable compromise.’

			‘I don’t want a compromise,’ she muttered, but Oliver chose to pretend he hadn’t heard the mutinous comment.

			‘We are married, Lucy, and we shall be until one of us dies. It is best you accept things are going to change.’ The words sounded harsh even to his own ears, but he wasn’t about to pander to the whims of a woman who’d abandoned him a year ago and prevented him from ever knowing his firstborn son. ‘I am your husband and you are my wife. That’s the end of it.’

			She studied him for over a minute in silence and Oliver could see his quiet perseverance was getting his point across. They were married, no matter how they felt about one another, and he didn’t want to hear any more ridiculous suggestions about divorce or separation. He didn’t plan on letting Lucy slip away, even if the next few weeks of adjustment were awkward and uncomfortable.

			* * *

			Lucy’s eyes narrowed. It was hard to tell exactly what her husband was thinking. He always spoke in that same calm, infuriating voice, his words carefully considered and chosen. She had to admit she felt a little suspicious. An entire year she’d kept him in the dark as to her whereabouts, her safety, and now he was talking about compromise. Although in the short time they’d spent together after their wedding he had always appeared courteous and kind, if a little distant, Lucy had expected something different when he’d manhandled her into the carriage bound for St James’s Square. Perhaps to be locked in a room and physically punished; perhaps to be denied her freedom to walk in the fresh air ever again. Instead he was suggesting they resume their roles as husband and wife, as if nothing much had happened in the intervening time.

			‘We barely know each other,’ Lucy said quietly.

			‘Luckily we are not alone among married couples of the ton—many of them have spent less time together than us.’

			She knew it was true. Many marriages were made for reasons of money or titles, with the husband and wife meeting only on important occasions. Theirs had always been a marriage of convenience, allowing Lucy to escape from an overbearing family and Oliver to gain a wife to give him heirs.

			She swallowed, trying to suppress the heat in her cheeks despite knowing it was an uncontrollable reaction to what she was about to ask. ‘What do you expect of me?’

			His eyes met hers and she fancied she saw a flicker of amusement behind the serious façade. Surely he couldn’t be enjoying this.

			‘I expect you to be my wife,’ he said, his voice low.

			A shiver ran down her spine, not of fear or dread, but anticipation. In the month after their marriage they had been intimate a number of times, as was expected of a husband and wife. Far from the painful, awkward encounters her married friends had whispered about, Lucy had found to her embarrassment she looked forward to the nights Oliver had quietly knocked on her door and slipped into her room.

			‘We will attend functions together, entertain here and at our home in Sussex, you will oversee the household…’ he shrugged ‘…all the duties of a wife.’

			Lucy felt the blush on her cheeks deepen. He wasn’t even thinking about intimacy in the bedroom. She lifted her eyes to find he was looking intently at her, not even the hint of a smile present on his lips.

			‘And the Foundation?’ Lucy asked, forcing herself to focus on what was important.

			‘You may visit, of course. Properly chaperoned.’

			‘Visit?’

			‘Yes, advise them on their books, play with the street children, whatever it is you do,’ Oliver said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

			‘We keep dozens of families alive,’ Lucy said, the pitch of her voice rising. ‘Provide shelter and food and education to those who truly have nowhere else to turn.’

			‘I’m sure they managed perfectly well before you became involved—they will survive if you take a step back now you have other responsibilities.’

			‘I won’t do it,’ she said quietly.

			‘Won’t do what?’

			‘Attend your parties, organise your household. Not if I can’t continue with my work.’

			Oliver sighed, rubbing his forehead with the fingertips of one hand as if he had a headache coming on.

			‘There will be changes to both our lives, Lucy,’ he said quietly, his reasonable words and measured tone inflaming her spirit even further. ‘We shall have to compromise.’ Again he paused before pushing on, holding her gaze as he delivered his next words. ‘And if you can’t compromise, then I am your husband and you need to remember the obey part of your vows.’

			She supposed she’d pushed too far, but his words inflamed her anger and reminded her why she’d stayed away for so long.

			‘They need me,’ she said, forcing herself to be reasonable.

			‘Then you will have to find a way to make them need you less.’ He held up his hands in a placating gesture as she pushed her chair away from the table. ‘Do not take offence, Lucy. All I mean is the kindest thing to do for any person or organisation is to make it more self-sufficient.’

			Forcing herself to calm down, she settled back into her chair. He wasn’t saying she couldn’t go, not exactly, although it was clear he meant for her to step back from her responsibilities at the Foundation and focus more on those at home. She probably should be thankful. She’d feared he might keep her under lock and key to ensure she didn’t disappear again. Perhaps he would send a footman to accompany her for the first few days, but once he realised she wasn’t going to run away she doubted her husband would interfere too much in her life. After all, he had his own life to lead. Just over a year they’d been separated; surely he would have built his own life for himself in that time. Friends, a mistress, regular social engagements. He wouldn’t want to disrupt his routine too much either, she was sure of it.

			Pausing for a second, Lucy glanced again at the composed profile of her husband. Surely he had moved on, built a life for himself. He’d told her he’d been searching for her this entire time, but she wasn’t quite sure she believed that. It wasn’t as though theirs had been a union of love. They’d barely known one another, not enough to inspire that sort of devotion.

			‘That’s settled, then,’ Oliver said, laying down his cutlery. ‘I shall arrange for you to have a schedule of our social engagements over the coming weeks and mark in a few suitable dates for you to visit the dressmakers. I brought some of your clothes from Sussex, but it is by no means a full wardrobe.’ He paused and Lucy wondered what it must be like to have such an ordered way of thinking. ‘We shall refuse all visitors this first week and I shall reintroduce you to society at the Hickams’ ball next week.’

			Involuntarily Lucy’s hand rose to her throat, rubbing the skin of her neck as she tried to control the urge to flee.

			‘After that, I expect acquaintances will be very curious—we may be inundated with well-wishers for quite a while—but I shall leave it up to you to decide how to deal with them.’ He waved his hand dismissively as if not wanting to be concerned with the minutiae of running a household and maintaining a social calendar.

			Lucy didn’t plan to be at home to visitors; she had much more pressing things to occupy her time than to sit sipping tea with nosy old women.

			‘At the end of the Season we shall host our own ball, to confirm to the world you are back for good.’

			All she could do was nod.

			‘Good,’ Oliver said, as if he had just concluded a business meeting.

			They ate dessert in silence, the clinking of the spoons heightening Lucy’s feeling of confinement. She wanted to be loose on the streets, free to go wherever she desired, not trapped here with a man who seemed determined to carve her into the perfect society wife.

			Oliver stood as Lucy finished eating, offering his arm and escorting her to the hallway.

			‘I am going to retire for the night,’ he said softly.

			With a sharp inhale Lucy glanced up at her husband, wondering if he was suggesting she joined him, but there was nothing but his usual, unreadable expression on his face.

			‘I hope you sleep well,’ he said. ‘Don’t leave in the night.’ It was a command more than a request, but Lucy found herself nodding none the less.

			He turned and made his way quickly up the stairs, leaving her to stare after him in the flickering candlelight.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Oliver didn’t lift his head as he heard Lucy’s soft footfall on the stairs, instead turning the page of the paper and pretending to be engrossed in the news. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her hesitate, then enter the dining room.

			‘Good morning,’ she said.

			Carefully he closed the paper, lowered it and looked up.

			He grimaced—she was wearing that ugly brown woollen dress again. It made her look more like a milkmaid than a viscountess.

			‘Good morning.’

			He’d have to throw it out, perhaps instruct one of the maids to squirrel it away on the pretence of washing it and then unfortunately misplace it. Eyeing the coarse wool, he reconsidered, throwing it out wasn’t drastic enough; he’d have to burn it.

			‘I’m ready to leave for the Foundation,’ Lucy said, the smile tight on her face as if she were having to force herself to be polite. ‘You mentioned a chaperon…’

			‘Yes.’

			She looked around, as if waiting for him to summon someone.

			‘Perhaps you changed your mind…’ she suggested hopefully.

			‘No.’ He stood, crossing to her side and offering her his arm. ‘I’m ready.’

			He felt her stiffen beside him and wished he could see the expression a little more clearly on her face, but a loose strand of dark blonde hair had escaped her bun and obscured some of her features from him.

			‘You?’ she asked, the tremor obvious in her voice.

			‘Yes, me.’

			‘Surely a footman…’ she suggested.

			‘No,’ he said without any further explanation. He wasn’t anywhere near the point where he could trust her not to trick or evade a footman and disappear off into the slums of London.

			She opened her mouth to protest, but nothing came out. Oliver smiled in triumph and gently steered her towards the door. He felt the exact moment that she rallied and pre-empted her protest by striding on ahead, only pausing for her to catch up when he reached the carriage.

			They spent the entire carriage ride in silence, Lucy’s face stony and her indignation at being outmanoeuvred by him rising from her like steam from a kettle. For his part, he was content to sit quietly, pretending to peruse the top sheet of papers he’d brought with him, while surreptitiously regarding his wife out of the corner of his eye.

			Even in the offensive woollen dress there was something almost regal about her. She sat with a straight back and lifted chin, a posture that screamed defiance. He couldn’t imagine her fitting in the slums of St Giles. She might be able to walk and talk with the locals, but she’d never assimilate. He couldn’t quite believe she’d spent the last year living there. Most people didn’t choose to live somewhere as deprived as St Giles and not for the first time he wondered what motivated her to live in such squalid conditions when, unlike many of the other residents, she did have other options available.

			As the carriage made its way through Charing Cross, slowing to avoid the numerous pedestrians, Oliver stifled a yawn. It had been a long night and he had not got much sleep, finding himself staring at the canopy above his bed much as he had on the days following Lucy’s initial disappearance. He was happy to have found her, happy to know she hadn’t died of a fever or been stabbed for her purse, but he wasn’t so naïve to think these next few months were going to be easy. She didn’t want to resume her role as his wife and he knew that meant they would clash in the coming weeks. For his part, he was torn between wanting to spend time with his wife, so they could more easily take up their positions as husband and wife again, and wanting to distance himself from her. He wasn’t sure if he would ever be able to forgive her for taking their son away. It wasn’t something that a simple apology could solve. He doubted the trust between them could ever be repaired, but he was willing to accept a less-than-perfect marriage.

			The carriage rounded a corner, turning north towards St Giles, and Lucy’s body momentarily rocked into his. Even through the coarse wool of her dress he could feel the heat of her skin and he had to take a deep breath to compose himself. The last thing that should be in his mind was renewing the physical side of their relationship. First he needed to focus on ensuring she wasn’t going to run away at the next available opportunity.

			Even so, the distant memory of the nights they had shared at the beginning of their marriage fought to the surface. Her body writhing beneath his, the soft moans of pleasure, the frantic way she’d clutched his back, urging him on. He hadn’t expected such a physical connection and had known at the time Lucy had felt embarrassed by her reaction to him. That all seemed a long time ago, a different life, and he doubted they would ever share such intimacy again.

			‘We’re here,’ Lucy said, forcing Oliver back to the present.

			Quickly he regained his composure, gathering the papers from his lap before vaulting from the carriage and turning to help his wife down. They’d stopped on the main thoroughfare, the carriage being too large and unwieldly to take into the rabbit-warren streets of the slum, but already Oliver could see his wife growing in confidence, as if she were more comfortable now she was back in the area she considered home.

			He could feel eyes on them as they entered the narrow streets, curious but not overly malicious at present. Not for the first time he wondered how his refined wife had thrived in such an environment and once again he had to remind himself that he barely knew the woman beside him. There was clearly much more to her than he’d realised when his mother had proposed her as a marriage candidate.

			It would be easy to lose your way in the maze of streets, but the years Oliver had spent in the army meant he had a sharp eye for observation and thought he probably could escape from the slums if he needed to.

			‘We’re here,’ Lucy said flatly, her voice without enthusiasm.

			They stopped in front of a nondescript door, situated in a brick building with crumbling windows and nestled between a lodging house on one side and a building that leaned dangerously out over the street on the other. To Oliver it looked as though it should be condemned, but as they watched, a young girl threw open a window and hurled a bucket of water into the street below. Definitely lived in, then.

			He observed her as Lucy hesitated for just a second, then pushed open the door. They entered into a narrow alley, the bricks on either side dank and dirty, and walked the fifteen feet to a courtyard at the other end.

			‘Caroline,’ a middle-aged woman shouted as they entered the courtyard. She abandoned the scruffy young woman she was talking to and came rushing over. ‘I’ve been so worried.’

			Oliver watched with curiosity as the two women embraced, wondering if this was the woman who ran the Foundation. Mary, Lucy had said her name was.

			‘I should introduce my husband,’ Lucy said, the reluctance evident in her voice.

			Mary’s eyes widened and Oliver wondered exactly what Lucy had told the older woman when she’d first arrived, desperate and destitute.

			‘Mary, this is Lord Sedgewick, my husband. Lord Sedgewick, this is Mary Humberton, proprietress of the St Giles’s Women’s and Children’s Foundation.’

			‘A pleasure to meet you, my lord,’ Mary said, rallying splendidly.

			Oliver inclined his head in greeting, catching the puzzled glance Mary threw at his wife.

			‘You are reunited?’ Mary asked eventually.

			He saw Lucy hesitate for just a moment, and then nod.

			‘Lucy has been telling me of the work you do here,’ he said, filling the awkward silence that was stretching out before them.

			‘Caro—’ Mary started and then corrected herself. ‘Lucy has been a godsend. I don’t know what we would have done without her this last year.’

			‘Miss Caroline,’ an exuberant voice shouted from one of the windows that overlooked the courtyard. Oliver looked up in time to see the flash of blond hair before the boy disappeared, heavy footfalls announcing his imminent arrival down one of the many staircases.

			A door flew open and a boy of seven or eight hurtled into the courtyard, throwing himself into Lucy’s arms.

			‘Old Bert said you’d been kidnapped,’ he said, his eyes wide with excitement.

			‘Not kidnapped, Billy. I just bumped into an old acquaintance.’

			Oliver grimaced at the casual way she described him. A husband should be more than an old acquaintance.

			‘Is this him?’ Billy asked, squinting up at Oliver. ‘Bert said he had a big knife, more like a sword, and he dragged you off by the hair screaming.’

			‘Old Bert can exaggerate sometimes,’ Lucy said, suppressing the smile on her lips as she looked down at the boy with affection.

			‘Exaggerate?’ Billy mumbled with a frown. Then his face suddenly lit up. ‘Stretch the truth to make it sound more exciting?’ he asked.

			‘Well done,’ Lucy said, ruffling the young boy’s hair.

			‘Did he hurt you?’ Billy asked, his voice a loud whisper, a dark glance directed Oliver’s way.

			Before Lucy could answer, Oliver saw the boy tense and fling himself towards him, fists swinging as he dived at Oliver, teeth gnashing and eyes dark. Catching the young lad easily, he held him at arm’s length, trying to remain gentle but at the same time determined not to be bitten. Who knew what diseases a street child carried in his mouth?

			‘He didn’t hurt me, Billy,’ Lucy said quickly, stepping forward to pull the young boy away with a surprising show of strength.

			Oliver received a dark, distrusting look from Billy, but no further attempts to attack him were forthcoming.

			‘Get back to your studies, Billy,’ Mary admonished gently, ‘or you’ll fall behind the rest of the class.’

			Reluctantly Billy gave Lucy one final hug before racing back up the stairs he’d come down. Within seconds there was a low rumble and a few excited shrieks followed by a dozen curious faces at the window of what must be the schoolroom. Billy had lost no time in informing his classmates about Lucy’s return and her mysterious companion.

			‘Back to your seats,’ a deep voice called and slowly the faces trickled away.

			‘One of the things I’m most proud of,’ Mary said, stepping closer and taking Oliver’s arm. ‘Our education programme. No child that stays here with us gets out of lessons to read and write. Some of those who stay longer also learn a little mathematics. Probably not enough to allow them to be clerks, but certainly enough to be able to take money behind a bar in an inn, or work out weights and prices in a butcher’s shop.’

			Oliver had come across all sorts of people in the course of his life. Those who were selfish and thought only of their own profit; those who were determined to pauper themselves in the service of others. Mary was one of the kind ones, he could see, but she was astute, too. She knew exactly what the young children of St Giles needed, and it wasn’t lessons in French or Latin, but basic skills aimed at allowing them to navigate through life just a little easier than their parents.

			‘Come, let me show you around,’ Mary said.

			‘I don’t want to inconvenience you.’

			‘Nonsense. This is purely selfish. I’m hoping if you see the good work we do here you’ll want Lucy to remain involved.’

			* * *

			Oliver was safely ensconced in the office. Hopefully his accounts would be absorbing enough to keep him from wandering, Lucy thought.

			He’d been remarkably well behaved on his tour of the Foundation, asking Mary insightful questions and greeting the children and adults he met politely. Lucy didn’t know what she’d expected, but not this. Perhaps a surly superiority, or a dismissive air about him, but Oliver had been genial and courteous.

			‘What on earth happened?’ Mary asked, pulling Lucy into her private rooms.

			Lucy collapsed into one of the low armchairs and let out a heartfelt sigh.

			‘Somehow he found me, followed me and insisted I went home with him.’

			Mary was one of the only people who knew the truth about Lucy’s background. Most of the residents, as well as the patrons of the orphanage, believed she was the daughter of some minor country gentleman, probably caught up in a scandal that had brought her low in life. Mary had been the one to find her and David shivering on a street corner just over a year ago and she’d been the one to comfort Lucy when David passed away. She’d helped Lucy grieve, then slowly brought back her purpose in life by giving her a role at the Foundation. In return, Lucy had been honest with the older woman, telling her the details of her background and why she’d fled from her marital home.

			‘He seems perfectly pleasant on the outside,’ Mary mused. ‘Has he hurt you?’

			With the kind of women they helped at the Foundation they were both well aware of the outwardly charming man who beat his wife roughly behind closed doors.

			‘He’s been gentle,’ Lucy admitted. ‘Hasn’t raised a hand against me, or even his voice.’

			She knew Oliver would be well within his rights to lock her in her bedroom, beat her with a stick for her disobedience and force himself on her until she was with child. And, despite hardly knowing the man she was married to, Lucy did know he would never hurt her.

			‘What does he want?’

			‘To be my husband. And for me to be his wife.’

			‘Hardly an unreasonable request,’ Mary murmured.

			Despite the fear of the future Lucy was feeling, she couldn’t help but smile. Mary had never held back from saying exactly what she was feeling.

			‘I thought he would have moved on by now,’ Lucy said glumly.

			‘Do you want him to?’

			‘Of course. I left. I could hardly wish him to wait for me all this time.’

			‘But he has. And now you have the chance to be a lady again.’

			‘I was never made for that life,’ Lucy said. It wasn’t quite true. The life of a lady was what she’d been born into, what she’d been raised to be. Her entire childhood had been aimed at preparing her for marriage to a respectable gentleman. This life, this vocation she felt at the Foundation, would have been foreign to her younger self, but now she couldn’t imagine returning to a pampered life of idleness, having a maid to help her dress, a cook to prepare her meals.

			‘Perhaps there’s a way for your two lives to meet in the middle,’ Mary said. ‘It seems your husband is content to let you continue at least some of your work here and I dare say you could find a way to enjoy some of the perks of being married to a viscount.’

			Of course Mary was right. That would be the ideal solution. It was much like what Oliver had proposed.

			‘That’s what he said,’ Lucy grumbled, feeling decidedly put out and not quite knowing why.

			‘Change, dear,’ Mary said, patting her on the hand. ‘It’s difficult to accept when the decision has been taken from your hands, especially when you’ve been independent for as long as we have.’

			‘I don’t want to let you down,’ Lucy said, then corrected herself. ‘I will not let you down.’

			‘I know.’ Mary paused as if wondering whether to say any more. ‘He’s not your father, Lucy. Give him a chance at the very least.’

			Lucy’s relationship with her father could be described as sour at the best of times. She hadn’t contacted him in the year she’d been living in St Giles and would be content to not ever speak to him again. The old man was controlling, but worse than that, he was cruel. Lucy would never forgive him for how he’d treated her younger brother, William, and still blamed him for the young boy’s death. At the age of five, when the old man had realised William was different, unable to speak, unable to move around by himself, he’d sent him away to live with a succession of families, the last of whom had mistreated him badly. To this day Lucy still mourned her sweet younger brother.

			Mary squeezed Lucy affectionately on the arm before bustling out to carry on with the business of the day. For a few minutes Lucy just sat where she was, wondering if she was being unreasonable in how she’d approached this situation with Oliver. Deep down she knew she was the one in the wrong. She’d run away without a proper explanation, she’d neglected to inform her husband that she was still alive, she’d built a new life without bothering to enquire if Oliver was doing the same. She knew all this, but it still was difficult to accept Oliver’s proposal that they return to being husband and wife.

			Shaking herself from her self-imposed mental slump, Lucy rose and exited Mary’s rooms. Today she’d been planning on preparing the accounts for the next governor’s meeting in four weeks’ time. It wasn’t too time-consuming or difficult as she was the one who kept all the Foundation’s day-to-day accounts. This biannual meeting took a little preparation, but nothing too arduous.

			Making her way back to the office, Lucy felt her heart sink as she saw the empty chair where Oliver had been sitting. His papers were neatly stacked on the desk, telling her he hadn’t grown bored and returned home. Instead he was somewhere loose in the Foundation.

			Frantically she dashed from the office, racing down the stairs and into the courtyard. If she thought logically, there were only a few places Oliver could be. Most of the upper levels of the sprawling building were made up of small living quarters for the women and children needing shelter. It was only the rooms on the ground floor that were communal. Still, he could be in the dining room, one of the two classrooms, the laundry, the workrooms…

			Hearing a soft peal of laughter, Lucy paused and listened for a few seconds before turning in the direction of the dining room. The large room was set out with two long tables for the residents to take a communal lunch together, but presently at eleven in the morning it was deserted, save for two figures hunched over one of the tables.

			‘B-o-a-t,’ the young boy sitting squinting at the paper in front of him read.

			‘And what does that spell?’ Oliver asked softly.

			‘Boat.’

			‘Good. How about this one?’

			Lucy shifted and the noise was enough to make Oliver and Freddy, the young boy he was sitting with, look up.

			‘Miss Caroline,’ Freddy shouted, throwing himself from his seat and rushing towards Lucy. ‘Billy said you’d been kidnapped.’

			Rumours were always quick to spread in the Foundation. No doubt it would take much longer for the truth to circulate. It was nowhere near as sensational.

			‘No, Freddy, not kidnapped.’

			‘Mr Oliver is helping me with my spelling,’ Freddy said.

			Lucy regarded her husband through narrowed eyes. She had no idea what he was playing at, wandering around the Foundation and talking to the inhabitants, but surely it wasn’t anything as innocent as just helping Freddy with his spelling.

			‘That’s kind of him,’ Lucy said eventually.

			‘Freddy tells me he wants to be a Bow Street Runner when he grows up.’

			Coming from a family of mainly unsuccessful petty criminals, Lucy wasn’t sure how realistic this ambition was, but she always encouraged the children to have aspirations.

			‘I need to be able to read so I can look at clues.’

			‘Can I borrow Mr Oliver for a moment?’ Lucy asked.

			Freddy turned back to his spelling and Oliver rose quickly, following her back into the courtyard.

			When she was sure they couldn’t be overheard, she whispered, ‘What are you doing?’

			Her husband frowned. He gestured back to the dining room where he’d left the young boy still puzzling over his spelling.

			‘What are you really doing?’

			Oliver regarded her for thirty seconds before speaking and when he did his tone was cool.

			‘You seem to have a poor opinion of me, Lucy, when I have not given you cause to doubt me. All I want is for my wife to return home and once again be my wife. I’m not a monster, I’m not asking anything any reasonable man wouldn’t and I have been nothing but patient with you these last twenty-four hours.’ He paused, standing completely straight and looking like the army officer he’d been for many years. ‘You, on the other hand, have tried to run away, refused to divulge much about your life and now look at me like a monster for helping one of your young charges with his spelling.’

			She felt the heat rise in her cheeks. He was right, although she was loath to admit it. She was struggling with their reunion, but not because of how he’d behaved. Perhaps it would have been easier if he’d shouted and thrown things, behaved like the man she had once pictured him to be to ease her conscience.

			Opening her mouth, she tried to apologise, but found the words wouldn’t come. It was rude and cowardly of her, but she wondered if maybe by not apologising she’d push him away, make him leave her here to the life she’d built.

			‘What are you so afraid of?’ he asked, for the first time a hint of softness in his voice.

			It wasn’t a question she had the answer to. He looked at her with a mixture of pity and resignation, before turning on his heel and returning to the boy in the dining room. It seemed he wouldn’t abandon a promise, even one as small as helping a child with his schoolwork.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			‘Blue is certainly your colour,’ the dressmaker’s assistant twittered as she held a swathe of material up to Lucy’s cheek.

			‘I’m not sure. I don’t want anything too ostentatious,’ Lucy said.

			Out of the corner of his eye Oliver observed the proceedings. Before today he’d never witnessed what happened when a woman wanted to order a new dress. He’d had vague ideas about a quick perusal of material, perhaps picking a style out of a book, and thought that was probably all there was to it. How wrong he’d been.

			So far the dressmaker and her assistant had been occupying their drawing room for the past half an hour and they were still discussing colours. It was going to be a long afternoon. Still, he reasoned, at least he’d had the sense to make an appointment for the dressmaker to visit the house rather than finding himself trapped for hours on end in a stuffy shop on Bond Street. He’d done it so they would have less chance of bumping into some gossiping acquaintance, but now he could see the merit of home appointments for so many other reasons.

			‘What do you think?’ Lucy asked, breaking into his thoughts.

			He blinked a couple of times, surprised to be addressed by his wife. Despite her thawing to him these last couple of days, she still seemed determined to keep her life and his as separate as possible.

			‘That colour,’ he said, pointing to an abandoned swathe of silk draped carefully over the arm of a chair.

			‘The coral?’

			‘It suits you,’ he said with a shrug.

			‘It does bring out the honey shades in your hair,’ the dressmaker said.

			‘And such a warm colour,’ the assistant added.

			Oliver knew nothing about honey shades or the warmth of a colour, he just knew that when Lucy held up the coral silk against her skin something tightened inside of him.

			‘I like it,’ she said, giving him a small smile.

			Pretending to return to the papers in front of him, Oliver had to suppress the confusion blooming inside him. There was something rather enchanting about his wife; he’d felt it when they’d first married. It had been purely arranged as a marriage of convenience. He’d needed a wife to give him an heir and look after his interests at home while he was off fighting on the Peninsula. The details of Lucy’s home life had always been a little vague, but he was under the impression she was so keen for marriage to get away from an overbearing family. Given the reasons behind the marriage, he’d never expected to actually start feeling affection for his wife alongside the physical attraction that had bloomed immediately.

			That affection and attraction were trying to rear their heads once again and this time it was entirely unwelcome. He couldn’t forgive her for how she’d left him, how she’d taken David away from him before he’d even had a chance to look into his son’s face. He didn’t want to desire his wife—he didn’t even want to feel that same affection he’d hoped for in the early days of their marriage. Yet here it was, trying to muscle its way in.

			Turning a page to keep up the pretence of working, he regarded his wife for a little longer. As a debutante, Lucy had never been thought of as the diamond of the Season. She’d been out in society for a year before he’d proposed to her with no other suitors, but in his eyes she was beautiful. Slender and lithe from a year of living a simple life, she still had curves in all the places he liked. More than that, though, was how her face lit up when she smiled, how her brow furrowed when she was worried. He loved how expressive her face was, how you could tell so much from a single glance.

			‘Off the shoulder, do you think?’ the dressmaker asked.

			For a moment Oliver didn’t realise all eyes were turned to him. Carefully he put down his papers and rose, walking over to the three women.

			The dressmaker was holding up two sample dresses, one with a tight bodice and low-cut front, the puffy sleeves sitting well off the shoulders. It was a design to draw attention, a dress that exposed a fair amount of skin.

			‘I’m not sure…’ Lucy said and Oliver could see the hesitation in her eyes. Although the dress was lovely, and would no doubt make Lucy look beautiful, it wasn’t her style. It was too ostentatious, too scandalous for a woman who was used to wearing a brown woollen sack.

			‘The other one,’ he said.

			The second design was still tight in the bodice area, but not so low cut, leaving more to the imagination.

			‘Good choice, sir.’

			As the dressmaker and her assistant stepped away to find their tape measures, Oliver stayed positioned just in front of Lucy. He wanted to reach out, to run a finger over her cheek, feel the softness of her skin, the moistness of her lips. They had barely touched since their reunion, just gloved hand on jacket as he offered her his arm, and already Oliver was yearning for more.

			‘Time to take your measurements,’ the dressmaker said, bustling in between him and his wife.

			Reluctantly Oliver moved away. He knew this was his cue to depart and leave the women alone to do the more personal aspect of the fitting, but for a moment he lingered, watching his wife hold out her arms obediently as the tape measure was looped around her back. All the time he’d searched for her he’d told himself it was to find out what had happened to their son and to get his wife back for social occasions and the running of his household. Never had he allowed himself to believe there might be a deeper reason for desiring their reunion.

			* * *

			‘Parker,’ Oliver called, waiting as his young butler promptly turned and faced him. Despite it being four years since Oliver had been his superior officer in the army, the young man still almost saluted. Oliver saw his arm twitch at his side as he struggled to suppress the movement.

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Meet me in the dining room.’

			The butler grinned, nodding swiftly and hurrying off to prepare the room.

			Oliver followed behind. With Lucy still being pushed and prodded by the dressmaker, he was feeling restless and the only solution was to use up some energy.

			As Oliver reached the dining room, he saw Parker had recruited two footmen and between them they were moving the dining table and chairs to one side. A couple of the more expensive pieces of furniture had been moved out of the way and an antique vase placed on a high shelf.

			Within minutes the centre of the room was clear of any obstacles, a long, wide space big enough for the coming physical workout.

			Oliver stretched, pulling each arm to one side, and then opened the large display cabinet at one end of the room. He removed two fencing foils, long and sleek, giving them both an experimental swish.

			Parker, the butler, shrugged off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, revealing a few more scars on his forearms to match the vertical slash down one cheek.

			‘I hope you’ve been practising, Parker,’ Oliver said as he handed the foil to the butler.

			‘Never fear, sir, one of these days you’ll beat me.’

			The younger man was always respectful and deferential in his work as butler, but there was a subtle shift when the jackets came off and foils came out. It was as though they were back in the training camp, still superior officer and soldier, but a comradeship flourished that was peculiar to the army.

			‘I’ll go easy on you, Parker,’ Oliver said, getting into position.

			They fought, foil clashing against foil with satisfying clinks, moving backwards and forward with lunges and parries. As they clashed Oliver felt some of the tension that had been building inside him the last few days dissipate as it always did with physical combat.

			They were fairly evenly matched, with points being traded backwards and forwards as the minutes ticked by. Oliver didn’t really care who won. For him it was more about the thrill of the fight, the wonderful way he felt liberated as his body lunged and defended.

			‘What on earth…?’ a small voice said from the doorway as the foils clashed.

			Oliver spun around to see Lucy’s shocked face in the doorway.

			‘Forgive us,’ he said with a bow. ‘Just a little light exercise.’

			‘Shall I put the room right, sir?’ Parker asked, wiping a film of sweat from his forehead.

			‘Don’t let me stop you,’ Lucy murmured, backing away, but Oliver had already tossed his foil to the butler and was following Lucy from the room.

			He caught up with her on the stairs.

			‘That’s a very peculiar use of the dining room,’ she said. He could tell she was itching to ask for an explanation, but held back from fear of getting overly involved or invested in his life.

			‘Sometimes I find I need to work out a little energy,’ Oliver said, offering her his arm.

			‘And your butler can fence?’

			‘He can fight,’ Oliver corrected. ‘He was my sergeant for a while on the Peninsula.’

			‘And now he’s your butler.’

			‘And now he’s my butler.’

			Lucy looked at him with curiosity and he wondered if she might ask more. He knew she was interested in people, but so far she had kept her enquiries into his life to a minimum, as if asking about it risked pulling her deeper into it.

			‘That’s very kind of you,’ she said. ‘Giving him a job. I know many soldiers struggle to find employment after returning from the war.’

			It was an awful thing to see when walking the streets of London. Former soldiers who had once fought bravely for their country, abandoned by the very people they’d served. Many of the returning soldiers found their families had moved on and their jobs filled, leaving them without a true place in the world. It was a hundred times worse for those who had been injured, losing an arm or a leg or an eye, unable to find even the most menial of jobs to provide them with food and shelter, and having to resort to begging on the street.

			‘He’s a good man—loyal. I never have to worry about my silverware disappearing with Parker running the household.’

			Parker was a good man, one of the best, but with his facial scars he would have been turned away by any of the grand households who wanted their footmen and butlers to be aesthetically pleasing, sometimes even more than they wanted them to be efficient at their jobs.

			When it became clear she wasn’t going to ask any more he turned the subject back to her dress fitting.

			‘Will the dress be ready in time for the ball in two days?’

			‘Mrs Farrar assures me it will be ready even if she has to stay up all night.’

			‘Good. I don’t want anything to upset our plans.’ He saw her stiffen at the idea of the ball but couldn’t stop himself from adding, ‘It is very important we reintroduce you to society as my wife.’

			‘We wouldn’t want the gossips speculating about whom you might have holed up in here,’ Lucy murmured.

			‘This isn’t a joke, Lucy.’

			‘I know. It’s my life.’

			‘Our life. As husband and wife.’

			‘But my freedom.’

			‘Freedom?’ he asked, letting out a cold laugh. ‘I thought you’d grown up in the year we were apart, Lucy. No one is free, we all have responsibilities, all have to do things we don’t want to.’

			‘You get to choose how your life ends up,’ Lucy said, turning to face him, lifting her chin so she was looking him straight in the eye. ‘And how mine does.’

			‘There you are wrong. No matter what I feel, we’re still married—I’m just as trapped by that as you.’

			Her eyes searched his face, as if trying to work out his true feelings.

			‘You have the power to at least apply for a divorce—only men can do that. You have the power to set me free from this marriage, let me go back to my old life.’

			‘That’s not going to happen, Lucy. We’re married and married couples live together and they socialise together. I’m not asking you to chop off a limb or scale a mountain. All I want is for you to fulfil your part of our wedding vows.’

			They stared at each other in silence for over a minute before Lucy turned on her heel and stalked away. Oliver waited until he was alone in his study before he sagged. That exchange had not gone as he’d hoped. Every time he clashed with Lucy he wished it ended differently, but she was so distant, so difficult to engage and he could feel the simmering anger beneath his own words. How could she treat him like this when it had been she who’d run away? She who had taken their son? She didn’t have the right to remain aloof and angry. Admittedly she’d built a life for herself in the year they’d been separated, but that was none of his concern. He wanted her back here as his wife and if he could, he’d wipe out all trace of the world she’d been living in, but realistically he knew that wasn’t an option.

			He wondered if she would ever thaw, if she would ever look at him with anything more than distant coolness. Surprisingly he wanted that, even though he doubted he could ever return the feelings. Perhaps they were destined to live their lives as many married couples did, putting on a front for society events and then barely speaking at home. It was what he’d imagined, when he’d first found her, but every so often he wondered if that would be enough or if one day, when his vexation had burnt itself out, whether he would want more than a cold and unfeeling marriage.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Lucy shifted uncomfortably on the seat, feeling the layers of petticoats clinging to her legs and making her hot despite the cool October air.

			‘Try to at least pretend you’re enjoying the evening,’ Oliver said from his position across the carriage.

			Lucy felt like screaming. He was so calm, so unfazed by the evening Lucy had been dreading ever since he’d found her again.

			Tonight was the night of the Hickams’ ball; the night when Oliver would introduce Lucy to his friends and acquaintances as his wife. All week she’d seen this event as the point of no return; once he’d brought her out in public there was no way he’d ever let her slink off into the night as a free woman.

			‘Remember to smile once or twice.’

			Suppressing the urge to deepen her frown, Lucy contented herself with looking out the window. They were barely moving, the press of carriages thick as they approached the house, and the temptation to get out and run was strong.

			‘It might not be as bad as you’re dreading,’ Oliver said more softly, even giving her a brief but reassuring smile.

			His words threw her. It was much easier to build her husband up into a heinous villain, but deep down Lucy knew that wasn’t the truth. Oliver was asking her to do something she didn’t want to, but he wasn’t a monster. He’d kept his side of the bargain and allowed her to continue her work at the Foundation. She knew the sensible thing to do would be to keep her husband happy and play the part of the dutiful wife tonight.

			Somehow she couldn’t follow her own advice. Something inside was driving her to keep pushing, keep fighting. Perhaps it was fear, perhaps it was a certainty that she didn’t want to return to the mundane routine of her old life, but whatever it was kept her from doing what she knew was right; plastering a smile on her face and pretending she was happy to be there.

			Letting a deep sigh escape, Lucy looked out of the window. They’d inched forward, but still weren’t at the front of the long line of carriages. This felt so different from her Season as a debutante, before she’d ever met Oliver, when her mother had whisked her around London in the hope she would find a suitable husband to marry. Lucy had hated it, not the balls or the socialising, but the constant pressure from her mother to impress a gentleman with a title and a fortune, when Lucy had been young and shy.

			That had been part of the reason she’d accepted Oliver’s proposal so readily. Of course he was titled and rich, which kept her parents happy, but also marriage to him meant she wouldn’t have to endure another Season as a young woman seeking a husband. It wasn’t the main reason, which had been escape from her odious father and unhappy home life, but it had certainly been an added incentive.

			Their carriage finally reached the steps in front of the house and a footman opened the door.

			‘Come,’ Oliver said as he took her hand to help her from the carriage. He ensured she was steady on her feet before leading her up the steps and into the house.

			The press of people was suffocating as they edged through the guests to the ballroom. Lucy had certainly been in more crowded places, but the scent of perfume and the press of layer upon layer of fabric was a different kind of crowded to the jostling mass of people in St Giles.

			‘Lord and Lady Sedgewick,’ a footman announced as they entered the ballroom.

			Lucy wondered if she imagined the slight pause in conversation that followed their names. No one looked directly at them, but there were a number of sideways glances directed their way. For a moment she wondered what the gossips had said about her absence from society for the year she’d been away. Then, just as her nerves were getting the better of her, she felt Oliver squeeze her hand.

			Straightening her back and lifting her chin, she smiled, surprised at how reassuring she found Oliver’s subtle reminder of his presence at her side.

			‘Sedgewick, what a surprise,’ a tall, thin man shouted as he made his way through the crush of people. ‘And the elusive Lady Sedgewick.’ The man leaned in closer to Lucy and gave her a conspiratorial wink. ‘We all thought he’d made you up.’

			‘You’re not meant to actually say that,’ Oliver grumbled.

			‘Seeing as Sedgewick has forgotten his manners, I’m Lord Redmoor.’

			‘Back away from my wife, Redmoor,’ Oliver growled, but Lucy could see there was affection in his eyes.

			‘Calm down,’ the Earl of Redmoor said, placing a kiss on Lucy’s gloved hand and lingering just a little longer than was proper. ‘He’s just worried you’re going to swoon over my superior looks and charming manner. And after all the trouble he’s been to trying to find you.’

			‘Sometimes you say far too much,’ Oliver murmured to his friend. Then held up a hand to stop the interruption before correcting himself. ‘Always you say far too much.’

			This was a new side she was seeing to her husband, a totally unexpected side. Of course he would have friends. He had a whole life she didn’t know about. When they’d spent the month together in Sussex after their wedding, he’d been mainly preoccupied with getting the estate business tied up before his return to the Peninsula, but that didn’t mean the man was normally a recluse. He might be serious and unsmiling with her, but many men were different when around their peers.

			‘True, I suppose—by-product of being an earl,’ Redmoor said, leaning in to Lucy as if taking her into his confidence. ‘No one dare tell us to shut up.’

			‘Redmoor, I knew you long before you were an earl and you’ve always contributed more than your fair share to the conversation.’

			It was a stark reminder of how little she knew about Oliver. His life before their marriage was not a subject he readily discussed. She knew the very basics: he was the third son, unexpectedly coming into the title after his father and brothers were struck down with the same illness. She assumed he’d been to Eton or Harrow, and then Cambridge or Oxford, just because that was what most wealthy sons of the nobility seemed to do, but she didn’t actually know any of these details.

			Likewise, his time in the army had remained a mystery. She’d been much more timid when they’d first married, barely more than a girl and with no experience in talking to someone much more worldly. And now… Well, this past week she’d focused more on how to keep herself distant from her husband than finding out what he was like. It made her feel a little shallow and self-centred.

			‘Very true,’ Redmoor conceded. ‘Anyway, you two are the talk of the ballroom. I heard four different conversations about you on my way over here.’

			Oliver grimaced.

			‘Don’t look like that, old chap. A little gossip can be quite thrilling. And at least now people know you haven’t murdered Lady Sedgewick.’

			‘They thought that?’ Lucy asked, her eyes widening.

			‘There have been rumours,’ Oliver admitted, his voice tight.

			‘Oh, so many rumours.’ Redmoor said, counting off on his fingers, ‘He’d murdered you, you were stark raving mad, you’d run off with a footman, and—my all-time favourite—you were a French spy and had returned to your homeland.’

			None of the options cast either of them in a positive light.

			‘We’ll be inundated with callers tomorrow,’ Oliver said, glancing at Lucy.

			‘Everyone will be eager to know what the elusive Lady Sedgewick has been doing with herself this past year…’ Redmoor paused and for a moment Lucy thought he was going to enquire, but it seemed he thought better of it. ‘Enough,’ he said with a flourish. ‘You should dance with your wife, Sedgewick. Save a dance for me later this evening, eh?’

			Lucy inclined her head, watching Lord Redmoor as he darted away through the crowds, head held high as if he were almost untouchable.

			‘You are good friends?’ Lucy enquired.

			‘We have been since school. Met him at Eton when we were thirteen.’ She’d been right about the school at least. ‘Then university together, then we both signed up to the army. Of course we were deployed to different areas, but our paths crossed a number of times. It was good to have a friendly face on the Peninsula.’

			‘Lord Redmoor was in the army?’ Lucy asked, surprised. A future earl was often expected to stay away from dangerous pursuits for the sake of the line of inheritance.

			‘Like me, he was not the firstborn son. His older brother was married with a child on the way when Redmoor took his commission, but unfortunately the child was stillborn and Redmoor’s brother was thrown from a horse a few months later.’

			‘It must be hard having your whole future changed—the decisions taken out of your hands,’ Lucy said.

			Oliver looked at her sharply, as if wondering if she were talking about herself, and Lucy tried to dispel the notion with an encouraging smile, but when he spoke next the clipped tone had returned and she knew she’d lost the intimacy with which they’d just spoken.

			‘Quite, but one must do one’s duty.’

			‘Of course,’ she murmured.

			‘We should dance.’

			It wasn’t quite the romantic proposal at a ball that she had dreamed of as a young girl, but theirs had never been a romantic relationship, so she inclined her head and allowed Oliver to lead her to the dance floor.

			As a young girl she’d learnt all the steps to the popular dances, practising with her governess for hours on end. In the year before her marriage to Oliver, she’d been out in society, attending balls in London with all the other eager young debutantes. For a while she’d smiled at the eligible bachelors, made herself available and agreeable to dance with, but if Lucy was honest it wasn’t one of her strengths. Yes, she could execute the steps of a cotillion or quadrille, but she didn’t feel the music as some people seemed to. She would have to count the tempo in her head, meaning she wasn’t one of the debutantes that could talk and laugh merrily with their partner while they danced. And more than one gentleman had hobbled away from a cotillion with her after she’d accidentally stamped on a foot.

			Still, now she wasn’t trying to impress anyone. And it wouldn’t matter she couldn’t dance and converse at the same time. There were some advantages to being a married woman at least.

			They took their positions for a waltz and Lucy felt Oliver’s firm hand at the small of her back. As they began to move she was surprised to find he was a good dancer. He swept her around the floor with an easy confidence, not allowing her occasional faltering to throw him off rhythm. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. Her husband was a physically fit man—she’d seen how well he’d fenced in the strange sparring match with the butler. An unsolicited memory of one of their nights together after their wedding popped into her mind. He’d been talented in the bedroom, too, with an unwavering energy that had kept them tumbling in the sheets hour after hour.

			‘You’re blushing,’ Oliver said, his voice matter-of-fact.

			‘I haven’t danced for a while,’ Lucy said as he spun her into another twirl. ‘I’m out of practice.’

			‘Not much opportunity to dance with the residents of St Giles?’

			‘Probably not a useful life skill to focus on.’

			He smiled then, just a small twitch of his lips, and Lucy felt herself softening towards him. Underneath his serious façade and his need to act within the laws of propriety at all times, there was more. The way he reassured her before they’d entered the ball, how he’d acted with the young boy Freddy at the Foundation and now this rare flash of humour. She’d been quick to assume there could be nothing but acrimony between them, but perhaps she’d been wrong, perhaps he was a man she could find a deeper connection with. Not love, of course—that was the content of fairy tales and nothing more—but maybe something more than the awkward cohabitation relationship they had at the moment.

			‘This is our first dance,’ he said, leaning in a little closer. ‘Can you believe that? Married two years and this is the first time we’ve danced together.’

			Lucy thought back, surely it couldn’t be true, but he was right. They had met outside the London Season, his mother scouting for a demure and respectable wife for her son. Lucy had been on the shortlist and their contact before the marriage had been arranged had been limited to two short strolls around the garden of his Sussex estate. He’d obviously found this sufficient to judge Lucy would make him an adequate wife and, for her part, she couldn’t wait to escape her oppressive family home and the grief that still plagued her after her brother’s death. There had been no dancing, no courtship, no romance.

			She felt the warmth of his hand through the silk of her dress and cautiously looked up into his eyes. He was gazing down at her, his expression softer than it normally was when she irked him, which was almost constantly, and for a moment she wondered if he felt something more towards her than just duty. It was the way his eyes had darkened, his lips softened. Lucy knew she was probably being fanciful, but for just a second she felt as though she glimpsed a deeper, hidden part of him, a part of him that wasn’t a tight-laced viscount but instead just a man.

			‘Thank you for the dance,’ he said, bending over her hand as the music finished.

			Lucy found her words were stuck in her throat, her mouth too dry to utter anything more than a squeak, so docilely she allowed him to escort her from the dance floor.

			‘Shall we take some air,’ her husband asked, ‘before I throw you to the wolves?’

			He motioned over his shoulder to the clusters of middle-aged women and their daughters all straining to get a glimpse of the woman society had been speculating about this past year.

			‘What do you think of your first ball as Lady Sedgewick?’ Oliver asked as they strolled along the terrace. It was short; even walking slowly it barely took them thirty seconds to reach the stone balustrade at the end, but with dozens of candles lighting the outside space, it was a pretty place to take some air.

			‘It’s not as bad as I feared,’ Lucy said, surprising herself with her honesty.

			Up until this point her strategy had been to hold Oliver at a distance, answering any queries about her life, past or present, as generically as possible. She supposed she was afraid of giving him any assistance in achieving his aim: turning her back into a society wife and pulling her away from her important work at the Foundation.

			‘We never did any of this, did we?’ He motioned to the ballroom. ‘The balls, the socialising. I just married you and then left you.’

			‘We didn’t exactly have the time.’

			‘I’m sorry about that. I should have stayed for longer.’

			She’d wanted him to. Despite the circumstances of their marriage, despite not knowing him on their wedding day, the optimistic young girl Lucy had been had wanted to be a good wife to her husband. She’d wanted to ride out and visit the far corners of his estate with him, to welcome him home after a long day with a glass of his favourite drink. And for a month she’d been that perfect wife. But then he’d left and she’d found out she was pregnant and all her priorities changed.

			‘It was your duty,’ she said, but without any reproach.

			‘It was, but still not the ideal way to begin a marriage.’

			‘Not much about our marriage has been ideal,’ Lucy agreed.

			‘I almost came back to you,’ Oliver said, his voice catching, ‘Just before our boat left Portsmouth I thought about abandoning my men and returning home to you. I often think how things might have been different if I had.’

			Strange, Lucy thought. They’d barely known one another. She couldn’t imagine Oliver even considering abandoning his duty for anything as inconsequential as a wife.

			‘You’d have been shot for desertion.’

			Oliver laughed, ‘Probably.’

			The thought was strangely disturbing. Although she was resisting the idea of their lives being intertwined once again, she didn’t like the idea of him not existing, not being out there somewhere.

			‘We should go and face the gossips,’ Oliver said, taking her gloved hand and placing it into the crook of his arm. ‘Before you freeze.’

			It was cool for an autumn evening, but the sky clear and even a few stars visible in the darkness.

			‘Do we have to?’

			He paused, turning his face to hers. For a moment she saw a flicker of something in his eyes and found herself moistening her lips in anticipation. Then the moment had passed and she was left wondering exactly what went on behind her husband’s stony visage.

			* * *

			Oliver surveyed the ballroom, letting his eyes swivel this way and that, but in reality only focusing on where his wife stood in the middle of a gaggle of women.

			‘How’s married life?’ Redmoor asked, appearing at his side.

			Oliver grimaced. ‘She hates me.’

			‘Not true, I’m sure.’

			‘She thinks I’m ruining her life.’

			‘Strange girl. Most women would jump at a second chance to take up the role of Viscountess.’

			‘Lucy isn’t most women.’

			‘Does she know how you feel about her?’ Redmoor asked.

			‘I don’t feel anything towards her.’

			Redmoor laughed, an infuriating laugh that hinted at some deeper understanding.

			‘Anger, perhaps, and certainly betrayal.’ Oliver pushed on, ignoring his friend’s unbelieving expression. ‘I find her unbearable to be around sometimes.’

			‘That’ll pass.’

			‘I’m not sure.’

			He had mellowed to his wife over the past week, the burning anger and feelings of betrayal simmering down to a more controllable level. Oliver doubted he would ever forgive Lucy for taking away his opportunity to ever see their son, but at least now it wasn’t the only thing he thought of when he looked at her.

			‘She hasn’t tried to run away again?’ Redmoor asked.

			Grimacing as he remembered the ridiculous escape attempt out of the first-floor window, he shook his head. At the very least Lucy seemed content to stay at Sedgewick House until they came to some agreement about the future. He knew in her mind that involved persuading him to move on with his life and allowing her to move on with hers, but that was never going to happen. He took his marriage vows seriously and Lucy was his wife despite everything they’d been through in the past year.

			‘No,’ he said.

			‘Well, that’s a good start. Perhaps you should do something romantic, spend some time together as a couple.’

			‘Redmoor,’ Oliver said firmly, ‘I am not in love with my wife.’

			‘Whatever you say, my friend,’ Redmoor said in a tone that clearly stated he didn’t believe Oliver.

			‘I want her to turn up to society events, run my households, perhaps one day give me children. That is all.’

			‘I’m not saying anything,’ Redmoor said, raising his hands up in mock-defeat.

			Oliver nodded, starting to turn away to look across the ballroom.

			‘Although…’ Redmoor continued, ‘…not many men would spend a whole year of their lives searching for a woman they didn’t care for.’

			‘It was the right thing to do,’ Oliver said stiffly.

			He did care about Lucy, of course he did. They were married and that meant he had certain responsibilities, to keep her safe and comfortable, but he didn’t love her. That would be ridiculous. He barely knew the woman. They’d spent a pleasant but brief month together when they’d first married and then nothing more. Theirs had been an arranged marriage, beneficial to both parties, with no expectations of love involved whatsoever.

			It was true he had felt peculiarly hurt by her desertion and not just in terms of the loss of his son. He’d wanted Lucy, his wife, back and that feeling hadn’t subsided over the year of his search.

			‘Anyway, it hardly matters how I feel about her—she’s barely communicating with me.’

			‘Still worried you’re going to stop her from helping the orphans?’

			‘Destitute women and children,’ Oliver corrected absently. ‘I don’t know what more I can do on that front,’ he said. ‘I’ve not stopped her from going to that place whenever she wants and I’ve assured her a hundred times I don’t want to take it away from her. I just need a little co-operation from her side.’

			‘Give her time,’ Redmoor said sagely, ‘it’s only been a week.’ He leaned in closer, ‘And maybe remind her of the benefits of marriage.’ He winked salaciously, like a streetwalker enticing a client, and then left Oliver to his thoughts.

			His feelings about resuming that part of their relationship were mixed, the memories of the nights they’d spent closeted in their bedroom were still fresh despite the time lapse. Lucy had enjoyed his attentions, that much would have been hard for her to hide, even though she’d been embarrassed by her response to him. For his part, he hadn’t expected such a physical connection with his wife. When they’d come together on their wedding night it should have been awkward, two virtual strangers sharing a bedroom, but it had been more than anything Oliver had ever expected. The thought of tumbling into bed with Lucy again did hold a certain appeal, but he wondered if he could ever feel that same connection with his wife after all she’d done to betray his trust.

			Glancing over to where Lucy had been, he frowned. He couldn’t see her anywhere. In the coral silk dress she was difficult to miss, but as his eyes scanned the ballroom he knew immediately that she wasn’t there. His heart sinking, he began pushing through the crowds. There was a possibility she had momentarily nipped out to the ladies’ retiring room or perhaps to get some air, but his instinct told him that this wasn’t the case. For some reason or another she’d left, alone and unchaperoned.

			Parting the crowds, Oliver made his way swiftly into the hall, stepping out the front door into the cool air of the night and racing down the steps just in time to see a flash of coral silk disappearing in between some of the parked carriages. Part of him hoped she was making her way to his carriage, at least that would be a safe way of abandoning him at the ball where they were meant to make their first debut as a couple.

			Quickly he raced after her, aware of the eyes watching him as he weaved through the carriages. For a moment he thought he’d lost her and felt an awful plummeting of his heart, but then out of the corner of his eye he saw that flash of coral silk again.

			Emerging from the rows of parked carriages, he saw her walking calmly down the street away from the Hickams’ house. She wasn’t hurrying, just walking with her head down in a purposeful manner.

			‘Lucy,’ he called out when he was certain he was close enough if she decided to run.

			She stopped, turning with surprise in her eyes.

			‘Oliver,’ she said, her voice a little shaky, but her demeanour otherwise not betraying any guilt for leaving the ball without him.

			‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

			‘Going home.’

			‘Why?’

			She sighed. ‘I knew this ball was not a good idea.’

			‘What happened?’ he asked, trying to keep the annoyance from his voice. Perhaps he was being too hasty in judging her, perhaps something terrible had happened or some nasty debutante had made a heinous comment.

			‘Nothing happened,’ she said.

			‘You can’t just leave,’ Oliver ground out, feeling his temper flare at the nonchalant way she was behaving. ‘And certainly not without telling me.’

			‘I’m leaving,’ she said quietly. ‘There, you’ve been informed.’

			‘What is wrong with you?’ Oliver asked, hearing the disbelief in his voice. ‘You’re the one that left, you’re the one that ran away. I’ve done nothing but try to accommodate you this last week and you can’t even treat me with basic respect.’

			‘You abducted me off the street, pulled me from my home and have imposed your rule ever since,’ Lucy countered, her voice rising.

			‘I will not have this discussion with you in the middle of the street.’

			He reached out for her arm, thinking to guide her to their carriage, but she pulled away from him.

			‘Don’t be a fool,’ he said quietly. ‘People are watching. And you can’t walk all the way home on your own.’

			‘I don’t care if people are watching,’ Lucy countered.

			‘Well, I do. You might have decided to turn your back on this life, but these are my friends, the people I socialise with. Think of someone else but yourself for once and spare me further embarrassment. You’ve caused enough already.’

			He saw the defiance flare in her eyes and for a moment he thought she would defy him and stalk off down the street, but as the seconds dragged out he saw her sag a little and nod curtly.

			Quickly he escorted her to his carriage, helping her up before she could change her mind.

			They sat in silence and that suited Oliver just fine. He was angry, more than angry. She could have run into all sorts of harm wandering off on her own through London at this time of night. It was reckless and stupid, and he couldn’t understand what had been so terrible she would have put herself at risk like that.

			Noting her tense posture and her resolute gaze fixed out of the window of the carriage, Oliver settled into his seat. There was no point discussing this tonight; both their tempers were too high. Tomorrow hopefully he could be more rational and perhaps she would deign to explain her behaviour to him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Lucy skulked in her room, glancing at the door every few minutes, trying to decide whether to dash downstairs and find some breakfast. She was famished—the maid who normally brought the morning cup of tea and slices of toast and jam hadn’t materialised this morning and so far she hadn’t plucked up the courage to go downstairs and face Oliver.

			It was courage that she needed. Last night she’d acted badly—appallingly, in fact. She had agreed to attend the ball and then just walked out without giving him the courtesy of letting him know she was leaving. It had been rude, inexcusably so, especially when he had done nothing to deserve such treatment. As always Oliver had been a perfect gentleman and she nothing more than a spoiled child.

			Sighing, she reached for the door. It’s better to face your mistakes, she’d always tell the children at the Foundation and now she would have to take her own advice.

			The house was surprisingly quiet, with not even the faraway bustle of a maid and no footman standing ready in the hallway. Cautiously she descended the stairs and peeked into the dining room. Breakfast was laid out as usual, with no sign of Oliver. Guiltily she sent a quick prayer of thanks heavenwards and rushed in to fill her grumbling stomach. Perhaps she wouldn’t have to face Oliver yet anyway.

			‘The tea will be cold,’ a low voice said from behind her.

			She swivelled, regaining her composure enough not to let out a squeal of shock at her husband’s figure in the doorway.

			‘I will ring for some more,’ Lucy said, trying to keep her voice even and calm.

			‘I’ve given the servants the morning off.’

			‘All of them?’

			‘All of them.’

			She swallowed, wondering what he needed the house entirely empty for.

			‘But I can fetch you a fresh pot of tea,’ he said.

			Blinking in surprise at the offer, Lucy started to refuse, but Oliver was already out of the door and out of sight before she could stop him. After she’d recovered from her shock, she glanced once again at the covered breakfast things, trying to quiet her grumbling tummy, and then with a sigh set off after her husband. She couldn’t allow him to crash around in the kitchen just to make her fresh tea.

			‘You really don’t need to,’ Lucy said as she dashed down the stairs to the warm kitchen.

			Her ever-efficient husband already had filled the kettle and was in the process of carrying it back to the stove to heat the water.

			‘We need to talk,’ Oliver said. ‘And I always find this sort of discussion done best on a full stomach, with a steaming cup of tea in your hands.’ His tone sounded ominous and Lucy felt a bubble of panic at the back of her throat.

			Unable to hold his gaze, Lucy glanced around the kitchen, aware she hadn’t been down here in the week she’d been staying at Sedgewick House. She hadn’t met many of the servants, hadn’t tried to integrate herself into the day-to-day life of the household in any way at all.

			Expertly Oliver laid out all that would be needed for the tea in a neat line while he waited for the water to heat.

			‘You don’t find many gentlemen familiar with their kitchen,’ Lucy said quietly, fascinated by the systematic way he’d set everything out.

			‘Seven years in the army,’ Oliver said grimly. ‘It prepares you for all situations. Even the necessity for a gentleman to make his own tea, or—God forbid—cook a simple meal or two.’

			‘You can cook?’

			Oliver grimaced. ‘Finest goat stew this side of Gibraltar, but perhaps not to your taste.’

			She raised her eyebrows in question.

			‘I find it is a dish best served to a stomach growling with hunger, so you eat it so quickly you don’t notice the taste.’

			Carefully he made the tea before placing two cups on a tray with the steaming teapot and a little jug of milk.

			‘Shall we return to the dining room?’ he asked.

			Reluctantly Lucy agreed. It was cosy down here in the kitchen and somehow it made the conversation they needed to have seem that little bit less daunting, but she knew it was no place for the master of the house to conduct his business. Especially the business of reprimanding his wife.

			‘We need to talk,’ Oliver said only once he had poured out the two cups of tea and waited for Lucy to start on her breakfast.

			The toast suddenly seeming dry in her mouth, Lucy swallowed a couple of times, trying to clear the obstruction before realising it was nerves making her feel as if her oesophagus was narrowing.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she blurted out, needing to get in her apology before he went any further.

			In the short time she’d known her husband she hadn’t often seen him surprised. It always appeared as if he were prepared for any eventuality, another by-product of nearly a decade in the army, she supposed.

			‘You’re sorry?’ he asked, as if hardly daring to believe what he was hearing.

			‘I should have made more of an effort.’

			‘What happened at the ball?’ he asked. ‘Did someone say something to you?’

			It would have been better if they had.

			She shook her head, unable to lie to him. ‘No, everyone was curious but polite. They made vague enquiries about where I’d been this past year, but didn’t ask anything outright.’

			‘Then what happened?’

			Lucy sighed, it was difficult to explain, but she owed it to him to try. ‘I was standing there in the middle of a gaggle of young women and they were twittering on about the best material for a day dress and how that differed from an evening dress, and all I could think was how little any of it mattered. All that expense, all that opulence, and for what?’ She dared not look at her husband as she carried on with her rant. ‘Just so a group of rich people could impress another group of rich people.’

			‘So you just decided to leave?’

			‘I felt as though I were suffocating—I had to get out.’

			‘Because they were talking about ball gowns?’ Oliver asked, his expression unreadable.

			‘I’m sorry I left, especially without telling you. It was not the right thing to do. I didn’t think about how you might worry for my safety. I just needed to get away.’

			For over a year she hadn’t had to consider anyone but herself when it came to her immediate needs. It would take a bit of adjustment to factor in another person.

			‘You shouldn’t have left,’ Oliver said, ‘not without me. You could have been hurt, walking the streets of London unchaperoned.’

			He said it so reasonably that Lucy found the blood flooding to her face, her cheeks burning with the shame of how she’d handled the situation.

			‘Why are you being so reasonable?’ she asked.

			‘What is the point in reacting in any other way?’

			‘Most people can’t help it. Most husbands would shout at me for causing such embarrassment, not sit here and discuss my reasons calmly.’

			‘Would you prefer it if I shouted?’

			She glanced at him sharply, wondering if he was joking, but there wasn’t even a hint of a smile on his face. Completely unreadable, that was her husband, especially when it came to emotions.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated, ‘I treated you poorly. You deserved more than how I acted at the ball.’

			‘At least we are in agreement on that point,’ Oliver said and this time there was just the tiniest hint of a smile on his lips. ‘So let’s talk about the future.’

			Taking a deep breath, Lucy nodded. ‘I will endeavour to do better,’ she said. Last night as she’d lain awake in bed she’d realised that she was treating Oliver badly. He was her husband, there was nothing to be done about that, and it was looking as though they would spend the rest of their lives entwined in one another’s life. This thought had scared her; over the last year she’d come to appreciate the freedom to make her own decisions, to be in control of her own fate, and now she was back living with someone who had the legal right to every last bit of her. It had petrified her and as such she hadn’t waited to see what sort of a man Oliver was, instead assuming the worst.

			She’d been convinced he would take away everything that had come to matter to her—the Foundation, her new friends, the freedom to walk about London and go where she pleased. When she stopped to think about it, it wasn’t true. All he had asked was she once again be his wife, but he’d never said she couldn’t continue with the things she loved at the same time.

			‘I’ve been selfish,’ she said quietly, glancing up into his serious face. ‘I was scared you would take everything I’ve built this last year away from me and so I treated you hostilely. It was silly of me and I’m sorry.’

			‘It is an adjustment, trying to be a married couple after so long apart. Especially when we barely knew one another in the first place,’ Oliver said.

			‘I thought you were asking the world of me, but now I can see your request is reasonable.’

			‘So you will begin to act like Lady Sedgewick?’ Oliver asked.

			‘I will. I’ll accept visitors for tea, I’ll attend dinner parties and balls, and smile at all the inane chatter.’ She paused, deciding on a meek and mild approach for her next request. ‘But may I continue my work at the Foundation?’

			Oliver sighed and for a moment she thought he were going to refuse. With her heart hammering in her chest, she began to voice a protest before he’d even spoken, but he held a hand up to silence her.

			‘I’ve never tried to stop you,’ he said. ‘And as long as it pleases you to do so you can continue working at the Foundation.’

			Surprising herself as much as him, Lucy leapt from her chair and flung her arms around her husband’s neck. Stiffly he patted her on the back as one might a distant relative. Lucy realised once again they’d barely touched in the past week, certainly nothing more than a gloved hand upon a jacketed sleeve. A far cry from the surprising intimacy of the first month of their marriage.

			‘Thank you,’ she murmured as she stepped away, knowing most husbands would not have been anywhere near as understanding or generous and having to reassess her opinion of Oliver in her mind.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Glancing at his wife’s profile, Oliver tried to get a handle on the turmoil of emotions raging inside him. Things had been much calmer, much more pleasant at home since they’d had their little conversation about the future. Lucy had relaxed a little more around him, begun acting more like her true self rather than a nervous house guest. It was a slow progress, but progress all the same. Oliver was nothing if not patient.

			For his part, he had let go of some of the resentment he felt towards her. If he was honest, he still hadn’t forgiven her for taking David away and for giving him an entire year of worry and uncertainty. He probably never would. But he did realise that if they were going to have a future together, he needed to try his hardest to move on, or at the very least let Lucy think he had.

			‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ Lucy asked, her face pale as she looked at him from across the carriage.

			He nodded wordlessly, worried his voice might betray the depth of emotion he was feeling if he spoke.

			She was taking him to visit their son’s grave for the first time. He’d known where it was for over a week, after he’d prised that information from her on the day of their reunion, but this was the first time he would set foot in the actual graveyard.

			Three times that week he’d walked to the boundary wall of the graveyard—once he’d even made it as far as the gate into the church—but never had he been able to step inside. Today Lucy had mentioned she was going to visit the grave of their son, as she did every week, and had tentatively invited him to join her.

			They stepped out of the carriage, Oliver drawing his collar up against the downpour that soaked him within seconds before the coachman jumped down and offered them an umbrella. Holding it out so Lucy would be covered, Oliver shivered as the droplets of rain began coursing down his neck.

			‘Come under,’ Lucy said, pulling on his arm until they were huddled together underneath the umbrella. Her warm body pressed up against his arm and immediately he felt better. This wasn’t something you wanted to be doing alone.

			Avoiding the worst of the puddles and mud, they made their way around the side of the church, into the graveyard. Even in the muted daylight, Oliver could see the tombstones nearest the church were old and worn, some of them crumbling or split in two while others had suffered from exposure to the elements, and the inscriptions unreadable.

			‘This way,’ Lucy said as she led him down the stone path. Further away from the church the graves were much more recent and there were a few mounds of earth with crude wooden crosses marking the spots of burials within the last six months.

			They carefully picked their way through a row of graves before stopping in front of a simple tombstone with just one line of writing.

			‘David Oliver Greenhall’ it read, and as Oliver let his eyes focus on the words, he felt a deep ache in his heart. This was his son, his boy, the child that could have been so many things. He might not ever have got to hold him, to look into his eyes, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t loved him.

			Beside him Lucy crouched down, seeming not to notice as her skirt soaked up the muddy water lying around the grave. She laid a hand on the stone and closed her eyes, speaking softly so Oliver could barely hear the words. At first he thought she was saying a prayer, but as snippets of phrases floated up to him he realised she was just talking to their son. Oliver listened as she told him about their reunion and how she had brought his father to visit his grave.

			Eventually she stood up and Oliver could see the tears streaming down her face. Instinctively he reached out and wiped them away with his thumb, pulling Lucy close to him and embracing her as the sobs racked her body.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I don’t normally get this emotional. Would you like a few minutes alone with him?’

			Oliver nodded, handing Lucy the umbrella and waiting until she had stepped away before crouching down himself. It seemed strange to talk to a stone and at first no words would come.

			‘David,’ he said hesitantly, ‘it’s your father.’ He felt ridiculous saying the words. He’d never got to be the boy’s father. Lucy had disappeared with their son before he could even hold him in his arms.

			‘You haven’t once left my thoughts this past year. I wish I could have done more for you. I wish I could have done something for you.’ He paused, swallowing a couple of times as he tried to suppress the image of him holding a tiny baby. It was one he’d dreamed of a hundred times, one that had never got to become a reality. ‘I hope wherever you are, you’re now at peace. Know that you’ll always be in my heart.’

			He reached out and laid a hand on the tombstone, closing his eyes for a few seconds as the image of how he’d always imagined his son flashed in his mind. Slowly he stood, taking a moment to steady himself, before turning to face Lucy.

			She waited for him to step back, then bustled to the grave, pulling out a couple of weeds and brushing a muddy smear off the tombstone. When she was satisfied all was straight, she rejoined Oliver.

			‘I’d like to build a memorial on the estate for David,’ Oliver said quietly as they walked back towards the church, the rain heavier now and hammering down on the umbrella, almost obscuring his words. ‘I thought about trying to get permission to move his body, but I think that would be cruel. Nevertheless, I would like some form of remembrance near the rest of my deceased relatives and ancestors on the estate.’

			‘You’d like David to be remembered as your firstborn?’ Lucy asked, her eyes widening.

			‘Of course. I was thinking a small memorial next to where my parents and brothers are buried, so he’s surrounded by family.’

			He saw her bite her lip before taking a few deep breaths and realised Lucy was trying hard not to cry.

			‘That’s a very nice thing to do,’ she said eventually.

			‘He was my son,’ Oliver said simply.

			Sedgewick Place was where David should be laid to rest, but that couldn’t be helped now. The very least Oliver could do was build a memorial among the rest of the Greenhall family, somewhere he and Lucy could visit while staying in Sussex so far away from the resting place of their little boy.

			They walked from the graveyard, pausing by the carriage. Lucy seemed reluctant to give up his arm and Oliver wasn’t going to be the one to shrug her off.

			‘Perhaps you could walk me to the Foundation,’ she suggested. ‘If you don’t mind being out in this weather.’

			‘Not at all.’

			It was the first time she’d requested his company voluntarily and Oliver felt a flicker of warmth inside him. Today was difficult—visiting his son’s grave for the first time was always going to be painful. He’d expected his resentment of Lucy to flare, for the feelings of betrayal to rise up, but instead he was just glad she was there with him, there to share his pain.

			They walked, skirting around puddles and jumping back from the splash of carriages as they flung water from their wheels on to the pavement. For a while Lucy remained silent, although just having her presence voluntarily on his arm was enough for Oliver.

			‘Tell me,’ he said eventually, ‘how you came to be so involved at the Foundation.’

			He half-expected her to withdraw into herself again, but instead she treated him to a cautious smile.

			‘At first, when Mary found me and David, we were just normal residents. She brought us to the Foundation, gave us food and a small room, and promised to help me look for a job once David was a few weeks older.’

			Oliver nodded, seeing the sadness in his wife’s eyes just as he did whenever she mentioned their son.

			‘When he passed away she was the one who helped me organise the burial and she told me I’d have a home at the Foundation for however long I needed it. For weeks I did little more than cry and mourn, but Mary made sure I ate a little and slowly she encouraged me out of my room to mix with some of the other residents.’ Lucy smiled fondly as she remembered the kindness shown to her by the older woman. ‘A few months after David died, Mary came in all in a flap about her accounts. There was a governor’s meeting and she couldn’t get the figures to balance properly.’

			‘You always were good at the accounts,’ Oliver murmured, anticipating where the story was leading.

			‘I suppose I was. I offered to take a look at them for her—it seemed the least I could do after she’d been so kind to me. I had them sorted and in order in a few hours, much to Mary’s amazement.’ She shrugged. ‘They weren’t much different to household accounts, but just on a larger scale.’

			‘I can see how you became indispensable.’

			‘I had been planning on finding a job somewhere, but Mary asked if I wished to stay. In return for doing the accounts and various pieces of administration, I’d get my room and food, and a small weekly wage.’

			‘A good deal for both of you.’

			‘Exactly. And that’s how it started, but as time went on and I got to know the work Mary was doing and the residents in the Foundation, I wanted to get more involved. I still do the accounts and most of the paperwork, but I also teach a few lessons and oversee the programme we run to get women into work.’

			‘It is rare to see such passion for one’s work,’ Oliver said.

			It was true, not many people enjoyed their jobs like Lucy seemed to. For her it was a vocation, a calling. He’d felt the same way about the army at first. He’d believed in the cause, in the idea of liberating the repressed, but after years of his friends and comrades being killed and injured he’d become more jaded. Marrying Lucy and wanting to be at home with her and his new child had been the final reason to give up his commission in a long line of reasons. And ever since, he’d felt a little directionless. He envied Lucy her passion. Although he was proud of his family estate, running it didn’t give him the same thrill Lucy’s work seemed to provide her.

			‘And you never thought to move away from the Foundation? Find a residence elsewhere?’

			Lucy shrugged, but he noticed his words had cut deeper than he had anticipated. He wondered if staying in such a place as St Giles was her idea of penance. Penance for losing their son, penance for not being able to do more for him. It would make sense; there was really no reason for Lucy to stay in the slums, even if she worked at the Foundation every day. Something else other than convenience was keeping her there.

			They turned into the narrower streets, stepping carefully through the muck on the pavements, trying to avoid the worst of it. This was the fourth time Oliver had been to the Foundation now and he was beginning to find the route familiar. Today there was hardly anyone outside, and the few people that hurried past had upturned collars and downcast faces against the rain.

			‘Your money,’ a low voice demanded as they rounded a corner.

			Beside him, Oliver felt Lucy stiffen, but she didn’t show any other sign of panic. He cursed—he’d become complacent, forgotten what sort of place this was. Strolling arm in arm with Lucy had made him forget they had entered one of the most deprived areas of London.

			He watched as Lucy dipped her head and searched the thief’s face, frowning slightly through the pouring rain.

			‘Give me your money and no one has to get hurt,’ the man said, flashing a knife from the sleeve of his coat.

			‘Do I know you?’ Lucy asked.

			‘No questions. Just your money.’

			Oliver narrowed his eyes. He could probably disarm the thief if he acted quickly, a swift blow to the throat was usually enough to stop any assailant, especially if you could take them by surprise. The thief wouldn’t expect a finely dressed couple to fight back. If he’d been on his own that was exactly what Oliver would have done, but he had Lucy’s safety to think of now.

			Carefully he dug a hand into his jacket, loath to give over anything to this criminal, but not willing to put Lucy at risk.

			‘What are you doing?’ Lucy rasped at him, pulling his arm from his jacket. ‘If we give him money, it’ll just encourage this behaviour.’

			‘You make it sound like a child refusing to eat their vegetables. I’m not sure thievery is so easily discouraged.’

			‘I understand you might be going through a difficult time,’ Lucy said, turning back to the man in front of them, ‘but this is not the answer. There are people who can help you get back on your feet.’

			‘Assuming he wants to reform,’ Oliver muttered. The crazy woman was going to get herself killed.

			‘Your money,’ the man demanded, his voice a little more shrill than before. Oliver knew soon he would become irrational.

			‘There is a very good charity—they have their headquarters down New Compton Street—they can help with a warm meal and a place to stay if you need it. And work, too.’

			‘Your money,’ the man demanded again, his voice almost hysterical.

			‘Please excuse my wife,’ Oliver said, pushing Lucy to safety behind him. ‘She’s got too much compassion.’

			Lightning quick Oliver struck out with his arm, the side of his palm jerking into the thief’s throat. The man gurgled and gasped, sinking down the wall as he clutched at his neck.

			‘Oliver, really,’ Lucy admonished, ‘you could have hurt him.’

			Giving her a withering glance, he stepped over the man’s legs, pulling Lucy behind him, ignoring her protests as he marched her quickly through the streets. Only once they were inside the walls of the Foundation did he let her stop to catch her breath.

			‘You didn’t need to hit him.’

			‘I could have tried talking him to death, but that didn’t seem to be working that well for you.’

			She opened her mouth and closed it again.

			‘Violence is never the answer.’

			‘When a man threatens my wife with a knife, violence is always the answer.’

			He saw her expression soften and knew he was forgiven.

			‘Thank you for getting us out of that situation,’ she said.

			‘What situation?’ Mary asked as she bustled into the office.

			‘A man just tried to rob us,’ Lucy explained.

			‘I hope you didn’t give him anything.’

			So this was where Lucy got her cavalier attitude to knife-wielding thieves from.

			‘Lord Sedgewick hit him in the throat.’

			Mary laughed, a short sharp bark of a laugh that Oliver found he quite liked despite its ear-splitting qualities.

			‘Good work—not that I don’t have sympathy for the poor chaps, living in squalid conditions with no hope of employment—but we can’t help everyone.’

			‘I must be getting to the children,’ Lucy said.

			Today was the day she took one of the classes, Oliver had learnt, an obligation she was not in any hurry to give up.

			‘Shall I meet you back at home?’

			He shook his head, thinking of the man with the knife and knowing he would find it difficult to let Lucy wander through these streets on her own ever again.

			* * *

			True to his word, Oliver had waited for her throughout the afternoon at the Foundation. She knew he’d been worried about her safety after the encounter with the would-be thief on their walk. She didn’t dare tell him the number of times she’d been robbed in the past year. Normally it was just pickpockets, little hands that sneaked in and found your purse before you knew anything was happening, but a couple of times before she had been threatened with a knife by one of the more desperate souls who passed through the slums. Of course she exercised common sense and tried not to walk alone through the most dangerous areas, especially after dark, but St Giles was familiar to her, a home of sorts, and sometimes she did forget the potential dangers lurking around dark corners.

			Over the months, she had thought about moving away from the Foundation on a number of occasions. Although St Giles was where she needed to be for her work, it didn’t mean she had to live there. Even Mary, the most devoted to the women and children, had a small residence in a more salubrious part of London and spent half her nights there.

			For Lucy it was about connection. In St Giles she felt closest to her son. It was where he was buried, where he’d spent most of the few weeks of his short life. If she was completely honest, there was also an element of thinking she had to do penance for failing to protect him better. Not many people chose to live in St Giles out of choice and Lucy knew her decision to stay there so long hadn’t been entirely rational, but in a way it had been her home for just over a year.

			‘Shall we go home?’ Oliver asked as she pulled on her cloak, still damp from the rain earlier in the day.

			‘I wondered if you wanted to spend a little time out and about?’ His face clouded with suspicion and Lucy had to suppress a laugh. ‘Don’t worry—I’m not going to get you handing out leaflets to the women of London.’

			After her behaviour at the Hickams’ ball she had resolved to make an effort with her husband. That meant actually talking to him, getting to know him and allowing herself to see he wasn’t the cold man she had first supposed. Tonight was her olive branch, a suggestion to spend time together for the sole purpose of just being together.

			‘What do you propose?’

			‘A little light entertainment,’ Lucy said.

			To her delight Oliver agreed, although he insisted on taking a carriage as soon as they were able to hail one as they reached the main thoroughfare.

			‘Where are we going?’ he asked as she hopped up behind him after giving instructions to the coachman.

			‘It’s a surprise. I promise you an evening of entertainment unlike anything you’ve ever witnessed before.’

			He grimaced, no doubt picturing all manner of sins.

			‘Is it somewhere fit for a viscountess?’ he asked.

			Lucy bristled before casting him a sidelong glance and realising he was joking. Joking in that very serious, difficult-to-interpret way of his, but joking all the same.

			‘Surely it can’t be scandalous if I bring my husband,’ Lucy said.

			‘I can just see the headlines: Lord and Lady Sedgewick seen entering notorious gambling den.’

			‘It’s not a gambling den.’

			‘Lord Sedgewick takes his wife to obscene theatre performance.’

			‘They would blame it on your corrupting influence of course. I’ve been shut away in Sussex for a year.’

			This time he laughed, a proper eye-crinkling, spontaneous laugh that seemed to come from deep inside him. She hadn’t seen him laugh like that before and instantly she wanted to hear it again.

			‘I wouldn’t be so sure the gossips think you’re the innocent party in our strange relationship—many see me as the suave and dashing wronged husband, dedicated to a wife who’s either mad or melancholic.’

			‘I suppose my behaviour at the Hickams’ ball didn’t help,’ Lucy said with a sigh.

			‘But all the young women are now swooning over me, talking about how I must be the finest of husbands to put up with your behaviour.’

			‘And where have you been to hear the opinions of swooning young women?’ Lucy asked.

			‘Here and there…’ he sighed dramatically ‘…I just can’t seem to get away from them.’

			‘I’ll have to step up my role as protective wife,’ she murmured and, although Oliver laughed, she was only half-joking.

			What a difference a couple of days could make. Just a week ago she’d been doing anything she could to persuade Oliver to end their marriage, to allow them to go their separate ways and live independent lives. Now, only a few days later, she felt a mild pang of jealousy as he spoke of other women, even though their entire conversation had been in jest.

			Throwing a sidelong look in his direction, Lucy regarded her husband. He was tall and lean, with dark hair and dark eyes. His expression was normally serious, but when he smiled he was a devastatingly handsome man. She could see other women being interested in him romantically and that was before one took his social standing and substantial fortune into account.

			Trying not to overanalyse her feelings, Lucy sat back and watched their progress through the streets of London.

			* * *

			Before long they’d crossed the river and the carriage had slowed in the narrower streets of Southwark.

			‘Southwark,’ Oliver said with a grimace. ‘This can’t be good.’

			‘Don’t try to tell me you don’t frequent Southwark when the fancy takes you,’ Lucy said, watching as he leaned forward to peer out of the window.

			‘Maybe as a young man, but I’ve found my tastes have changed as I’ve got older.’

			She couldn’t really imagine him as young and carefree, just another twenty-year-old making his way in the world, enjoying a break from his studies with all the delights Southwark had to offer. By the time she’d met him he was already in his late twenties and hardened by years spent in the army.

			‘This way,’ Lucy said as the carriage drew to a halt and they stepped down. She took him by the hand and led him across the street to a gaudily painted set of double doors.

			Lucy had been to the Charleston Rose twice before, both times with Mary. Today she took out a couple of coins, paid the small entrance fee and waited while a woman clad in a very tight dress guided them to a table.

			‘I’m trying to work out why you’ve been here before,’ Oliver said, a frown on his face as he perused the room. The tables were half-full, mainly consisting of single or groups of men, varying in age of barely adult to old and decrepit. Sashaying between the tables were women, some young, some past their prime, all dressed in brightly coloured dresses with tight bodices that left little to the imagination. In one corner an elderly man played a jaunty tune on the piano as other patrons continued to enter and take their seats.

			‘Don’t worry—I’ve never worked here,’ Lucy said. It was meant as a joke, but she saw his face darken and realised she’d pushed too far. ‘One of the young women we took in to the Foundation a little over six months ago is the star of the show. She’s done very well for herself and I like to keep in contact whenever I can.’

			With that explanation Oliver relaxed a little and went back to regarding the other audience members. There were one or two women perched on the hard chairs, but it was predominantly a male audience.

			A few minutes later, the curtain lifted and seven women walked on to the stage, their heels clattering across the wood, and the pianist quickly changed the music he was playing and picked up the tempo. Six were dressed identically, with white skirts fat with petticoats ready to be flung around and red-and-white bodices. The seventh, a pretty young thing called Millie, stood front and centre, dressed in a deep maroon, her hair loose and cascading down her back.

			The show started. Millie sang while the other girls danced behind her, fast numbers with lots of risqué glimpses of stockinged calves and bare thighs. When Mary had first brought her here last year, Lucy had been enthralled; her sheltered upbringing hadn’t prepared her for this sort of spectacle. Even the time she’d spent living in St Giles hadn’t broadened her horizons as much as she’d first thought. It had seemed inconceivable for a young woman to mesmerise so many men, to use her voice and her body to enthral and entertain.

			‘She’s very good,’ Oliver murmured in a gap between songs. ‘Lovely voice.’

			Most of the men in the room had their eyes fixed on Millie, despite the ever-increasingly scandalous dancing of the women behind her. There was something enthralling about her, something special you couldn’t put into words, but was there all the same.

			* * *

			After half an hour and an energetic finale, Millie took a curtsy to raucous applause and whistling and trooped off the stage with the dancers.

			‘What did you think?’ Lucy asked.

			‘I never imagined I would be sitting in a place like this in Southwark with my wife,’ he said slowly.

			‘But did you enjoy it?’

			‘I did.’

			That reserved admission was enough to keep a smile on Lucy’s face as Millie came hurrying over to greet them.

			‘Caroline,’ she gushed, kissing Lucy on the cheek, ‘I’ve missed you.’

			Curious eyes turned to Oliver.

			‘My husband,’ Lucy said.

			‘You’re married? Congratulations. When did that happen?’

			Lucy hesitated and felt herself stiffen in anticipation as Oliver stepped forward.

			‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss…’

			‘Millie, everyone calls me Millie.’

			‘It’s a pleasure to meet you Millie. You gave an enthralling performance tonight.’

			Millie blushed a little, then gave a pretty curtsy.

			‘My wife tells me you know one another from the Foundation.’

			‘Caroline was the reason I had the courage to come and audition for the job here. Without her I don’t know where I’d be now.’

			‘Excuse me, miss, can I buy you a drink?’ a young man said, fumbling over his words to the delight of his cackling friends at the table behind him.

			‘Go,’ Lucy urged, knowing socialising with her fans was as much part of the job as singing and dancing.

			‘We’ll catch up soon,’ Millie promised as she turned away, smiling sweetly at her admirer.

			Lucy allowed Oliver to guide her outside, but stopped him before he had chance to hail a carriage.

			‘Let’s walk for a while,’ she said, slipping her hand into his arm.

			The evening was clear and cool, but the moonlight gave a pleasant glow to the streets as they walked.

			‘It seems your friend is happy in what she does,’ Oliver said as they walked.

			‘I think she is. She loves singing, loves being up there on stage.’

			‘And what comes after?’ Oliver asked quietly.

			Lucy knew there was more to Millie’s job than just singing and enjoying the odd drink with an admirer. She needed patrons, men who provided her with that little bit of additional income that allowed her to survive. It was the cruel way of the world, that someone as talented as Millie still had to degrade herself if she wanted food on the table.

			‘It’s not ideal, of course, but I’m amazed what conditions people will thrive in when they’ve come from worse situations.’

			‘Lucy,’ Oliver said, his voice with an uncharacteristic amount of emotion, ‘did you ever have to…?’ He trailed off, unable to finish the question.

			‘No,’ she said simply.

			‘Good.’

			‘I was one of the lucky ones. Mary found me before I became desperate.’

			He nodded, eyes fixed ahead.

			‘Let’s talk of something else.’

			Arm in arm they strolled along the cobbled streets. It wasn’t a romantic spot; Southwark had a reputation as the borough of vice and crime, but Lucy felt peculiarly content walking with her husband along the moonlit street.

			Skirting the impressive building of the cathedral, they climbed the stairs, Oliver lifting her bodily over the prostrate form of a drunk lying sprawled across two steps. Up on the bridge they paused, leaning on the wrought-iron barrier, looking down into the river.

			‘Tonight we sampled the entertainment from your world. Tomorrow shall we try some from mine?’ Oliver asked.

			He probably meant an opera—the favourite entertainment of the ton. A place where fewer people seemed focused on the stage than on being seen.

			‘That would be lovely,’ she said graciously. Opera had never been her favourite choice of evening entertainment, but he had agreed to her excursion. The least she could do was agree to his.

			‘Thank you for a most interesting evening,’ he said, turning towards her.

			His eyes were dark in the moonlight and, as he straightened and took a step towards her, Lucy had an overwhelming desire to kiss her husband. She felt her body sway towards him before she could grasp any sort of control and to her horror she felt her lips part in anticipation.

			As a new bride she had enjoyed the physical part of her relationship with her new husband, but they’d last kissed well over a year ago. He was barely more than a stranger. She shouldn’t be throwing herself at him. Only a few days ago she was doing everything in her power to get him to let her live her life completely separate from him.

			‘Lucy,’ Oliver said, lifting a finger to brush a strand of hair behind her ear. It was an intimate gesture, one that made her want to melt into his arms and never come up for air.

			Quickly, before he could see the naked desire in her eyes, she stepped away. A friendly, mutually respectful relationship was one thing—she had found these last few days she could tolerate and even enjoy a platonic marriage to Oliver—but she could not allow it to become anything more than that.

			Shivering, but not from the cold, she reminded herself of the pain she’d felt when she’d lost her son. She couldn’t ever risk heartbreak like that again and the only way to ensure that was to avoid being intimate with her husband. No matter how much her body was drawing her towards him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			He’d sensed something; Oliver was sure of it. A gentle sway of her body towards him, a softening of her lips. For a moment he would have sworn she wanted to be kissed, but he’d hesitated, worried about scaring her away, and then the moment had been gone.

			When analysing that moment, Oliver realised with surprise that he’d wanted it, too. He’d wanted to kiss his wife, wanted to pull her into his arms and renew the intimacy they’d once shared.

			With a shake of his head he dismissed the idea. The progress they’d made on their relationship in the past week had been nothing short of extraordinary. He shouldn’t complicate matters with thoughts of a more intimate relationship. Still, sitting here in his study, he couldn’t help but mull over the previous evening, when he knew he should be reading through the letters his steward had sent up from Sussex.

			A loud crash from the kitchen followed by muted shouts got him on his feet. Normally he didn’t interfere with the running of the house. He had a very capable butler and cook here in London, and a housekeeper who ran his country estate like a military operation back in Sussex. Nevertheless, when the shouting didn’t abate he headed for the back stairs down to the kitchens.

			He was surprised to find Lucy had beat him and was working on calming the normally stoical cook down, patting her gently on the arm and guiding her to the long bench that ran along one side of the table.

			‘He’ll have to go,’ Mrs Finch said, waving a trembling finger in the direction of a boy Oliver recognised.

			‘I didn’t do nothing wrong,’ he protested. ‘You said I could eat the leftovers. You shouldn’t have said that if it wasn’t the truth.’

			‘Freddy, why don’t you sit down and we can talk in a moment?’ Lucy said.

			He was tempted to leave them to it. Lucy seemed to have matters under control, but he was curious as to how she would mediate between the cook and the young boy. And he was curious as to why Freddy from the St Giles’s Women’s and Children’s Foundation was standing in his kitchen causing his normally calm cook to shake with anger.

			‘He ate a whole ham,’ Mrs Finch said, shaking her head. ‘It clearly wasn’t a leftover.’

			‘Shouldn’t have been left on the side, then,’ Freddy grumbled.

			‘And the insubordination—he’s hardly got the attributes to work in a great house.’

			‘Mrs Finch,’ Lucy said, her voice low and soothing, ‘Freddy has had a difficult life and sometimes the things we take for granted—such as food on the table—he hasn’t always had. He’s young and enthusiastic, and he might not have the polish that most of the lads in service do, but I know you’ve been running this household for a long time and I hoped if anyone could take him under their wing and show him how to act in a good household such as this it would be you.’

			The cook looked a little mollified and Oliver had to suppress a smile. He could see how a year of working with a host of different people had made Lucy into quite the negotiator.

			‘Be patient with him and I’m sure soon he will be more of a help than a hindrance.’

			‘He needs to stop eating so much,’ Mrs Finch grumbled, but Oliver could see his wife had won the cook over.

			‘When he realises there will always be food available, that he won’t go for days without eating again, then I’m sure he will not feel the need to eat whatever is in sight. Until then, Lord Sedgewick and I are happy for him to have an extra helping here and there.’

			Oliver nodded in support as Mrs Finch glanced in his direction.

			‘Will you give him a chance?’ she asked.

			‘Yes, my lady.’

			‘Thank you, Mrs Finch. I won’t forget this.’

			Turning to Freddy, Lucy smiled kindly. ‘Be a good lad and do what Mrs Finch tells you,’ she said encouragingly.

			Oliver slipped from the kitchen, climbed back up the stairs and waited for Lucy. She jumped in surprise as he stepped out into her path as she reached the top of the stairs.

			‘Since when is Freddy a member of our staff?’ Oliver asked.

			Lucy bit her lip and looked a little sheepish.

			‘I thought Mrs Finch could use a hand in the kitchens and Freddy is a good boy. He just needs someone to believe in him to get him started in life.’

			‘Am I going to find any more of your waifs and strays around the house?’ Oliver asked. In truth, he didn’t mind, as long as none of her protégés started pilfering the silver.

			He could tell there was at least one more by the way her cheeks flooded with colour.

			‘I might have asked a young woman called Florence to be my lady’s maid,’ Lucy said.

			‘I’m sure she has great experience of dressing hair and looking after clothes,’ Oliver said drily.

			‘She’s a quick learner.’

			‘In the meantime, can I expect you to adopt a simple style?’ he asked and before he could stop himself he was thinking of Lucy in nothing but a thin shift, her hair loose and falling down her back. Involuntarily he reached out, curling a stray strand of dark blonde hair around his fingers.

			Even this simple contact was enough to send a jolt through his body and quickly he was suffused with an overwhelming desire for his wife.

			‘I’m sure I can manage to be adequately turned out,’ Lucy said, oblivious to his discomfort.

			‘Mmm…’ Oliver didn’t trust himself to speak. He wondered how she would react if he just bent his head and kissed her. Surely one kiss couldn’t ruin their fragile relationship.

			‘I will prove it to you tonight,’ Lucy said, setting her shoulders back as if preparing to go into battle.

			‘I’m sure,’ Oliver murmured, hardly hearing her words, instead wondering what the skin at the base of her neck tasted like. It looked so soft, so inviting. Once he’d kissed her there—the memory of it was burned into his mind—but what he wouldn’t give to brush his lips over her sensitive skin again.

			‘And if I look the part of a viscountess tonight, Florence can stay?’ Lucy pushed for an answer.

			‘Florence?’ Oliver asked, his mind trailing a long way behind the conversation, too preoccupied with thoughts of Lucy pressed up against him.

			‘My maid.’

			‘What about her?’

			‘Are you quite all right?’ Lucy asked, peering at him strangely.

			‘Yes,’ Oliver said, managing to pull himself together. He was a man of thirty-one, not some green boy, and this was his wife. Perhaps, he thought, there was no harm in reminding Lucy of some of the pleasures of marriage.

			* * *

			Lucy adjusted her hair in the mirror and turned to one side, then the other, checking everything was in place. Despite what she’d said to Oliver, Florence was an appalling lady’s maid, but it was hardly surprising when she’d been dragged up by an alcoholic mother in one slum of London and beaten near to death by a gin-drinking husband in another. What the young woman lacked in skill or refinement she made up for in enthusiasm and Lucy was sure, one day, she’d make a fine lady’s maid.

			Smoothing her dress, she pulled on the white satin gloves Oliver had given her soon after their marriage with her new initials—L.S. for Lucy Sedgewick—embroidered on the lower edge and the Sedgewick crest beneath them. Satisfied she looked presentable, she thanked Florence for her help and made her way downstairs.

			Oliver was waiting, punctual as ever, with her thick cloak in one hand ready to help her on with it.

			‘Surely it’s not that cold outside,’ Lucy said, thinking they were only going to be sitting in the carriage and walking to the theatre.

			‘You’ll be glad of it later in the evening,’ Oliver said, placing it over her shoulders.

			‘Where are we going?’ Lucy asked, wondering if her assumption about the opera had been wrong.

			‘Wait and see.’

			They took the carriage, heading away from central London as Lucy peered out of the window and wondered what Oliver could have planned. He was tight-lipped, unwilling to reveal their destination until they arrived.

			Settling back into her seat, Lucy watched her husband. There was something different about him tonight. He looked determined and purposeful, which he always did, but tonight these attributes seemed amplified. She wondered what his purpose was and shivered at the thought it could be something to do with her.

			* * *

			‘Come,’ Oliver said as he helped her down from the carriage.

			Lucy had to contain a squeal of pleasure as she realised where they were. Far from spending the evening cooped up in a theatre or opera house, instead Oliver had surprised her by bringing her to the Ranelagh Pleasure Gardens.

			‘Have you been here before?’ Oliver asked.

			Lucy shook her head. She’d always wanted to visit, had asked her mother more than once during her Season in London if they could spend the afternoon there, but her mother had never agreed. Their main reason to come to London was to find Lucy a husband and strolling around a pleasure garden was probably not the best use of her time.

			‘You can see more of the gardens during the day,’ Oliver said as they paid their entry fee and walked through the gates. ‘But I think there’s something rather magical about visiting in the evening.’

			As they walked in, the path lit up by dozens of lanterns perched on walls and resting on the ground, Lucy gasped.

			‘It’s beautiful,’ she said, squeezing Oliver’s arm.

			‘We never got to do much as a couple before,’ he said quietly. ‘I want to make up for that now. This is one of my favourite places in London and I wanted to share it with you.’

			Feeling a swell of warmth towards her husband. she smiled up at him. It was almost impossible to remember why she had been so reluctant to reunite with him. She knew he was still hurting from how she had abandoned him, but these past few days he had been really trying to put that behind them.

			‘Come this way,’ Oliver said, leading her off the main path and down a well-lit set of stairs. They passed a few other couples on the way, but when they reached the bottom the gardens seemed quieter, as if they had the magical place to themselves.

			Carefully Oliver guided her down ever-darkening paths until they reached a small fountain, illuminated by lanterns and splashing away in the darkness.

			‘The stories say if you throw a coin into the fountain it will grant you one wish,’ he said, reaching into a pocket and pulling out two shiny coins.

			Wordlessly Lucy took her coin and closed her eyes, squeezing them tight as she formulated a wish in her mind. Then she tossed the coin into the fountain, watching as it splashed and caused ripples to break out on the surface of the water. A moment later Oliver did the same.

			‘What did you wish for?’ he asked, stepping closer and wrapping an arm around her waist. Lucy stiffened instinctively at the contact, but relaxed after a second, allowing her body to sink into his.

			‘Surely that would spoil the wish.’

			‘I’m not superstitious. I can tell you mine if you prefer.’

			Suddenly Lucy had a deep desire to know what her husband had wished for. She had wished for the same thing she prayed for every evening—that her boy was at peace and no longer suffering as he had been in life.

			‘What did you wish for?’ Lucy asked, knowing deep down it would be dangerous to ask, but not able to stop herself all the same.

			‘I wished for a kiss,’ Oliver murmured.

			She had plenty of time to stop him as he bent his neck slowly, covering her lips with his own as if they had all the time in the world. Even though she knew she shouldn’t kiss him, that it went against her need to stay distant from Oliver, she didn’t do a single thing to stop him and as his lips met hers she pulled him in closer.

			Little jolts of pleasure coursed through her body and Lucy felt as though she were awakening for the first time in over a year. The spot where his hand met the skin of her cheek felt as though it were on fire and all Lucy could think of was keeping this moment going for ever.

			‘So lovely,’ he murmured, kissing the angle of her jaw, her neck, her throat, before returning to the softness of her lips.

			Right then, in that moment, Lucy couldn’t think of anything more appealing than giving in to every primal desire that was rampaging through her body. She wanted to lie down under him, rediscover the pleasure they had shared at the beginning of their marriage, spend hour upon hour in bed until she knew his body as well as her own.

			Reality came crashing back down as suddenly as the first flash of lightning in a summer storm.

			‘Stop,’ she said, planting her hands on his chest and pushing him away.

			‘Stop?’ he asked, his voice deep and confused.

			‘We can’t do this.’

			‘Of course we can, Lucy. We’re married. It’s natural.’

			In a way he was right—most married couples didn’t practise a completely celibate relationship. Still, theirs wasn’t the most usual of unions.

			‘I can’t do this,’ Lucy said, then corrected herself. ‘I won’t do this.’

			‘What’s this all about?’

			‘Please, Oliver, just take me home.’

			He looked at her for thirty seconds without speaking and for a moment she thought he would press the issue, but instead he offered her his arm and briskly led her back the way they’d come, walking so quickly she almost had to run to keep up.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Oliver glared at an approaching acquaintance, unaware quite how unwelcoming his visage was until the woman and her daughter scuttled away, glancing back over their shoulders with alarmed expressions on their faces.

			‘Good job there are no children here tonight,’ Redmoor murmured as he slipped into the space beside Oliver. ‘You’d scare them half to death with that expression.’

			Oliver grunted, for once not feeling in the mood for Redmoor’s witty remarks. He had insisted they come to the Fletchers’ ball despite Oliver’s foul mood and now Lucy was completely avoiding him, making everything worse.

			‘No progress in sowing the seeds of marital harmony?’ Redmoor asked.

			‘No.’ It wasn’t strictly true. They’d made a lot of progress. Two days ago he’d been satisfied that Lucy wasn’t about to slip away in the middle of the night any more. They’d found an easy truce, a compromise of a relationship that meant they were civil and even friendly towards one another, but now Oliver wanted more.

			‘Is she here?’ Redmoor asked, scanning the room.

			‘Dancing with our host, Lord Fletcher.’

			‘Poor girl.’ Lord Fletcher had a reputation for being a little overfamiliar with his female guests and no doubt Lucy was being treated to a long accounting of his family history and lineage, admittedly one of the finest in the country, but still not a thrilling subject for the dance floor.

			Oliver had no inclination to save her, though, despite knowing what a foul time she would be having. Ever since the previous night, she’d either avoided him or ignored him. Walking around with a troubled look on her face that showed she was fighting some sort of inner turmoil, but refusing to tell him what it was.

			Oliver believed the world would be simpler if people just spoke their minds a little more often. In Lucy’s case, he would be able to respond to her fears much better if she would just tell him what they were. Instead he was left guessing whether she was avoiding him because she hadn’t enjoyed the kiss, if she found him repulsive or if she’d vowed never to be intimate with a man again after the trauma of their son’s death.

			‘She’s avoiding me.’

			‘Barely two weeks into your reunion and already she’s avoiding you. What did you do?’

			Oliver shrugged—in truth, he had no idea. At the time she’d seemed to enjoy their kiss. Her body had responded to him, her lips had invited him in and then it was as if she had regained conscious control of herself and regretted their moment of intimacy immediately.

			‘You’ll get through to her eventually,’ Redmoor said, his voice low and reassuring. ‘You’re just impatient because you’ve been waiting so long for this moment.’

			‘I have not been…’ Oliver started speaking, then stopped himself as he saw Redmoor’s grin. His old friend was baiting him.

			‘No one searches for an entire year for a woman they do not care about,’ Redmoor said, repeating his comment from the other night.

			‘Of course I care about her—she’s my responsibility.’

			She was so much more than that. The turmoil of his emotions the past couple of days was difficult to deal with. He wanted to gather Lucy in his arms and make her promise she would never run away again, then make love to her over and over again. But at the same time he still couldn’t trust her, still wondered every morning if she would turn up to breakfast, still found himself holding back out of fear she would crush some part of him.

			‘I’m going to rescue my wife,’ he said, watching as the dance ended and Lucy was escorted off the dance floor by Lord Fletcher.

			‘May I steal my wife for the next dance?’ Oliver asked as he stepped in beside Lucy.

			The look of relief on her face was immediate, replaced after a few seconds by one of startled wariness. Momentarily at least she’d forgotten she was avoiding him.

			‘Charming young lady,’ Fletcher said, planting a sloppy kiss on her palm, ‘I don’t know why you kept her hidden away for so long, Sedgewick. It’s a crime to the rest of society.’

			‘I wanted her all to myself,’ Oliver murmured, whisking Lucy away.

			‘Thank you,’ she said as they took their places on the dance floor for a waltz. Two dances, that was all they’d ever shared in life and both had been waltzes. Not that Oliver minded—he liked the slower tempo, the need to hold one’s partner close. And it gave much more opportunity for whispered conversations.

			Oliver pulled her in closer to him, purposefully narrowing the gap between them to the smallest possible while still maintaining at least the semblance of propriety.

			‘You need to start talking to me,’ he whispered in her ear as he spun her on the first note.

			‘I do talk to you.’

			‘About things that matter.’

			She remained silent.

			‘I’m not a monster, Lucy. I want to know when things are upsetting you. I may be able to help.’

			‘Nothing is upsetting me.’

			‘You’ve been avoiding me all day.’

			‘I’ve been busy.’

			He fell silent, whisking her across the dance floor with ease as he tried to think of another approach.

			‘I think we should start sharing a bedroom,’ he said bluntly. He was ready when Lucy stumbled, missing the step and then another, and he caught her deftly, lifting her slightly before setting her back on her feet. ‘We’ve been married for nearly two years. I can only see benefits to the arrangement.’

			‘Surely our current arrangement is working perfectly fine.’

			‘I don’t want perfectly fine, Lucy,’ Oliver growled.

			‘It’s too soon,’ she protested.

			‘Then when? A month? A year? A decade?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Yes to what?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Lucy said, visibly flustered. She clearly hadn’t been expecting him to press her on the issue; he’d been so reserved until now. ‘We should have this conversation in private.’

			‘Good idea,’ Oliver said, whisking her off the dance floor, hearing the murmur of surprise from the other dancers and spectators, but hardly caring.

			‘Everyone is looking at us,’ Lucy said, pulling back as he tugged her by the hand through the crowd.

			‘Let them look.’

			He exited the ballroom, ignoring the curious stares from a group of middle-aged women in the hall, and started testing doors.

			‘Oliver, we can’t do this,’ Lucy said, glancing back over her shoulder.

			‘Of course we can. We’re married. There’s no scandal in a man being alone with his wife at a ball.’

			She opened her mouth as if to protest, but at that moment he found an unlocked door and pulled her into a darkened room.

			* * *

			Lucy swallowed as she heard the click of the lock. She wasn’t afraid of Oliver, not that he’d physically hurt her, but she was a little scared of being alone with him. Last night had shown she couldn’t trust herself to behave sensibly around him.

			She’d never seen him like this before. Until now he’d treated her gently, emotionally as well as physically, content to let her come to him in her own time, but now she was reminded of the man in his study searching for answers on the first day of their reunion.

			‘Sit,’ he said and she found herself obeying, sinking into a plush sofa before her mind had even fully registered the command.

			He sat next to her, so close she could smell his scent, that mixture of soap and something sweeter. It was intoxicating to have his body so close to hers and already she felt what little resolve she had slipping.

			‘Last night,’ he said, leaning in so their faces were almost touching, ‘I very much enjoyed our kiss by the fountain. I think you did, too.’

			She nodded once before catching herself.

			‘I thought so. I remember how you used to moan underneath me when we were first married. It was the same yesterday.’

			Feeling her cheeks burning, Lucy was glad of the near total darkness. Her response to him physically wasn’t at all ladylike. Although what happened in the bedroom of married couples was a taboo subject for well-brought-up young ladies, she knew most women did not enjoy it as much as she’d found herself doing. There were always whispers of enduring the deed, of lying back and waiting for it to be over, but her experience had been much, much different.

			‘I enjoyed kissing you—you enjoyed kissing me. We are married, husband and wife, so there is no moral reason we cannot be intimate, but instantly you regretted it. Enlighten me as to why?’

			‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Lucy said, knowing this wishy-washy answer wouldn’t be enough to pacify her husband.

			‘So if I was to kiss you again you wouldn’t pull away?’

			The primal, instinctive part of her swelled with anticipation, needing to feel his lips on hers again.

			‘Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kiss you,’ Oliver said, his voice low.

			Lucy knew there were many reasons, arguments she’d thought out in depth in her mind, but right now she couldn’t think of a single one of them. Her mind was completely blank.

			‘We shouldn’t,’ she said, but even to her own ears she sounded unconvincing.

			‘One good reason,’ Oliver murmured as he leaned forward, ‘and I’ll stop.’

			She shuddered as his lips met hers, his body heavy above her own. Already she was half-reclined on the sofa and as he kissed her she felt her body sinking further into the soft upholstery.

			The last of her reason and common sense fled as he trailed his fingers through her hair and cupped the back of her neck, sending shivers down her spine.

			For the entire duration of their separation Lucy had been devoid of physical contact and it wasn’t until Oliver had kissed her last night that she’d realised how much she’d missed it.

			Lucy wrapped her arms around Oliver’s muscular back, running her hands over the fabric of his jacket and wishing it was skin. She felt him shift slightly and then his lips were tracing a path down her neck on to the exposed skin of her chest. He pushed the neckline of her dress lower, fighting against the ties and the fabric, until she felt the cool air on her breasts, then she could think of nothing else as his mouth captured a nipple and she let out a guttural groan.

			Lucy felt her hips thrust up towards him, moving rhythmically even though there were layers of clothing separating them. He murmured her name and just as she was about to beg him for more she felt his hand on her thigh.

			Higher and higher his fingers moved, so leisurely Lucy felt like screaming, then he was caressing the very tops of her thighs, making her want to press her legs together and urge him to continue to her most private place.

			Just as his fingers dipped inside her Lucy stiffened, and suddenly all reason came flooding back as quickly as it had fled.

			‘Stop,’ she said, pushing him off her.

			Oliver rolled, but his quick reflexes saved him from tumbling to the floor.

			‘What is it, Lucy?’ he asked and to her surprise his voice didn’t sound frustrated or annoyed, just concerned.

			‘I can’t do this.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘I just can’t. Please, Oliver.’

			‘I’m not going to force you. Good Lord, what sort of man do you think I am? I just want to understand.’

			‘You can’t understand.’

			‘Try me.’

			She hesitated, wondering how to put into words the deep hole David’s death had left in her. Her fear of surrendering to her desires, to resuming a full and physical relationship with her husband only to find herself pregnant again. She didn’t know if any other children she and Oliver might have would be healthy or not, but she couldn’t risk the small chance of another child being born, only to die a few weeks later. Her already fragile heart would completely shatter and this time she wasn’t sure she would ever be able to piece it together again.

			‘I don’t want to become pregnant again,’ she said quietly.

			‘Because of David.’

			She nodded. ‘And…’ She trailed off, shaking her head. She wasn’t ready to reveal that part of herself yet. Oliver knew about David, had in so many ways shared that loss with her, but he didn’t know anything about her brother and the way her family had treated him throughout his short life. Now wasn’t the right time to tell him, not when they were both so vulnerable. Perhaps one day she would feel comfortable enough to reveal the challenges her brother had faced each and every day, but it wasn’t today. Even though she knew William and his short and difficult life were as much to blame for not wanting to try to bring another child into this world as was her grief over David.

			‘And what?’ he asked.

			She shook her head, repeating, ‘I don’t want to become pregnant again.’

			Oliver sank on to the sofa beside her, but didn’t make any attempt to touch her again. She felt the gulf widening between them as the silence stretched out for over a minute.

			‘You don’t want to have any more children?’ he asked eventually. ‘Or you don’t want to have any more with me?’

			‘I can’t love another child like I did David only to lose them,’ she said.

			‘Why do you think you’d lose them?’

			She shrugged, trying to hide her vulnerability with the movement.

			‘The doctor said there was no reason we couldn’t have a healthy child next time,’ Oliver said, pushing her.

			‘What do the doctors know about these matters?’ Lucy asked. ‘They can’t predict whether a child will be born healthy or not. Hundreds upon hundreds of babies are born with physical or mental problems.’

			‘But there’s no suggestion we would be at any higher risk of having another child like David,’ Oliver persisted.

			‘There are other conditions, as well,’ Lucy said quietly.

			She thought of her brother, that dear, sweet boy, marred by his difficult birth and discarded by their father. Oliver didn’t even know William had ever existed, not many people did. It was a family secret her father had fought hard to keep. He’d been adamant it would affect their standing in society if it became widely known his wife had given birth to an imbecile. Lucy flinched at even the thought of the word. She’d hated it when her father had used it—William was many things, but he was not an imbecile. He struggled to speak, he struggled to move and he didn’t have full control of his bodily functions, but there was a quiet intelligence behind his eyes that fought to be seen.

			‘We can’t live our lives in fear,’ Oliver said. ‘Yes, something terrible may happen, but that is true of any situation. I may get struck by a carriage when crossing the street, you may be thrown from a horse when out riding, but that doesn’t mean we avoid going outside.’

			‘This is different. We can protect ourselves from this easily, too.’

			‘By not having a full marriage? By leading a celibate life for the next thirty years?’

			‘Yes.’ She couldn’t look at him as she spoke. It was a lot to ask of anyone.

			‘No, Lucy. I’m not willing to accept that.’

			‘You’ll force me?’ she asked defiantly.

			‘Good Lord, you do have a low opinion of me, don’t you?’

			She felt embarrassed immediately. She’d lashed out, cruelly, and Oliver didn’t deserve it. There was no scenario where Oliver would force himself on her and the only reason she’d suggested he would was to hurt him, to push him away.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly. ‘That was unkind.’

			She risked a glance up at him and saw the hard set of his jaw in the muted light. Oliver was a problem-solver and now she was the problem. No doubt he would work tirelessly to come up with a solution to their problem, but she doubted he would find one.

			‘There are…’ he paused as if trying to choose the correct words carefully ‘…methods that people use to reduce the chance of a pregnancy.’

			Lucy’s eyes widened involuntarily. Of course she knew of such practices; working at the Foundation had been an education in many ways.

			‘They’re not reliable,’ she said quickly.

			‘Maybe not one method on its own, but if we combined two or three…’

			She felt the lure of temptation and almost found herself agreeing straight out.

			‘I don’t want there to be any chance.’

			‘Let me at least look into it,’ Oliver said.

			Hesitating for a moment, Lucy weighed up the options. She wouldn’t agree to anything unless it was virtually foolproof and she doubted anything Oliver would come up with would be that effective. If she agreed, she was purely buying herself some time.

			‘Fine, look into it,’ Lucy said. ‘But I’m not promising anything.’

			The kiss he planted on her lips shocked her so much she barely had time to react and he had pulled away before she could even think about protesting.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Lucy opened the door to the office at the Foundation to see Oliver and Mary jump apart guiltily. A frown forming on her face, she raised her eyebrows in question.

			‘Good morning,’ Mary said, a little too cheerily.

			‘What are you doing here?’ Lucy asked her husband bluntly. He’d been gone before her this morning and she’d found herself both disappointed and relieved. After their kiss and following truce the night before, she had slept uneasily and still didn’t quite know how she felt about Oliver’s intentions to find some way for them to become intimate without any resulting pregnancies.

			‘A little bit of business,’ he said vaguely.

			‘Business—what business?’

			‘Why don’t I fetch you a cup of tea, dear?’ Mary said, sidling towards the door.

			Normally the older woman was adept at dealing with confrontation, but right now she looked as though she’d rather be anywhere else but here.

			‘Stay,’ Lucy said, taking a step to the side and effectively blocking the only exit from the room. ‘I want to know what you were discussing.’

			‘I needed Mary’s help with something,’ Oliver said, giving a little cough of embarrassment before he spoke.

			Lucy felt her cheeks flooding with heat. Surely he hadn’t asked Mary, her closest friend and the woman she respected most in the world, about their intimacy dilemma?

			He must have seen the expression on her face so quickly pressed on.

			‘We need to take a little trip,’ he said, looking her squarely in the eye. ‘And I know how important the work you do for the Foundation is.’

			‘We’d be lost without you,’ Mary agreed.

			She had a horrible feeling she wasn’t going to like the next words.

			‘To try to compensate for taking you away for a few days, perhaps a week or two, I thought I would offer some other form of support to the Foundation to help things keep ticking over while you’re absent.’

			‘Other support?’

			‘Money,’ he said bluntly.

			‘You’re paying Mary off?’

			‘Nothing like that, my dear,’ Mary rushed to interject.

			‘It’s just a little donation so you can rest assured that the Foundation won’t struggle in your absence.’

			‘We can hire a teacher to cover the classes you normally take,’ Mary said, an optimistic smile on her face.

			‘And the accounts?’

			‘You can bring them with you,’ Oliver said. ‘No point being idle throughout the journey.’

			‘There would be some money left over,’ Mary added. ‘Enough to make repairs on the worst of the rooms.’

			‘Would you excuse us for a moment, Mary? I’d like to have a word with my husband.’

			The older woman scurried out of the room in relief.

			‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Lucy hissed. ‘You can’t just come here and bribe Mary to let me go.’

			‘You’re always so melodramatic.’ Oliver sighed.

			‘And you’re trying to control me, exactly what you promised you would never do.’

			‘I have merely tried to smooth the way for you taking a break for two weeks. I didn’t want Mary to feel the strain of your absence.’

			It all sounded so reasonable when he said it, but the anger was roaring inside Lucy and there was no way to dampen it now.

			‘You haven’t even mentioned this trip to me. Does it even exist? Or is it just a way to prise me away from the Foundation? To make Mary see money is more useful than me?’ Her voice was rising now, but Lucy couldn’t rein it in, no matter who might be listening outside.

			‘It is a trip you are not going to like,’ Oliver said with a sigh, ‘so I thought I would organise the details first. That way you would have less time to dwell on our destination.’

			‘Where do you want me to go?’

			‘Brighton.’

			‘No.’

			‘Lucy, I know it won’t necessarily be a pleasant trip, but I made a promise to your father.’

			‘Then you go. I’m staying here.’

			‘That’s not an option. I promised him when I found you I’d bring you to visit, and I’m not going to break a promise.’

			‘I’m not going.’

			‘The Foundation will be fine without you for a couple of weeks, then you can just take up where you left off when you get back.’

			‘But there will be a new teacher for my classes…’ she reminded him.

			‘Which can only be a good thing. More teachers mean a better education for the children.’

			‘Don’t pretend there is a selfless motive here, Oliver,’ she said. ‘You could have donated money at any point. Instead you do it now when you need something in return.’

			‘I don’t need anything, Lucy,’ he said calmly, his eyes turning hard and his mouth forming a thin line. ‘You’re my wife, remember. I could forbid you from ever coming to this place again. I’m not going to, because I know how much it means to you, but I could. The donation is to make it easier for you to leave for a couple of weeks. It has no bearing on your involvement here in the future.’

			‘I’m still not going to Brighton,’ she said.

			‘We leave tomorrow. I’ll instruct your maid to pack your bags.’

			He leaned in and kissed her gently on the cheek before she could pull away.

			‘I’m not going,’ she called after him as he left.

			Sinking down into a wooden chair, Lucy rested her head in her hands. She’d dealt with so much this past year. How was it she couldn’t seem to deal with her own husband?

			‘Are you unwell?’ Mary asked from the doorway a couple of minutes later.

			‘What did he say, Mary?’ Lucy asked. ‘Is this really just about a trip away or is it the start of prising me away from here for good?’

			‘You worry too much, my dear,’ Mary said, coming into the room and patting her hand. ‘He’s a good man, and it is clear he cares for you.’

			Lucy snorted and Mary gave her an admonishing look.

			‘Just because he doesn’t kowtow to your wishes doesn’t mean he doesn’t care for you.’

			‘He’s trying to organise my life.’

			‘With this donation he’s trying to make up for taking you away from something you love. I don’t think he has an ulterior motive. He just wants to ease your guilt about leaving us in the only way he can.’

			‘That’s a very trusting way to look at it.’

			‘Not all people are bad. And I think your husband truly cares for you.’

			Lucy thought of the way he looked at her, the escorts to the Foundation, how he took time out of his schedule to accommodate hers. Just as she was softening a little towards him she rallied. It didn’t make up for his attempting to take her to Brighton to visit her father.

			‘He wants me to visit my father,’ she said miserably.

			‘Does he know how sour your relationship is?’

			Lucy shrugged. She hadn’t divulged much about her family when they were first married so she supposed he only knew the public face of the De Pointe family.

			‘Perhaps you should tell him. You can’t expect him to anticipate your needs and wants if you never communicate with him.’

			It was true, as little as she wanted to admit her friend was right.

			‘I can’t tell him about William,’ she said, feeling the tears rush to her eyes as she thought of her brother.

			‘Why not?’

			‘I just can’t.’

			She’d kept her brother secret for so long it wouldn’t feel right talking about him, even now.

			‘Well, then, go along with his plan, let him see how cruel your father is for himself and then it’s likely you’ll never have to visit again.’

			‘Why do you have to be so level-headed?’ Lucy grumbled.

			‘I like him,’ Mary said after a moment.

			‘My father? You’ve never met him.’

			‘Your husband. He’s different from most of the titled ladies and gentlemen I’ve met.’

			In her work fundraising for the Foundation, Mary had encountered much of the ton. Although they had a few steadfast patrons who were generous and kind, most of the upper classes were too self-interested to get involved with a charity like theirs.

			‘I think it’s because he wasn’t raised expecting to inherit the title.’

			‘Could be, or it could just be him. You should give him a chance to show you what marriage to him could be like.’

			‘You’re sounding more and more like his advocate,’ Lucy grumbled.

			‘I just want you to be happy, my dear, and I think if you let him your husband could make you happy.’

			She thought of the uncontrollable desire she’d felt for him on the occasions they’d kissed and the easy companionship they shared when she let herself relax around him. Perhaps Mary was right, but she just didn’t seem to be able to lower her defences when Oliver was around. It might be habit, a way to protect herself from further heartbreak, but she just couldn’t seem to let him closer.

			‘Go on this trip, enjoy your husband’s company and let him see why you don’t wish to ever see your father again. Your place here will always be waiting for you. I need all the help I can get.’

			‘Thank you, Mary,’ Lucy said, getting up and embracing the older woman. ‘I’m sorry I said what I did.’

			She regretted accusing Mary of accepting a bribe from Oliver—once again she’d spoken rashly in anger. It was a trait she couldn’t seem to break.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Oliver tapped his fingers on the carriage seat and felt the thumping of his heart in his chest. After spending so many years in the army hardly anything fazed him, but today he was nervous. Lucy was still barely talking to him after catching him giving Mary the donation and he couldn’t quite work out if she was angry because of implication that the money could replace her or angry with him for arranging a trip to see her father.

			In truth, the last place he wanted to go tomorrow was Brighton. He had met Lucy’s father on three occasions: the first to ask for her hand in marriage, the second on their wedding day and the third a few months after she had disappeared. He’d travelled to Brighton to see if her family had heard from her and found the old man to be rude and condescending, but worst of all barely worried about the safety of his daughter. The older man had, however, kept his word to write every three months with any news or rumours he’d heard that might have helped Oliver in his search. In return, Oliver felt obliged to fulfil his end of the agreement and take Lucy to visit her father now he had found her.

			As well as keeping a promise, the trip had another purpose. Lucy had hardly mentioned her family throughout their short marriage and he had a strange instinct that there was something she was hiding from him. He didn’t know if it was anything that might impact on their relationship, or her reluctance to have any more children, but if there was even the slightest chance it might he wanted to be fully informed. Oliver was a great believer in gathering as much information as possible before attempting a final assault.

			Still, Lucy’s bizarre family and their trip to Brighton would wait until tomorrow. This afternoon he had a more important mission to complete.

			‘Where are we going?’ Lucy asked. They were the first words she’d uttered to him since he’d picked her up at the end of her working day. She’d held out for an admirably long time, throughout their walk through St Giles, the carriage ride through central London and only now they were approaching the East End did her curiosity cause her to break her silence.

			‘It is probably easier if I explain when we get there,’ Oliver said, knowing he was only postponing the inevitable.

			Lucy fell silent, looking out of the window again as they pulled up outside a smart house with a private side entrance, one that wasn’t overlooked by the road or any neighbours.

			‘Come,’ Oliver said, taking her hand and helping her down, wondering all the time if he was making a mistake.

			It was late afternoon, the sun still up and the street busy, so he led her quickly to the side entrance before knocking on the door.

			A well-dressed middle-aged lady opened the door and smiled warmly.

			‘Lord Sedgewick, I presume this is your wife?’

			Lucy shot him a questioning glance, but he just motioned for her to follow the woman inside.

			They made their way through to a comfortable sitting room, with plush furnishings and dim lamps, the curtains pulled closed despite the abundance of sunlight outside the windows.

			‘Can I get you some refreshments?’

			Lucy shook her head, but Oliver quickly ordered tea. He wanted something stronger, but restrained himself. A clear head would be needed to navigate through the next hour.

			‘I’ll bring the girls in shortly.’

			‘Where have you brought me?’ Lucy rasped as the door closed behind their hostess.

			‘Don’t be angry,’ he said, as the understanding blossomed in Lucy’s eyes.

			‘It’s a brothel, isn’t it?’

			‘A reputable one, I’m told.’

			‘Is it the one you frequent?’

			‘I haven’t been to a brothel since my university days,’ Oliver said honestly. He didn’t like the places, didn’t like the idea of paying a woman to do something that had no feeling behind it, no real meaning.

			‘She seemed to know you.’

			‘I came by earlier to arrange this meeting,’ Oliver said.

			‘Why are we here?’

			‘You wish to know how to prevent a pregnancy. I thought who better to ask than the women whose livelihoods depend upon it.’

			‘You want me to get marital advice from prostitutes?’ Her face was incredulous.

			‘I thought you’d be more likely to believe it if you heard it first-hand.’

			Oliver wasn’t entirely happy to be here himself. He wanted to resume the physical side of their relationship, but his feelings about having children in the future were mixed. Of course he wanted a family, a brood of young children running around his estate, but he was convinced a pregnancy, especially this early on in their reunion, might make Lucy run away again. The last thing he wanted was a repeat of the situation of a year ago. One day they would be ready to be parents again, but first they needed to be comfortable with one another, to trust one another, and despite the progress they’d made the trust still wasn’t entirely there on either side.

			‘I can’t believe you’d do this,’ she hissed, glancing at the door as if contemplating escape.

			‘You agreed for me to look into our options.’

			‘Last night. I didn’t think we’d be sitting waiting for a horde of prostitutes the very next day.’

			His eyes narrowed. ‘What exactly are you protesting about, Lucy?’ he asked. ‘My methods or the speed at which I’ve come up with an answer?’

			She opened her mouth, but before she could reply the door opened again and three young women came gliding in, one carrying a tray with a pot of tea and five cups.

			‘Lord Sedgewick,’ one of the women greeted him, ‘And Lady Sedgewick, we’re led to understand?’

			Oliver stood. It was true he hadn’t been in a brothel or associated with any women of the profession since his university days so he wasn’t entirely sure how to act, but politeness never went amiss.

			‘I’m Annabelle, this is Hetty and this is Fanny,’ the woman carrying the tray said as she began to pour cups of tea.

			‘Did Mrs Gardener tell you why we are here?’ Oliver asked, taking the cup of tea that was proffered.

			‘Some advice about preventing a baby,’ Fanny said bluntly.

			‘Exactly. My wife is keen not to get pregnant.’

			Annabelle looked at Lucy with open curiosity, then suggested, ‘Perhaps we should talk to Lady Sedgewick alone.’

			Oliver shrugged. He didn’t much care how they acquired the information, he was just happy Lucy hadn’t run screaming from the house. He allowed himself to be escorted into a comfortable parlour where he was left to finish his tea in peace, all the while wondering exactly what the women were discussing in the next room.

			* * *

			‘How on earth did you bag him?’ Fanny asked as Annabelle re-entered the room and closed the door behind her.

			‘He’s a handsome one,’ Hetty agreed. ‘Kind eyes, too. I bet he pays you well.’

			‘Pays me?’ Lucy asked, taking a moment to catch up. ‘You think I’m his mistress.’

			‘Well, he wouldn’t really bring his wife to see us.’

			‘He has,’ Lucy said bluntly. ‘Lord Sedgewick is a singular man.’

			The three women stared at her, as if still not quite believing she was Lady Sedgewick.

			‘And you really want to know how to stop a baby?’ Hetty asked, suspicious.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why? If that was my man, I’d get plump mothering his children,’ Fanny said.

			Lucy was used to the direct way of speaking these women had from her work and found it refreshing to be among people who just asked the questions that were on their minds rather than hinting they might like to know an answer.

			‘Our son died,’ Lucy said, feeling the familiar rush of sadness. She swallowed, trying to keep the emotion from her voice. ‘I can’t lose another child.’

			‘Oh, you poor thing,’ Annabelle gushed, rushing over and putting an arm around Lucy’s shoulders. ‘Losing a child is the worst thing in the world.’ It was said with such feeling that Lucy wondered if the other woman had also lost a baby. She looked young, in her early twenties like Lucy herself, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t ever mothered a child. Many of their age had a brood of three or four already.

			‘Lord Sedgewick is keen to resume the physical side of our relationship,’ Lucy said, ‘so that is why we’re here.’

			‘And do you want him?’ Fanny asked, leaning forward as she waited for Lucy to answer. ‘If not, send him my way and I’ll keep him happy for you.’

			Lucy felt a sudden rush of anxiety. When they had first reconciled she had assumed Oliver had a mistress, someone who’d kept him occupied in the bedroom during her time absent, but now she doubted it was true. The idea that he might decide to get his needs satisfied another way if she continued to refuse him was decidedly unpalatable and she felt a little swell of panic inside her abdomen.

			‘Hush, Fanny,’ Annabelle said. ‘Don’t mind her. What is it you want to know?’

			‘Are there ways to prevent getting pregnant?’

			‘Oh, yes,’ Annabelle said. ‘Look at us, seven years we’ve been here between us, seeing a different man each night, and not a single baby in that time.’

			‘How do you do it?’

			‘Well, the most important thing is to never let a man finish inside you,’ Annabelle said. ‘I’m told it’s still possible to get pregnant if he finishes elsewhere, but I’ve never seen it.’

			The other two women nodded in agreement.

			‘Of course, persuading a man to pull back in the heat of the moment can be tricky, but I’d wager your husband is good at self-control.’

			‘And some of them just like to see their seed splashed on various parts of your body.’

			Lucy blushed at the vivid imagery, but nodded for the women to continue. No point becoming prudish now.

			‘Some women also like to count the days of their monthly cycle,’ Annabelle said. ‘They say you are more fertile in the middle few days than at either end.’

			‘And there are sheaths,’ Hetty piped up.

			‘She doesn’t want to start messing around with those disgusting contraptions,’ Fanny said. ‘They’re more faff than they’re worth.’

			‘Of course, if you did become pregnant there are many ways to get rid of a child before your belly begins to show,’ Annabelle said quietly.

			Lucy shook her head. It was one thing preventing a pregnancy, but she doubted she would be able to end one when she already knew there was a life growing inside her. Especially if she didn’t know if the child would be healthy or not.

			‘If I used these methods,’ Lucy said, feeling her resolve flicker, ‘how likely is it do you think that I would get pregnant?’

			‘Unlikely,’ Annabelle said with conviction. ‘Especially if you’re just having sex once every few weeks.’

			Thinking back to the first days of their marriage when they’d tumbled into bed multiple times a day, Lucy shook her head. They were both different now, changed by the time they had spent apart. It was unlikely that they would pick up the physical side of their relationship where they had left off over a year ago.

			‘If he was my husband…’ Fanny started, but trailed off as Annabelle flashed her a warning look.

			‘I’m sure Lord Sedgewick knows of these methods, but it’s up to you how much you tell him of what we’ve said today,’ Annabelle said quietly, patting Lucy on the hand. ‘We women don’t have control over much in our lives, but I think your husband would honour your control over your body. Not all men are so inclined.’

			‘Thank you,’ Lucy said.

			She finished her tea, finding it surprisingly easy to talk to the three prostitutes despite the vast differences in their social statuses. When she had finished, Annabelle left momentarily to fetch Oliver and together he and Lucy thanked the women. Oliver handed over a small sum of money for their time and they dashed back outside to the waiting carriage.

			‘What did you learn?’ Oliver asked as they settled back in the seats. He’d sat next to her, probably so they could better discuss the facts Lucy had been given, but his proximity was causing her to lose her concentration.

			Lucy hesitated. She didn’t know how much to tell Oliver and how much to hold back. If she admitted there were ways to drastically reduce the chance of a pregnancy then there would be no reason to stay celibate any longer. The idea both excited and scared her.

			‘They suggested a couple of things,’ Lucy said. She should have felt uncomfortable discussing such private matters with her husband, but his matter-of-fact ways meant it was less embarrassing somehow.

			‘What did they suggest?’

			‘Apparently withdrawing before the moment of, ah…’ She trailed off, wondering how to put it politely.

			‘Climax.’

			Nodding, Lucy was grateful he’d stepped in.

			‘Anything else?’

			‘Counting days.’

			‘I see. So what is your verdict?’

			It felt wrong discussing such an emotional issue so bluntly.

			‘Let me think about it,’ she said, relieved when he nodded and sat back.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Oliver stretched, turning his face up to the warm autumn sun and tasting the salt on his lips. It was a long time since he’d visited the seaside, but immediately he was transported back to happy trips with his brothers, long sun-filled days playing on the sand while their parents strolled along the promenade.

			Lucy reluctantly stepped down from the carriage, none of the joy present in his expression visible on her face.

			‘We could just turn around and go back,’ Lucy said. ‘It’s not too late.’ She’d been suggesting the same the whole way from London with decreasing levels of optimism in her voice.

			A seagull squawked overhead and Lucy glared at it, channelling her annoyance at being forced back to her home town for the first time in two years.

			‘Shall we get settled into our lodgings?’ Oliver asked. ‘Or would you like to go directly to see your father.’

			‘I need to change,’ Lucy said after weighing up the options for a few seconds. ‘But we should see Father as soon as possible. Then we can leave again.’

			‘I’d have thought you’d want to have a break from travelling.’

			They’d only been on the journey for two days, and today they had arrived in Brighton well before lunch. The roads from London to Brighton were relatively well maintained and it wasn’t all that far a distance. Nevertheless, Oliver certainly didn’t want to turn straight around and spend another two days cooped up in an uncomfortable carriage.

			‘I want to spend as little time as possible here,’ Lucy said, then corrected herself. ‘Actually I want not to be here at all, but it seems that isn’t an option.’

			‘You might find you enjoy yourself.’

			She snorted, an unladylike noise that Oliver had to suppress a smile at. She’d certainly picked up some mannerisms from the women and children at the Foundation.

			‘Come,’ he said, offering her his arm.

			Rather than upset Lucy further by suggesting they stay with her father, he had secured a set of rooms with magnificent views over the sea. As they climbed the stairs to the first floor and waited while their host unlocked the door, Oliver felt more carefree than he had done in a long time. They might be here for a very specific reason, but it also felt like a holiday, perhaps even the honeymoon they’d never had.

			Even Lucy had to gasp in pleasure as they entered the sitting room. It was light and airy, with high ceilings and two large windows with views across the promenade and out to sea.

			‘The bedroom is upstairs,’ their host said as he handed over the key to Oliver, leaving them alone.

			‘Bedroom?’ Lucy asked, immediately picking up on the singular.

			‘Bedroom,’ Oliver confirmed.

			She swallowed, her pupils dilating a fraction, but he noticed she didn’t protest and felt a surge of hope.

			‘Let me show you,’ he said, taking her by the hand and pulling her up the narrow set of stairs.

			The bedroom was nearly as big as the sitting room below, with the same double windows and view over the seafront. A large bed occupied the centre of the room and dotted around the perimeter were various pieces of comfortable furniture.

			‘Only one bed,’ Lucy confirmed.

			‘We shared a bed before,’ Oliver reminded her gently.

			He doubted she’d forgotten that heady month when they’d barely left the bedroom after their marriage.

			‘And I promise to be the perfect gentleman.’ It was a promise he would find hard to keep, but he knew she had to come to him. There was no point in pushing too hard, but hopefully a few days sharing a bed and she would see the mutual benefits of renewing their intimacy.

			She nodded and he was surprised at how easily she capitulated. He’d half-expected her to demand lodgings with separate bedrooms and had enquired about availability before they had journeyed down here. But it seemed sharing a bed was an acceptable next step for Lucy.

			‘I shall leave you to change,’ he said, backing out of the room and closing the double doors behind him.

			* * *

			He was downstairs, staring out the window to the grey-blue expanse of sea when Lucy emerged. She’d changed into a dress she’d purchased when they’d first married—a long-sleeved cotton garment in pale blue with a white sash. It suited her, and their location, but he was glad when she wrapped a shawl around her shoulders to keep out the bite of the fresh autumn air.

			‘Can we go for a walk before we call on my father?’ Lucy asked.

			It was a delaying tactic, but Oliver readily agreed. He hoped they would have some time to enjoy each other’s company while away from London and the pressures on both their time and attention, and this seemed like the perfect start to their trip.

			Arm in arm they strolled along the esplanade, heads bowed slightly to the persistent wind. After only a few minutes Lucy had pink cheeks and a red tinge to the tip of her nose.

			‘Tell me about growing up here,’ Oliver said, aware of how little he knew about Lucy’s life before she had married him.

			She glanced at him sharply, but after regarding him for a moment seemed to relax.

			‘I used to love living by the sea,’ Lucy said, gazing out at the rolling waves past the pebble beach. ‘My nanny was of the opinion fresh air was an important part of a young girl’s development and we would go for walks along the promenade in the winter, or across the hills further afield in the summer.’

			‘I used to enjoy coming to the seaside as a child,’ Oliver said. ‘It seemed like a different world, with the beach and the tearooms and the families laughing and happy.’

			Lucy grimaced. ‘I couldn’t ever describe my family as laughing or happy, but I did enjoy playing on the beach and dipping my toes in the sea when I was young.’

			Grasping on to the little nugget of information about her family, Oliver wondered how to probe further without being too obvious.

			‘Did your mother take you on the beach?’ he asked.

			Lucy laughed wryly and shook her head. ‘Never. I don’t think I ever saw her set foot off the promenade once and she used to tut and reprimand my nanny if I came home sandy or with a little seawater on the bottom of my dress.’

			‘And your father?’

			‘He didn’t really do much with us—me at all.’ He caught the slip and saw the panic in her eyes as she quickly corrected herself, wondering who this ‘us’ referred to. Lucy had never mentioned a sibling and when his mother had been scouting for prospective brides for him he was sure she’d said she was an only child.

			‘Well, at least you had an adventurous nanny.’

			He saw the relief in her eyes when he didn’t pursue her slip of the tongue and felt her press a little closer to his body.

			‘You’re shivering,’ he noted, feeling the miniscule movements where her body met his.

			‘It is a little chilly,’ she admitted. ‘You forget what a sea wind feels like when you’re in London.’

			Quickly he led her off the promenade and into a tea shop he’d spotted earlier, making sure she was comfortable before motioning the waitress over to place their order.

			Once they both had a steaming cup of tea in their hands, he decided to broach the subject of her family once again.

			‘Tell me, why is there such a rift between you and your father?’

			‘There’s no rift as such—we just don’t get on.’

			He didn’t believe her. You didn’t react like Lucy had when he’d mentioned the visit to see her father if you had a mild dislike for someone.

			‘Is it a personality difference?’

			‘Perhaps. He was a distant father and I barely knew him as a child.’

			‘There’s more,’ Oliver said, ‘something you’re not telling me.’

			She regarded him for a moment, then just when he thought she might give in and tell him she shook her head. ‘You’ve met him. He’s not exactly the most amiable of men.’

			Oliver had instantly disliked the man. He was opinionated, pompous and looked down on anyone and everyone. He had noble blood in his veins, he’d told Oliver, although hadn’t bothered to elaborate where this noble blood was from. As far as Oliver could tell he was a second son of a second son of a baron. Hardly a close relative to the King.

			‘You can tell me,’ he said softly.

			‘Tell you what?’

			‘Anything. Sometimes it helps to share.’

			‘There’s nothing to tell,’ Lucy said, taking a large gulp of tea. He didn’t believe her, not one bit. Lucy had always been tight-lipped when it came to her family. Her mother had died six months after their wedding and Oliver had only met the woman once. She and Lucy didn’t seem particularly close, despite Lucy being the woman’s only child. Then there was her dislikeable father, of course, but Oliver had always felt there was something more to the De Pointe family, something Lucy worked very hard not to tell him. Hopefully today would be the day he unveiled a few more of Lucy’s family secrets.

			* * *

			Twenty minutes later they were ascending the short flight of stairs to the front door of the house where Lucy had spent her unhappy childhood. Already she could feel the coil of dread deep in the pit of her stomach, but as Oliver stood back from the heavy iron door knocker he took her hand and squeezed. She found the gesture surprisingly reassuring.

			‘We can leave whenever you wish,’ he whispered.

			She began to tell him that her wish had been never to come in the first place, but the words died in her throat when the door opened and she was confronted with the sight of Jamieson, her father’s ancient butler. Jamieson had been at least sixty when she was a child and must be closer to seventy now. His face was still dour and his expression unwelcoming as he looked Lucy and Oliver over.

			‘Miss De Pointe,’ he said, not moving aside to let them in.

			‘Lady Sedgewick,’ Oliver corrected, looming over the elderly butler.

			‘I shall see if your father is home.’

			It would have been the accepted custom to invite them in to wait in the drawing room or even just stand in the hall while the butler made enquiries as to whether her father was at home to visitors, but instead Jamieson pushed the door closed and left them standing on the doorstep like unwanted tradesmen.

			‘As welcoming as ever,’ Lucy muttered.

			Two minutes passed, and then three. Just as Lucy was about to insist they leave, the door opened again.

			‘Your father will see you now,’ Jamieson said.

			They followed him inside to a darkened hallway and waited while he announced them before the butler stepped aside and allowed them into the drawing room.

			Lucy’s father lived in a modern house situated directly overlooking the sea. It had a white front, guarded by black-iron railings and beautiful round bay windows in the front rooms that gave uninterrupted views of the sea. This had always been Lucy’s favourite room when she’d been growing up, but now it had been taken over by her father’s oppressive presence.

			‘Lucy,’ her father croaked from his position in his armchair by the window.

			She bowed her head in acknowledgement, but did not move to embrace him. Theirs wasn’t that sort of relationship.

			‘You found her, then.’ This was addressed to Oliver, who inclined his head sharply but didn’t say anything.

			‘How are you, Father?’

			‘Awful. Left to rot here on my own. No one to take care of me.’

			Although he spoke the truth, Lucy found it hard to feel sympathy for him. Her mother had died just after her marriage to Oliver, and her brother two years before that. She was the only surviving close relative and her father had never had the temperament to make friends or endear people to him. Even the turnover of servants in the De Pointe household was high due to his demanding behaviour and poor view on working conditions. Only Jamieson, the surly butler, had ever stayed for any length of time and that was because his temperament was similar to her father’s.

			Lucy moved forward and perched on the edge of another armchair as it became apparent her father wasn’t going to invite them to sit.

			‘Where did you find her?’ Again directed at Oliver.

			‘Would you like to tell your father where you’ve been?’ Oliver asked her, standing behind the chair she’d chosen and resting a protective hand on her shoulder.

			‘In London.’

			Her father’s lip curled in disgust. He’d never liked London, allowing her a Season when she’d turned eighteen at her mother’s insistence on the understanding that he would not be escorting them. Lucy didn’t think she could ever remember her father travelling to the capital in her entire life, but he certainly had a poor view of the city.

			‘And what were you doing in London?’ The tone of his voice made it clear that he suspected she’d resorted to all manner of degrading acts to support herself while she’d been missing.

			‘She helped to run a Foundation for women and children in the slums,’ Oliver said when no answer was forthcoming from her. ‘A very worthy cause.’

			Snorting, Mr De Pointe grasped the glass half-filled with honey-coloured liquid and took a big gulp, closing his eyes as he did so. Lucy had known her father was a habitual drinker from a very young age, often noticing the effects of the drink on his mood: from the grouchy man who stomped around the house until he succumbed to the first drink of the day, to the more genial, relaxed midday drinker, to the cruel and sometimes even violent man he turned into in the evenings. Although now it was not yet lunchtime and it appeared he’d already imbibed a fair amount of alcohol. Perhaps in his old age and loneliness the drinking was getting worse.

			‘We should leave,’ Lucy said, not wanting Oliver to see her father become further incapacitated.

			‘That’s right, run away again,’ her father taunted her. ‘You never did care for your responsibilities.’

			Feeling the anger boiling inside her, Lucy tried to suppress a response, knowing anything she said would just prolong their encounter and make things worse.

			‘Always happy to abandon her family, that’s our Lucy.’

			‘Me?’ she asked, unable to keep quiet. ‘You talk about abandoning family and it is me you accuse.’

			‘Well, that’s what you did. First when you got married and left me on my own after your mother’s death and then when you abandoned your husband. It’s a miracle he’s taken you back, not knowing what filthy things you’ve been getting up to this past year.’

			‘Please do not talk to my wife in that way,’ Oliver said, his voice flinty.

			‘Well, I learnt from the best. Abandoning William when he needed you to be his advocate, his protector,’ Lucy said before she could stop herself.

			Her father snorted. ‘Him? You always were unnaturally fond of him.’

			‘He was good and kind and sweet. A hundred times the man you were.’

			‘He was nothing. I should have drowned him in the bath at birth.’

			Lucy felt her whole body stiffen and wondered if today would be the day she would actually strike her father. She’d been tempted over the years, mainly when he’d talked about her brother in such derogatory terms, but until now she’d always feared her father just a little. It was hard not to think of herself as a little girl and him as the unforgiving head of the family, but now, after spending so much time away, she saw him for what he really was: a weak, pitiful man.

			‘You should have looked after him,’ Lucy said, feeling the anger drain from her body. ‘But you didn’t. That would have been too noble.’

			‘God punished me with my children.’

			‘I think you got off lightly,’ Lucy said, standing. ‘Goodbye, Father. I doubt we shall see each other again.’

			She didn’t wait for his reply, but took Oliver by the arm and marched him to the door, not waiting for Jamieson to let them out.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			‘I need to get away from here,’ Lucy said as she hurried down her father’s front steps, her whole body shaking.

			‘Where would you like to go?’

			‘Somewhere quiet, somewhere private. Will the carriage be ready?’

			‘If we hire fresh horses.’

			‘Please, Oliver.’

			He realised that although she’d asked many things of him in the weeks since their reunion, this was the first time she truly needed his help. Quickly he organised and paid to hire fresh horses and have them secured to the carriage and within half an hour they were on the road, weaving their way through the progressively quieter streets of Brighton and along the coast road. Lucy was deep in thought and for a while he left her to her own contemplations.

			She’d revealed probably more than she’d meant to with her outburst against her father. He knew now she had a brother she’d never mentioned, a brother with some sort of handicap. Certain this was part of the reason she had reacted so mistrustingly when she’d realised their son was going to face difficulties in life, Oliver was determined to ask more about this brother, but knew he had to give her time to calm down a little first.

			* * *

			After a brief stop for Lucy to give directions to the coachman, they slowed as they entered a small town.

			‘Seaford,’ Lucy explained as they stopped at one end of the promenade.

			Not as upmarket or popular as Brighton, Seaford was just a small settlement, but the houses were smart and well-looked-after and the people seemed well-to-do. It had a long promenade that was above the natural beach and to one end the chalky cliffs rose away from the town.

			‘How long until dark?’ Lucy asked.

			‘Three hours, maybe four.’

			‘Plenty of time. I don’t mind if you want to stay here.’

			‘Where are you going?’

			She indicated a small path worn into the chalky cliff, close to the edge. There was no way he was allowing her to wander off up the clifftop unaccompanied. It might be dangerous, with falling chunks of cliff, and he didn’t want her going anywhere alone in the emotional state she was in.

			‘I’ll join you.’

			They walked, climbing briskly, the wind whipping around their heads and slowing their progress, but providing a welcome cooling breeze on their faces. There were stunning views in every direction, but Oliver’s eyes kept being drawn out to sea, the water a deep grey with crests of white foam as the waves crashed as they broke. It was dramatic and beautiful at the same time.

			‘Isn’t it magnificent?’ Lucy said as they reached the top.

			The view was more than magnificent. Rolling hills with white cliffs stretched off into the distance, and closer, down in the valley between this set of hills and the next, a snaking blue river emptied out into the sea. The sky was overcast, but the moody greys and deep purples just added to the atmosphere up on the clifftop.

			‘Tell me about your brother,’ Oliver said as they slowed their pace, strolling now they had reached the top.

			‘My brother?’

			‘You’ve never mentioned him before.’

			‘I’m sure you don’t want to know the intricacies of my family history,’ Lucy said, the tension back in her voice.

			‘I do, Lucy. Tell me about him.’

			She sighed and for a moment he wondered if she would march right back down the cliff without him. It would be in keeping with her character to avoid the conversation and easy for her to stride away from him across the grassy terrain.

			Instead she looked around her, found a patch of reasonably flat, dry grass and sat down, indicating for Oliver to sit beside her. She moved in a little closer, pulling her shawl tighter around her shoulders and gently Oliver placed an arm around her in an effort to keep her warm as the wind whipped around them.

			‘William was four years younger than me, the much-anticipated first son after a disappointing daughter as their firstborn.’

			Mr De Pointe might not have had a grand estate or title, but he was like many men—obsessed with the idea of passing on the family name and any inheritance through a son. They became caught up in the need to sire a boy, often dismissing their firstborn girls as nothing more than a nuisance. Oliver could imagine the scenario, an absent father to his daughter, but a seemingly proud father of his son.

			‘My mother had a straightforward birth with me, so she was not concerned about her second pregnancy. She had her sister there for support, but no one thought there was any need to call a doctor.’ Lucy paused. ‘I don’t know if I remember her screams, or if I imagined them at a later date, when I knew the story, but she laboured for close to twelve hours.’

			Although he’d come across many ailments and injuries during his time in the army, childbirth was one thing men of fighting age were not afflicted with and so Oliver didn’t know much about it. Twelve hours didn’t seem unusually long, but he couldn’t tell for sure.

			‘It became apparent that my brother was stuck about eleven hours in. My mother began bleeding heavily and that was when the doctor was called. He told my father the chances of either of them surviving were pretty poor, but with some manoeuvring he was able to deliver my brother.’

			‘And your mother survived.’

			‘Yes. She bled, a lot by her account, and was laid up for days, but eventually she recovered with no obvious long-term effects.’ Childbirth was one of the most dangerous times of a woman’s life and Oliver knew many families who had lost wives and mothers at the culmination of a pregnancy.

			‘And your brother?’

			‘The doctor declared it a miracle that he survived and at first my father was the image of a proud parent, doting on his first son.’

			From the tone of her voice he could tell the story was about to turn sour.

			‘Did something happen?’

			She shook her head. ‘William grew and as he grew it became apparent he wasn’t like other children his age. His limbs were stiff and contracted, and he did not develop as he should. By the age of five he could not speak more than a few words and he could not really walk.’

			Oliver took her hand as he saw the tears in her eyes.

			‘My father became obsessed with what other people would think of the family and arranged for him to be looked after by a farmer’s family just outside Brighton. He didn’t want an imbecile living under his roof.’ She spat out the word imbecile and Oliver knew immediately it would have been her father’s favourite derogatory term for her brother.

			‘And your mother?’

			‘She could never stand up to my father. By this point she had realised she was unable to bear any more children, so her focus turned to me. She told me she thought my prospects of a good marriage would be harmed by William. People might think some sort of disease ran in our family.’

			Oliver frowned, understanding now why she had been so reluctant to trust him when their own son had been born with problems of his own.

			‘It doesn’t,’ she said quickly. ‘What David was born with and how William was are two completely different things. The doctors said William took too long to be born. He half-suffocated inside my mother, that was why he developed problems.’

			‘What happened to your brother? Did the family mistreat him?’

			Lucy shook her head, smiling fondly for a moment. ‘No, the Smiths were kind. William loved being part of their family—they would carry a bed outside for him so he could watch them all on the farm. Those were the best years of his life.’

			‘So what happened?’

			‘Mr Smith died and without him Mrs Smith couldn’t continue to look after William. It was too physical a job for her alone. William was moved to another family who did not care for him in the same way.’

			‘They neglected him?’

			‘Worse, they hurt him. I never knew how badly because my father forbade me from visiting. I only managed to sneak out to see him a couple of times. But he became withdrawn, unhappy.’

			Oliver could see the tension in Lucy’s shoulders as she remembered that difficult period in her life and wished he could do something to wash it away.

			‘William lost whatever mobility he’d had and was completely bed-bound. It was a miracle a chest infection didn’t claim him sooner. He died when he was thirteen.’

			So two years or so before he and Lucy had married, by Oliver’s calculation.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said, taking her hand and squeezing it gently.

			‘My father paid for a basic funeral, but forbade us to attend. I didn’t even see my own brother buried.’

			‘You haven’t spoken of your brother before.’

			Lucy shook her head. ‘I find it painful to remember. I suppose it is guilt that I feel, that I didn’t do more, that I didn’t stand up to my father.’

			The circumstances around her brother’s banishment from the family home went a long way to explaining why she had been so mistrustful when their son had been born with a similar condition. She’d seen her nightmare played out before, with her father as the villain and her brother as the victim.

			‘Lucy, you do know I would never abandon a child, no matter how they were born?’ he asked softly. He found her answer mattered to him and felt the piercing pain through his heart as she looked at him searchingly.

			‘Who knows how they will react?’ she said softly. ‘If you’d asked my father before William was born what he would do, would he have admitted to not tolerating within his household anyone less than what society deems physically normal?’

			‘We may not have been married long, or reunited for a long time, but surely you can tell a little about a person’s character even from a short acquaintance?’

			Regarding him with wide brown eyes, she sighed. ‘I know you are a better man than my father.’

			‘I would never abandon a child,’ he said firmly. ‘I need you to understand that and believe it.’

			‘Even if they were completely unable to do anything for themselves?’

			‘That’s when they would need their parents the most.’

			She stood and waited for him to rise, and Oliver felt a wave of disappointment washing over him. He might have got to the bottom of why Lucy was so mistrustful when it came to the subject of children, but if he couldn’t convince her he wouldn’t ever send a child away, no matter what their physical or mental problems, then he was unlikely to persuade her they were ready to start a family together again. He himself wasn’t sure he was in the right place to consider a child just yet; first he had to convince himself Lucy wouldn’t disappear again at the first hint of conflict, but one day he did want a family.

			‘I know you’re a better man than my father,’ Lucy said softly as they started their descent back to the long stretch of the esplanade.

			It wasn’t much of a compliment—one could be a poor specimen of a man and still be better than Lucy’s father. For now it would have to be enough, but Oliver was determined one day she would see he would make a splendid father, no matter what challenges parenthood threw up along the way.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Turning over slowly, Lucy tried not to make any sudden movements. They’d spent their first night sharing a bed together since Oliver had returned to the army a short time after their wedding. All night she’d been aware of his large, masculine presence, and she’d found herself gripping on to the edge of the mattress to restrain her body from burrowing in against his.

			Noiselessly she turned again, this time so she was facing Oliver. His eyelashes rested on his cheeks and sleep had smoothed some of the faint lines that were visible on his forehead during waking hours.

			She’d been dreading this visit to see her father, dreading returning to all the places that held painful memories of the past, but she had to admit it had been cathartic in some ways. There was no doubt in her mind she’d seen her father for the last time and it had felt good to say a final farewell. He would never have to trouble her thoughts again.

			Now Oliver knew about her brother, William, and all he had suffered and at first Lucy had been furious with herself for letting the information slip out, but the more she thought about it, the more she could see the advantages of Oliver knowing the tragic events. He would understand her reluctance to have any more children and where her mistrust came from. She truly didn’t know how Oliver would react if she gave birth to another baby like David, or her brother, William. He was a far better man than her father and perhaps he would stand by his child and give him or her the best upbringing available, but Lucy couldn’t take the chance that he wouldn’t. She’d seen how devastating a father’s abandonment could be and would never put a child of hers through the same pain.

			He was a good man, Lucy conceded. Everything he’d done from the moment of their reunion had been considered and thoughtful. There was no denying he’d pushed her, but he’d been there to support her all the way through the difficult things he’d encouraged her to do. And he had kept all his promises. She still felt a deep, gnawing guilt for taking David away from him and knew only time could rebuild the trust they’d lost. It was revealing to Lucy that she wanted to stay, wanted to spend the time rebuilding that trust, rather than wanting to pull away any more.

			Reaching out, she stopped herself before her fingers met his face. Perhaps there was a future for them and not just a future of play-acting the lives of a married couple while doing all the important things apart. She was beginning to be able to imagine allowing herself to enjoy his company fully, to spend afternoons strolling through the park together, to discuss important developments at the Foundation and even on occasion take his advice.

			He took a deep breath in, one arm catching her gently on the hip. Lucy froze, but there was still no sign of him wakening. His palm was warm on her skin, even through the double layers of cotton of the sheet and her nightdress, and she found herself inching towards him again. Perhaps she could even see a future where she gave in to her suppressed desires and indulged in a full and physical relationship with her husband again.

			‘Good morning,’ Oliver murmured as he opened his eyes.

			Lucy made a show of rubbing her eyes as if she hadn’t been lying there staring at him for the last ten minutes.

			‘Good morning.’

			Now he was awake she felt self-conscious and hyperaware of the narrow space between them.

			‘Did you sleep well?’ he asked.

			‘Yes, thank you,’ she lied. After all, it wouldn’t do for her to admit she’d spent half the night wondering how close she could move in to her husband without him noticing and the other half reprimanding herself for the unchaste thoughts that were running through her mind.

			‘Best sleep I’ve had in years,’ Oliver said.

			‘It’ll be the sea air.’

			‘It’ll be having my wife in bed next to me,’ he corrected, his voice low.

			She was sorely tempted to throw caution to the wind and finally give in to the urge to move in closer, to allow herself to become lost in his kisses and start the renewal of a much more intimate part of their relationship. Still, something stopped her, and after a few moments Oliver sighed, swung his legs out of bed and padded to where he’d hung his clothes. Despite the surge of disappointment Lucy still had to suppress a smile. Her husband had never been one to lie in bed on a morning, conditioned by army life to get up and on with the day just moments after he was awake. Of course in those first few weeks of their marriage he’d found an excuse to tumble back between the sheets multiple times a day, but today she hadn’t provided him with any incentive to stay horizontal.

			‘I’ll see what can be done about breakfast,’ Oliver said, dressing quickly before leaving the room.

			For a moment Lucy flopped back on to her pillows, then, not wanting to be caught halfway through dressing, she rose and chose one of the dresses Oliver had hung in the wardrobe the night before. Again she smiled. Most men wouldn’t lower themselves to hang their wives dresses in the wardrobe and Lucy herself had been content to leave them in her trunk, but years in the army had meant Oliver did tasks like these without thinking before retiring to bed in the evening.

			Once she had fixed her hair and straightened her clothes, Lucy made her way down to the large room on the lower level that served as both a comfortable sitting room and a dining room with a small table at one end.

			‘How would you like to do a little sightseeing today?’ Oliver asked as he slipped back through the door, followed closely by the wife of the man renting the rooms out. She was carrying one tray and Oliver a second, both piled high with almost every breakfast food you could imagine.

			‘Sightseeing?’ Lucy asked, baffled by the suggestion.

			‘We could go directly back to London, but I don’t fancy being cooped up in the carriage for another day. Why not enjoy some of the delights Brighton has to offer?’

			He seemed to be in a buoyant mood, despite his obvious disappointment yesterday when she hadn’t been able to tell him she believed he would act honourably if a theoretical other child of theirs was born with a physical or mental complication.

			‘What did you have in mind?’

			‘A surprise.’

			She thought back to the last surprise trip he’d taken her on—the excursion to the Ranelagh Gardens—and how it had all nearly ended in seduction. With a shiver of anticipation she inclined her head.

			‘Excellent. Eat up—there will be some walking involved.’

			* * *

			Oliver felt peculiarly content walking through the streets of Brighton with Lucy on his arm. It almost felt as though they were on the honeymoon they’d never had and he was determined to utilise the holiday spirit to ensure they ended this little trip closer than they had started it.

			‘The Royal Pavilion has changed a little since I last lived here,’ Lucy observed as they approached the grand building from the promenade, walking a few hundred feet away from the sea before the new façade came properly into view.

			‘What do you think of it?’ Oliver asked.

			‘I’m not sure…’ Lucy hesitated. ‘It is rather ostentatious, but I suppose that is the point really.’

			‘Would you like to see inside?’ Oliver asked casually.

			She laughed. ‘Of course, but without an invitation from the Prince Regent that’s hardly likely to happen.’

			The Royal Pavilion, previously known as the Marine Pavilion, was the palatial seaside escape favoured by the Prince Regent. He’d commissioned the architect John Nash to turn the modest palace into an impressive monument two years ago and the progress was noticeable. The façade was being transformed from neo-Classical to a fancy, elaborate design in an Indian style. When finished, it would probably look more at home next to the grand palaces of India than in among the more reserved style of the Brighton residences. According to rumour, there would be many alterations and additions to the inside of the palace, as well, making it a seaside bolthole fit for the future King.

			‘But if we could…’ Oliver said, letting the sentence trail off into a suggestion.

			‘Are you suggesting we break in?’

			‘I never realised I had married such a criminally minded woman.’

			‘How else do you propose we see inside?’ Lucy asked.

			‘I have a friend, from my days in the army. He’s an architect working on the construction of the great kitchen and he’s agreed to show us around.’

			He didn’t add that the man had been only too pleased to do Oliver this small favour after Oliver had dragged him out of a particularly nasty skirmish with a sword buried halfway through his shoulder five years ago.

			‘Won’t he get into trouble?’

			‘Not if we’re discreet. The Prince isn’t in residence, so the only people around are men working on the construction and Wade’s fellow architects.’

			Seeing the gleam of excitement in Lucy’s eyes, he knew he’d made the right decision when he’d contacted his old friend and asked if there was any way they could be admitted for a short tour.

			They proceeded up to the grand entrance and Oliver was pleased to see Wade waiting for them.

			‘Good morning,’ he greeted them, shaking Oliver’s hand before clasping him in an embrace, then waiting for his introduction to Lucy.

			‘My wife, Lady Sedgewick.’

			‘A pleasure to meet you.’

			‘Are you sure we won’t get you into trouble if you show us around?’ Lucy asked.

			‘Not at all. The Prince is rather proud of the changes he’s making to the palace, even when they are only half-finished. Nash, the head architect, is always showing people around and there is never any problem.’

			‘What are you working on?’ Lucy asked as Wade led them around the side of the palace to the back entrance.

			‘The Great Kitchen. It is going to be a masterpiece when finished, even though it won’t be a room used to entertain in, of course.’

			This was where they started their tour and Lucy couldn’t believe the high ceilings, the towering walls peppered with windows letting in wonderful natural light. There was easily space for dozens of kitchen staff and the room was already well stocked with hundreds of pots and pans.

			‘See the ventilation system?’ Wade said, pointing up to the high ceiling. ‘Twelve windows set high up, designed to let out the rising hot air from the kitchens.’ He paused, allowing their eyes to wander for a few moments before he pointed out the next feature. ‘And these columns, made of cast iron and ornamented with copper palm leaves. They actually have a structural purpose, but I’ve never come across something so decorative in a grand house’s kitchen.’

			Oliver watched as Lucy marvelled at the things Wade pointed out, feeling strangely content to be doing this with his wife.

			‘As you can see, the kitchen is more or less finished, just the final touches being put in. Work on the Music Room and Banqueting Room has just begun.’

			They wandered through the newly built Banqueting Room, much more of a shell awaiting further design input, and into the older rooms of the palace. Here and there men bustled, carrying ladders and construction materials, but otherwise the palace was quiet.

			‘The Music Room will be impressive when finished,’ Wade said, leading them into the room at the opposite end of the palace to the Great Kitchen.

			Lucy gasped in delight as they entered the room. Four men were up a sturdy scaffold working on a huge domed ceiling. It was plain plaster at the moment, but even without any of the final decoration that would surely be added it was impressive.

			‘I’m told the room will have good acoustics,’ Wade said.

			For a moment Lucy imagined the finished room, all gilded gold with a fancy chandelier suspended from the centre. In her mind it was filled with people from the royal court and they were all entranced by the musical talents of a string quartet. It was an enthralling picture.

			Lucy had just stepped away, bending her neck backwards to look up, when a shout came from above. The scaffolding, which had looked so sturdy, creaked ominously and one of the men working on the ceiling tottered precariously. Oliver leapt forward, ready to pull Lucy to safety if any danger presented itself. Just as he reached her side, the men above them laughed and it seemed as though the moment of instability had passed.

			‘Ready to pull me from plunging scaffolding?’ Lucy murmured.

			‘I prefer you upright and unharmed to crushed.’

			‘I think I prefer me that way, too.’

			She swayed towards him, affection in her eyes, and momentarily the world around them seemed to fade away. So much so that he didn’t at first hear the renewed shout from above, didn’t react quite as quickly as he should.

			‘Look out,’ someone shouted.

			Oliver looked up to see two planks of wood plummeting towards them. He grasped Lucy by the hand and tugged as hard as he could, swinging her round as he did so, trying to get her as far from the pieces of wood as he could.

			Everything seemed to slow as he realised there was no way to prevent her from being hit. The first plank grazed her shoulder, the force of it knocking her off balance and sending her sprawling on to the floor. The second plank followed close behind, thudding down across her lower leg with a resounding thump.

			Lucy whimpered in pain and immediately Oliver was by her side, kneeling close to her and gripping her hand as he began to lift the plank from her legs.

			‘Hush, my darling,’ he whispered. ‘You are going to be all right.’

			He wasn’t sure if it was an outright lie and he found he was holding his breath as he lifted the piece of wood clear from her body. Allowing himself a small sigh of relief that there were no obvious bone fragments sticking from her legs and no blood as yet, he carefully took one dainty ankle in his hands and began to probe for injuries. As he reached the shin Lucy winced, but did not cry out in pain. He saw her bite her lip, her teeth sinking into the soft flesh, to stop any sound from escaping her mouth.

			‘Just bruises, my love,’ he said, moving on to the next leg.

			Again Lucy grimaced as his hands pressed over her lower leg, but the ankle and knee seemed to be intact and there were no signs of any broken bones. Bruises and sprains would heal well with time.

			Only when he had satisfied himself that there was no serious damage did he notice the crowd of people around them. Mainly made up of the men working on the construction, all had worried faces.

			‘I’m fine,’ Lucy assured them, smiling through gritted teeth.

			‘I think perhaps I should take my wife home,’ Oliver said, motioning for Wade to step closer. ‘Would you be able to organise a carriage?’

			‘Of course.’

			Not hearing her murmur of protest, Oliver scooped Lucy up into his arms, carrying her easily back the way they’d come. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her body against his and burying her face in his shoulder. For once he felt like she truly needed him, but he wished the circumstances weren’t so dramatic.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			‘Thank you, Dr Fisher,’ Oliver said as he showed the elderly man out of the bedroom and back down the stairs.

			Lucy lay back on the pillows, luxuriating in the softness as it engulfed her body.

			‘There really was no need to call the doctor,’ she said as Oliver re-entered the room. ‘I told you I was perfectly fine.’

			‘I don’t trust your medical training,’ Oliver said, sitting on the edge of the bed next to her. ‘Or lack of it.’

			‘I was right, though. Nothing broken, just some beautiful purple bruises.’

			Her legs did hurt, although not enough to even consider taking any of the laudanum Dr Fisher had left by her bed. Only once before had she injured herself severely enough to take laudanum—a tumble from her window when she was trying to sneak out to visit her brother. On that occasion she had twisted an ankle and bumped her head, but the laudanum her mother had insisted she swallow was the worst punishment—she had suffered days of numbness and nausea and on fully recovering had vowed never to touch the poisonous liquid ever again.

			‘You should rest,’ Oliver said, adjusting the corner of the blanket where it had become tucked under.

			‘I’m not tired.’

			It was only two o’clock in the afternoon and the sun was shining through the window as if taunting her about her inability to go outside and enjoy the clear autumn day.

			She patted the space on the bed beside her. ‘Come join me. You can keep me company.’

			Not sure if she imagined the slight deepening of his breathing and darkening of his eyes, Lucy felt a surge of anticipation. Now wasn’t the most romantic moment to be thinking of kisses and more, but it seemed that was the direction her thoughts were heading.

			Oliver had been a perfect gentleman, she had to concede, carrying her all the way through the Royal Pavilion to the waiting coach, holding her on his lap the short journey back to their lodgings so she would not be unnecessarily jolted and racing up the stairs to deposit her gently in this comfortable bed.

			‘Why are you smiling?’ he asked, the corners of his own mouth turning up in response to her smile.

			‘I was just thinking how you cannot help yourself. No matter what I do or say, you’re always the perfect gentleman.’

			He shrugged. ‘It was the way I was raised.’

			‘Perhaps.’

			‘How would you like me to act?’ Oliver asked, his voice low.

			She swallowed, taking her time to ensure her voice didn’t come out croaky or high pitched.

			‘I like you just the way you are,’ she said softly.

			‘A few weeks ago you were pressing me for a divorce.’

			‘A girl can change her mind.’

			‘I hope you don’t change it back again.’

			‘It was a shock, that’s all. A complete change in circumstances.’

			‘And now you’re used to the idea of being married to me?’

			‘I am.’

			There was a heavy tension in the room as if both could see the direction their exchange was heading in, but neither could quite believe it.

			‘Perhaps you should remind me of some of the advantages of being a married woman,’ Lucy said, feeling the heat rise in her cheeks, but refusing to acknowledge her embarrassment.

			‘Let me think. Being married gives you a constant companion at the breakfast table,’ Oliver said, keeping his tone serious despite the mirth dancing in his eyes. He was teasing her and she liked it.

			‘Very important. It is pleasant to have someone to discuss current affairs with.’

			‘Someone to dance with at balls and soirées,’ Oliver continued.

			‘And you don’t even have to make idle chit-chat if you don’t want to,’ Lucy added. ‘You’re married, after all—no need for unnecessary conversation.’

			‘Good point—which leads me on to a great advantage for you: no lecherous swine trying to seduce you and rob you of your honour.’

			Lucy couldn’t help but smile. ‘No one cares about honour once you’re a married woman.’

			‘I care,’ Oliver said. ‘Any man who bothers you with his unwanted advances I will take by the throat and sling to the kerb.’

			She believed him, too.

			‘Any other advantages?’ she asked, her voice coming out as barely more than a whisper.

			He edged closer, careful not to jolt her tender legs, and stopped only when his face was inches from hers.

			‘I’m trying to think,’ he said. ‘I’m sure there is something else. Something that married men and women can enjoy without worrying about the consequences.’

			‘What could that be?’ Lucy mused, wishing he would hurry up and kiss her. The wait was excruciating, especially when she could see they both wanted the same thing.

			‘Perhaps I should show you.’

			‘A demonstration is always better than an explanation,’ she agreed.

			‘Close your eyes.’

			Obediently she did. She waited—ten seconds passed, then twenty. Just as she was about to peek she felt his lips brush against hers ever so gently. Nothing more than a brief, sensational contact and then they were gone. Her eyes flew open and at the same moment Oliver kissed her again, this time his lips hard and insistent. Instantly all rational thought flew from her mind and she was entirely consumed by the kiss.

			‘You taste sweet,’ he murmured as he broke away to pepper kisses along the angle of her jaw before returning to her lips once again.

			As he kissed her Lucy felt herself sinking back against the pillows, subtly inviting him to join her. It wasn’t what she’d planned, but the moment seemed right. Oliver had been chivalrous and attentive all day, all trip really, and every time she looked at him she felt her feelings for him grow.

			Running her hands over his back, she urged him to come closer and immediately he obliged, adjusting his position until he was lying next to her.

			‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ he said, motioning towards her legs.

			‘You won’t.’

			‘You don’t know how long I’ve been wanting this,’ he said quietly as he lay there, looking deep into her eyes. It seemed as though the admission came from deep inside, and he looked a little surprised at his own words.

			For a moment Lucy felt as though the world beneath her had shifted. There was so much sincerity in his voice, so much depth and caring in his eyes, that for the first time she wondered why he had worked so long to find her, why he had persevered when all others would have given up.

			Then all other thoughts were washed away as he kissed her again, filling her body with a wonderful warmth as gently his hands caressed her skin.

			‘I need to see you,’ he said, his voice hoarse.

			‘I’m right here.’

			‘All of you.’

			Lucy nodded, feeling a flutter in her chest. He’d seen her naked many times before, but suddenly it was important that he would still feel the same intense desire for the person she had become and the body she had acquired over the last year.

			‘I’ll be gentle. Tell me if I hurt you.’

			He helped her sit forward, then deftly began unfastening the back of her dress. Despite his obvious eagerness he moved slowly and steadily, not fumbling over the fastenings until Lucy felt her dress loosen and pool forward.

			‘So beautiful,’ Oliver murmured, as his fingers traced a line down her back.

			‘Take it off,’ Lucy instructed. She wanted his fingers to be able to go lower, touch more of her.

			With some wriggling and shifting Oliver managed to lift the dress over her head, leaving her clad only in a thin cotton chemise.

			‘I remember this,’ he said. ‘Another damn layer.’

			She giggled at the tone of his voice, but didn’t protest when he lifted the cotton undergarment over her head swiftly, as well.

			‘Better.’

			Now she was naked, her lower half covered by the bedsheets, but her upper half completely and utterly bare under his gaze.

			‘This is unfair,’ she pointed out. ‘You’re still fully clothed.’

			‘All in good time,’ he promised.

			She expected him to stand, to start shedding layers, but for a moment he sat looking at her, as if taking in every last detail. Then his lips were on hers again, kissing and nipping as she felt his body press against her now-naked skin.

			Letting out an involuntary moan, Lucy felt her body tense with anticipation as his fingers danced over her skin, stimulating every inch before moving on. She felt her hips thrust towards him as his hands found her breasts and suddenly she couldn’t remember why she had stayed away from this man for so long.

			Just as she began to wonder if she could take much more, Oliver pulled away. Lucy’s eyes flew open and she was just about to voice a protest when she saw him tearing off his own clothes. With a contented smile she watched him undress, her eyes roaming across his familiar body, working out what had changed in the past year.

			‘Come here,’ she whispered as he shed the last piece of clothing.

			Obligingly Oliver advanced towards her, taking his place on the bed beside her.

			‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ he said, his voice low and husky, ‘so perhaps you had better turn over.’

			He must have seen the confusion in her eyes so he gently turned her, positioning her on her side facing away from him. She trembled a little as she felt his body press in close behind her, his hardness against her buttocks. At first he hardly moved, just contented himself with kissing the back of her neck, the top of her shoulders, and draping an arm across her waist to caress her abdomen.

			Lucy wanted to urge him on, but knew this was all part of the wonderful build-up of anticipation, so instead allowed herself to get lost in the sensations he was creating. It felt like her skin was on fire, prickling under his touch, and as his fingers dipped lower and lower she knew soon the sensation would only intensify.

			‘Are you sure?’ Oliver asked, his voice a little tense with the strain.

			‘Don’t stop’ was all Lucy could manage to say. ‘Just remember not to…’ She trailed off as he nodded.

			His fingers touched her most sensitive place and she almost cried out, biting her lip as he circled and dipped, feeling the tightness building deep inside her.

			He seemed to know exactly when her climax would come, for just a second before, he thrust inside her, causing her to cry out with pleasure as she tightened around him. Wave upon wave washed over her and she felt her hands gripping the bedsheets to anchor herself as Oliver began to slowly move inside her, wondering if she could take any more of this wonderful feeling.

			Faster and faster he thrust, until Lucy knew she would climax again, her muscles tightening just as she heard him groan and felt him pull out before the moment of his own release.

			They lay, her body nestled against his, both breathing heavily. Lucy felt a familiar glow wash over her and realised it was contentment. She’d experienced it a lot in the first few weeks of their marriage and now it was back, embracing her like an old friend.

			‘I’ve missed you,’ Oliver murmured into her neck.

			‘I’ve missed you, too.’ It was true, even if she had been trying to deny the fact ever since their reunion.

			Slowly she turned over, grimacing as one bruised leg knocked against the other, but determined to complete the movement all the same. Once she was facing her husband she placed a hand gently on his face, tracing his features with her fingers.

			‘You’ve been good to me,’ she said quietly. ‘I know that. And I’ve done nothing but make your life difficult.’

			‘I’ll tell you a secret,’ Oliver said with a small smile on his lips. ‘You’re worth it.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			Oliver whistled as he pulled on his boots, looking up as his valet, a smart young man by the name of Simons, entered the room with his cravat.

			They’d travelled back from Brighton ten days earlier and the intimacy they’d shared on their little trip away had been continued at home. Not only were they physically closer, but he felt Lucy was truly beginning to settle into life as Lady Sedgewick and enjoying it. For his part, every day the concern that he would wake up to find Lucy gone again was a little less and slowly he felt himself letting go of some of the residual resentment he felt from her behaviour when she’d fled without a word.

			‘Are the boots to your satisfaction, my lord?’ Simons asked, jolting Oliver away from his contented thoughts about his wife.

			‘The boots?’ Oliver repeated, looking down at his feet for a clue as to what the valet was talking about.

			‘Yes, my lord.’

			He looked down again. They were the same boots he’d had for nearly a year, comfortable, black and otherwise rather nondescript.

			‘They seem to be fine, Simons,’ Oliver said warily, wondering if his valet was being unduly fussy.

			‘They are polished to your satisfaction?’

			Again Oliver glanced down. The boots looked polished and mark-free.

			‘Yes, Simons.’

			‘Very good, my lord.’

			The valet turned to leave the room and Oliver was so baffled by their exchange he almost let him go without enquiring further.

			‘Simons,’ he called as the valet was nearly out of the door. ‘Why all the questions about the boots?’

			‘I have a new…assistant, my lord. I wanted to check you were satisfied with his work.’

			‘An assistant?’ He’d certainly not hired anyone. And he’d never heard of a valet requiring an assistant before.

			‘The young lad Lady Sedgewick brought to work in the household.’

			‘Freddy? But I thought he was going to be working in the kitchen, as an odd-jobs boy?’

			‘Not him. The other young lad. Charlie.’

			So she’d sneaked another one of her charges from the Foundation to work in the house.

			‘Ah, right,’ Oliver said, feeling peculiarly surplus to requirements in the running of his own household.

			‘Will that be all, my lord?’

			‘Yes, thank you.’

			He finished dressing, taking time over his cravat. Most men let their valets take care of the more intricate parts of getting ready for an evening out, but the time Oliver had spent in the army had meant he was used to doing everything from polishing his shoes to shaving his face. He did let his valet do some of these tasks now, but actually getting dressed he preferred to do himself.

			When he was satisfied he was presentable he made his way across the room to the door that connected his bedroom with Lucy’s. The past couple of nights they had taken full advantage of this handy route to each other’s bedchambers and now he barely waited for Lucy’s call of come in to open the door.

			She was sitting in front of a mirror, her maid finishing off her hair, pinning the last few strands into place. Oliver had to admit that although this young woman Lucy had brought in to be her lady’s maid didn’t have any prior experience, she was shaping up well already.

			He waited, sitting on the edge of the bed while Lucy finished with her preparations, before sending the maid away.

			‘I’ve just been told we have another new addition to our household,’ Oliver said, standing as Lucy did and walking towards her.

			‘Charlie, yes.’

			‘And he is…’

			‘A very nice young man.’

			Oliver raised an eyebrow.

			‘Very well. He’s been in a bit of trouble before, but he has a good heart.’

			‘And he is going to be…’

			‘Assistant to your valet,’ she said quietly.

			‘Ah, yes, that vital position.’

			‘Do you mind?’

			‘Does it make you happy? Finding places for these waifs and strays of yours?’

			She nodded.

			‘Then, no, I don’t mind. Although I think my valet has enough assistants for now. Perhaps if you want to recruit any more we could think of who might be suitable for Sedgewick Place and a life in the country.’

			Throwing her arms around his neck, she kissed him, making everything worthwhile.

			‘Remind me why we have to go out tonight,’ Lucy murmured in his ear.

			‘I think you’ll find it a very useful event,’ Oliver replied.

			‘But wouldn’t you rather stay here?’

			He felt a surge of desire for her that he almost gave in to, but he steeled himself. Sometimes a man had to make sacrifices for his wife.

			‘Of course I would, but I promise you would rather go.’

			‘I’m not sure about that,’ she said, kissing him gently on the lips.

			Oliver groaned, glancing at the clock and wondering if they had time for a quick tumble into bed. The only problem was, it never was a quick tumble. As soon as Lucy started shedding layers he felt the need to explore every inch of her body, to make her writhe in pleasure before even thinking about himself.

			‘Perhaps we could just…’ he heard himself saying.

			‘Remember, it must be quick,’ Lucy said, her eyes dancing with laughter.

			He watched as she hobbled towards the bed. Her legs were much improved from the accident nearly two weeks ago and it looked like there would be no lasting damage. The bruises were beginning to turn brown and yellow rather than the deep purples and blacks that had adorned her shins a few days ago, but she still limped a little when she walked. Perhaps it would be better if they stayed in.

			She turned to him as she sat down on the bed, gripping the hem of her dress and beckoning him over.

			Unable to stop himself Oliver crossed the room in two short strides, lifting Lucy gently and depositing her further back on to the bed.

			‘Mind the dress,’ Lucy said, giggling underneath him.

			‘Damn the dress.’

			She laughed, which fired him further and quickly he sought out her lips with his own. Despite his words he was careful not to rumple the dress too much, pushing the hem up gently as his fingers roamed up the length of her legs.

			Lucy pulled him towards her, urging him to enter her, and Oliver found he couldn’t resist. Together their bodies moved up and down, in perfect rhythm as if they’d been made for one another.

			Faster and faster they moved, until the inevitable moment of climax, Oliver managing to pull out just in time, already longing for the day when he could stay inside her and not pull away. But for now Oliver was in agreement with Lucy; it would be best not to risk another pregnancy until they were sure of one another, sure of the fragile trust that they were beginning to build after so much had gone on between them these last few years. He was still concerned that should Lucy get pregnant she might flee again, might become distrustful and panic, and he knew he could not go through that again. Deep down he was also aware that he wasn’t ready to risk the heartbreak of losing another child himself. One day…if Lucy could be convinced, but not yet.

			They lay cradled against one another for five minutes, Oliver enjoying the feel of the subtle movement of Lucy’s abdomen as she breathed in and out under his hand. Eventually she stirred and turned towards him.

			‘Do you think one day…?’ Oliver said.

			Lucy pressed her finger to his lips, shaking her head. ‘Don’t ask me that, please. Let’s just enjoy what we have.’

			He nodded, unsure why he’d even thought of asking the question. Neither of them was ready, not yet.

			‘I shouldn’t have worn silk,’ Lucy murmured, regarding her crumpled dress in the mirror.

			‘You look wonderful.’

			‘I look as though I’ve been ravished.’

			‘I don’t mind people knowing I can’t keep my hands off my wife.’

			‘They may not assume it is you doing the ravishing.’

			‘Nonsense. Everyone can see you’re totally devoted to me.’

			Lucy turned away from the mirror, taking a moment away from smoothing down her dress to kiss him on the cheek.

			Straightening his own clothes Oliver waited for Lucy to finish, before offering her his arm.

			* * *

			‘It’s a ball,’ Lucy said as they entered through the front door to the sound of musicians striking up their instruments.

			‘But not any old ball.’

			‘Delighted you could make it tonight, Lord Sedgewick… Lady Sedgewick,’ an effusive middle-aged woman gushed as she rushed towards them.

			‘My wife is a devoted supporter of charities and good causes,’ Oliver said, causing Lucy’s eyes to widen in surprise. She supported the Foundation, that much was true, but she had never been involved with any other charities.

			‘You must tell me about the charities you support, Lady Sedgewick,’ their host insisted.

			‘This is Lady Wentwater.’ Oliver completed the introductions. ‘Our hostess for the evening.’

			‘Gaming tables are that way, Lord Sedgewick. All proceeds go to support the Orphanage, of course.’

			Lady Wentwater clutched hold of Lucy’s arm and guided her off in the opposite direction. Glancing back over her shoulder, Lucy saw Oliver giving her an apologetic shrug before wandering off towards the gaming tables.

			‘It is wonderful you could make it this evening,’ Lady Wentwater said. ‘The Orphanage is always looking for new patrons and I find these annual charity events the best way to keep a cause at the forefront of everyone’s minds.’

			Slowly Lucy was beginning to realise why Oliver had insisted they come this evening. She had told him of some of the financial struggles the Foundation was facing and he had suggested using her new status and connections to encourage new, wealthy patrons. At first she’d thought he was joking, but now she was wondering if it might actually work. Certainly the Foundation was as worthy a cause as an orphanage.

			‘Tell me, Lady Wentwater, how do you put together a night like this?’

			‘Oh, how sweet you are, my dear. It’s lovely to find someone who is interested. I started three years ago, when the Sand Street Orphanage was in dire straits. I’ve been a patroness for years, but many of the other supporters had drifted away, taking their interest and their money to other more fashionable causes.’

			Lucy knew how fickle some of the wealthy patrons could be.

			‘At first I bored all my friends, begging them at every opportunity to become involved. Then I realised there was a much better way of doing things.’

			‘That’s when you decided to have your annual ball?’

			‘Exactly. There are gaming tables for the gentlemen, any proceeds go directly to the orphanage and many of the men also donate any winnings. This raises a lot of money in the grand scheme of things.’

			‘And the rest is publicity for the cause?’

			‘Exactly. We have music and dancing, but everywhere there are subtle reminders of the purpose of the evening. Often I receive a few large donations on the night, but more importantly a few people are interested enough to become long-standing patrons.’

			‘It’s all very clever.’

			‘I think so, my dear,’ Lady Wentwater said, beaming. ‘Now I must return to greeting guests, but shall I introduce you to some of the ladies first?’

			‘No need,’ a deep voice said from over her shoulder.

			Lucy smiled as she recognised Oliver’s friend, Redmoor.

			‘Would you grant me the honour of a dance?’ Redmoor asked.

			Lucy inclined her head, allowing the tall man to lead her towards the dance floor.

			‘How was your trip to the seaside?’ Redmoor asked as the dance began.

			‘Certainly worthwhile,’ Lucy said, thinking of the closure she felt after confronting her father one final time.

			‘I hear you had a small accident. I hope you are recovered.’

			News travelled fast to London, but she shouldn’t be surprised. Someone in the Royal Pavilion would know someone else who knew someone else and soon the story would be all the way back to London, no doubt with a few embellishments.

			‘A minor bump, that is all. Lord Sedgewick looked after me superbly.’

			‘Yes, he has a habit of looking after people,’ Redmoor murmured.

			‘He is very kind,’ Lucy agreed.

			‘Perhaps too kind,’ Redmoor said. Lucy looked at him sharply, but could see no malice in his face. Sighing, Redmoor seemed to steel himself to say more. ‘He’s a good man, one of the best.’

			‘I know.’

			‘And I would hate to see him hurt. Again.’

			‘As would I.’

			‘He’s strong and he puts on a good show of having an impenetrable outer shell, but he is still a man.’

			‘Is there something you want to say to me?’ Lucy asked, trying to keep her voice calm.

			‘After you left he was a mess. He was frantic, didn’t rest for weeks. I mean, he carried on searching for you for a whole year.’

			‘I understand that.’

			‘Do you?’ He looked at her questioningly, as if he would open her head and check inside if he could.

			Lucy hesitated. She had wondered at the length of time and devotion of energy Oliver had put into finding her. At first she’d assumed it was because he didn’t like to be beaten in some challenge he had thought up for himself—the challenge to find her. Then she’d thought he’d wanted a wife, someone to take out into society and stop all the rumours that abounded about him. But that didn’t quite fit either—he could have lessened the rumours by telling people she had died in childbirth or some such story, but, no, he’d let people gossip in the hope that one day he would find her.

			‘Why did he look for me for so long?’ she asked eventually.

			‘You don’t know?’

			Shaking her head, Lucy felt a hollowness developing in the pit of her stomach. She had a feeling she did know what Redmoor’s answer would be.

			The music stopped and for a moment Lucy thought her dance partner was going to abandon her without revealing what he knew.

			‘He loves you. He’s besotted with you. Surely you can see that?’

			Without thinking Lucy began shaking her head. It was too much, too much responsibility to be so instrumental to another person’s happiness.

			Redmoor shrugged. ‘Think about it. Why else would he pursue you for so long when you’d hurt him so badly?’

			‘But he’s never said.’

			‘He’s in denial. Won’t even admit it to himself. And a few weeks ago you were pressing him for a divorce of all things. Who would reveal their innermost feelings to someone who doesn’t seem to reciprocate them?’

			Lucy felt a tightening in her throat and swallowed a couple of times to try to relieve it.

			‘You don’t have to love him,’ Redmoor said softly, ‘although he’s certainly worthy of love. Just try not to hurt him again.’

			Part of her felt embarrassed to have to be told all of this by one of Oliver’s friends; part of her was still a little disbelieving.

			He loved her—could it be true? They’d spent such a short time together after their marriage—surely love couldn’t develop in just a few weeks. And he’d married her for such practical reasons—he’d needed a wife to produce heirs for his newly inherited estate. He hadn’t even chosen her himself—had let his mother draw up a shortlist of candidates.

			‘How do you know all this?’ Lucy asked, wondering if Oliver confided so much in his friend.

			‘I’ve known Sedgewick for a long time,’ Redmoor said with a slightly sad smile. ‘He’s told me bits and pieces, but I know him well enough to fill in the gaps.’

			‘I won’t hurt him,’ Lucy said with more conviction than she felt. She might hurt him—having the responsibility of someone else’s love was serious and it was a responsibility she wasn’t sure she was ready for.

			‘Just don’t run away again.’

			Redmoor bowed, kissed her hand and stepped away, leaving Lucy to wonder exactly how she was going to deal with this new information.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			‘You’re skittish,’ Oliver said as they walked arm in arm through St Giles. It was a beautiful day, clear blue skies and a cool autumn breeze without a hint of the rain that had been falling on and off the last few days.

			‘Skittish? Like a horse?’

			‘Exactly. What are you scared of?’

			He looked around, checking for danger, remembering when he hadn’t been alert enough to keep them from being threatened with a knife.

			‘Nothing. I’m not skittish.’

			Oliver shrugged, murmuring, ‘Look pretty skittish to me.’

			In truth, Lucy felt more than skittish. Her insides were roiling in turmoil and every muscle in her body felt on edge. Ever since her talk with Redmoor at the charity ball she had been unable to be in the same room as Oliver without looking at him and wondering if what his friend had said was true.

			‘It’s a big day today,’ Lucy said. It wasn’t exactly a lie; it was a big day today, but that wasn’t why she was feeling so unsettled.

			‘I’d like to be there for you.’

			‘There’s no need. I’ve been at these meetings many times before.’

			‘But you just said it is a big day.’

			Lucy cursed, trying to think quickly, but her brain refused to co-operate.

			‘I’ll be more nervous with you there.’

			He smiled at her with affection in his eyes and once again it set Lucy off to wondering if there were deeper feelings hidden inside Oliver.

			‘It’s your choice,’ he said with a shrug. ‘I’d just like to see what you do.’

			‘Perhaps another time.’

			They reached the Foundation and went through the passageway to the courtyard beyond, where Mary was bustling about, dressed in a severe black dress, her normally wild curls pulled into a tight bun.

			‘You’re here!’ Mary exclaimed, striding over to Lucy and clasping her tightly to her. ‘It’s a complete disaster. Lord Pennywater sent a note saying he would not be attending today and that unfortunately he cannot continue to support the Foundation.’

			‘He didn’t even bother to tell you in person?’ Lucy asked.

			‘No. Just a scribbled note. And you know what half the rest of the patrons are like. Once the first one leaves the rest follow, thinking it is fashionable to support only the causes that have a lord or lady attached to them.’

			‘Surely they won’t all go, Mary,’ Lucy said soothingly. ‘Mrs Hunter seems keen and generous and only joined us a month ago and Mr and Mrs Felixstone have been supporters for years.’

			‘But the rest. We can’t survive if the donations fall and I’m afraid this might be the beginning of the end for us.’

			‘Lucy,’ Oliver said quietly, ‘a word please.’

			She patted Mary on the arm once again and crossed the courtyard to join him.

			‘What is the problem?’ he asked.

			‘Mary is worried that now Lord Pennywater has decided to stop supporting us the rest of the patrons might follow.’

			‘Is that likely?’

			Lucy shrugged. ‘I’ve never seen Mary in such a state so she must believe it to be true.’

			‘Perhaps I could help.’

			She looked at him blankly.

			‘I am a viscount,’ he reminded her. ‘And one who has a definite interest in seeing this place succeed.’

			‘You’d become one of our patrons just for me?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Yes, Lucy. If it makes your life easier and stops you from worrying.’

			He saw the tears in her eyes the moment before she flung her arms around his neck and embraced him deeply.

			‘It’s true, isn’t it?’ she murmured so quietly he barely heard her.

			‘What’s true?’

			‘It doesn’t matter. Let’s tell Mary.’

			Pulling him by the hand, Lucy rushed back over to where Mary was still pacing and murmuring under her breath as if trying to find the solution to an impossible puzzle.

			‘All is not lost,’ Lucy said firmly. ‘Oliver—Lord Sedgewick will step in as one of our patrons. Surely the others will not abandon us because a baron is replaced by a viscount?’

			Mary turned to him with hope in her eyes. ‘You will?’

			‘Of course. This is important.’

			He wasn’t ready for the shower of gratitude from both women, thanks and praise which lasted for well over two minutes, and by the end he felt a little embarrassed. He’d only hoped to banish the worry and desolation from Lucy’s eyes. The Foundation was a good cause, of course, but he wouldn’t be doing this if it didn’t mean so much to his wife.

			‘We’ll announce it at the governor’s meeting today,’ Mary said excitedly. ‘It will be the first item on the agenda—a change in our patrons.’

			‘Let me take you upstairs,’ Lucy said, taking him by the hand to the office she and Mary usually shared. Today it had been cleared of the mountains of papers and the two desks had been pushed together to make one long table in the middle of the room. Twelve chairs were arranged around the table and Lucy indicated he should choose one.

			‘Do I have to do anything?’ Oliver asked, realising he had never volunteered to become a patron of a charity before. Of course he’d donated money to various good causes, but usually never got more involved than that.

			‘You can say a few words once we introduce you if you wish, but otherwise this is more of a business meeting. A few of our patrons like to attend to keep abreast of what is happening at the Foundation, but this is more about the governors going over our accounts and checking we are doing what we say we are with the money.’

			‘I see.’

			He took a chair and Lucy did, too, sitting sideways so she faced him.

			‘This means the world to me, Oliver. I’m so grateful.’

			‘I would do anything to make you happy,’ he said, feeling a little exposed with the admission, but seeing the nervous smile on her lips made it all worthwhile.

			‘You would, wouldn’t you?’ she said and it was as much a statement as a question.

			‘I just want you to be safe and happy. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.’

			‘I can’t believe I didn’t see it.’

			‘See what?’

			‘How much you care. When you first found me I wondered why you had spent so much time and effort tracking me down when you could have been building a new life for yourself.’

			‘I couldn’t,’ he said quietly. It was true. Despite everything he’d told himself, all the lies about wanting to have his wife home because that was what society expected, he was coming to realise there had always been more to his search than that. He’d missed Lucy, yearned for her, and despite her betrayal, despite how she’d shattered his heart when she’d taken their son away, it was her he’d wanted, not just a wife back home.

			‘I thought perhaps you had an issue with ownership, like some men do with their wives. They want to possess them completely, to rule their lives.’

			‘I do want to possess you completely.’

			‘But not in that way,’ she said softly.

			He shook his head.

			‘I never thought ours could be anything more than a convenient union,’ she said. ‘After the way it was arranged and the reasons behind both of us wanting to marry.’

			‘Nor did I. But I know I would be devastated if you decided to leave again.’

			Watching her closely, he saw her swallow, saw the tension creep back into her face.

			‘Hush,’ he said. ‘One day, this past year will be nothing more than a distant memory. We’ll have the rest of our lives ahead of us.’

			‘I want to stay,’ she whispered, leaning forward and kissing him.

			Oliver believed her. Over the last few weeks their relationship had blossomed from an awkward arrangement where they barely spoke to a comfortable companionship to a marriage filled with passion. It was reassuring to hear the words, but he still felt a little bubble of concern deep inside him. Even though she told him she wanted to stay, even though he could see the growing affection in her eyes, he still worried one day she would just be gone without a trace.

			* * *

			Lucy barely registered when one of the governors criticised the way they recorded new residents, or when Mrs Hunter, one of their newest patrons, twittered on about putting more stringent measures in place to record what happened to their residents when they left the Foundation. Lucy delivered her piece on the accounts succinctly, but only because she was well practised.

			Oliver sat quietly at the other end of the table with the patrons and governors, giving her encouraging smiles whenever she looked his way. All she could think was He loves me. The words were tumbling around in her head, repeating themselves over and over again. She’d never thought she would experience love, never expected it. When agreeing to marry Oliver she’d had her own selfish reasons, just as he’d had his. She’d hoped for mutual respect and perhaps even companionship, but from a young age she had resigned herself to a life without experiencing love.

			He hadn’t said the words, not out loud, but she was beginning to realise that Redmoor was right. Oliver did love her—it was the only explanation for how he had never given up his search for her and why he was so patient with her now.

			Considering carefully, she examined her own feelings for him. She cared for him, deeply, more than any other living person. She enjoyed spending time with him and couldn’t imagine being married to anyone else. But was that love? It wasn’t that instant gush she had felt for David, that overwhelming tenderness she’d experienced the first time she’d held her baby.

			‘Thank you, everyone, for your time,’ Mary was saying and people were starting to rise.

			Lucy smiled absently as the governors and patrons left the room, ushered out by Mary who would no doubt escort them safely out of St Giles.

			‘I hope you didn’t mind my input on the record keeping,’ Mrs Hunter said as she paused next to Lucy. ‘The last thing I wish is to be interfering. You do such a wonderful job here.’

			‘Not at all, Mrs Hunter,’ Lucy said with a smile. ‘It is always helpful to have someone else’s opinion on these matters, especially someone invested in the success of the Foundation.’

			‘I do think it is the most worthwhile cause.’

			Lucy had to agree with her.

			‘Thank you for coming to the meeting,’ Lucy said. ‘And we should arrange to have tea together some time soon.’

			Mrs Hunter’s face lit up at the prospect and Lucy, who had issued the invitation out of politeness, realised that she wouldn’t mind spending an hour talking over a nice cup of tea with her.

			‘That’s very kind, Lady Sedgewick.’

			‘You’d be very welcome at Sedgewick House any time.’

			Mrs Hunter clasped her hand and squeezed it, before hurrying out after the other patrons. She was a relatively new supporter, joining the small group of patrons a little over a month ago, but she seemed keen and intelligent and willing to be an active member of the board.

			‘Well done,’ Oliver said, coming to her side. ‘You did splendidly.’

			‘Thank you for stepping in.’

			‘My pleasure. Are you staying here for the rest of the afternoon?’

			Lucy hesitated. There were a few administration bits and bobs she needed to get done, registering a couple of the new arrivals properly and seeing if she could match them to any work, but none of it was pressing.

			‘I’ll return home with you. The paperwork can wait until tomorrow.’

			* * *

			‘You’ve been very quiet,’ Oliver observed as they sat in the small library together. The maids had lit a fire and the room was illuminated in a soft orange glow. With the curtains pulled and the door closed, it was cosy and intimate.

			She smiled at him, trying to think of some little white lie, not wanting to tell him she was still mulling over the realisation that her husband loved her.

			‘Come sit with me,’ he said.

			‘There’s hardly room for you in that chair.’

			He was seated in an upright armchair, with huge leather arms that took up most of the space, leaving just enough for one man to sit in.

			‘Is that a challenge?’ Oliver asked.

			Lucy rose and crossed the small room, stopping in front of him. Looping an arm around her waist, he pulled her towards him, tugging until she tumbled into his lap.

			With a giggle, she shuffled her bottom until she was comfortable.

			‘Plenty of room for two,’ Oliver declared.

			‘Only if you like your companion close.’

			‘I do.’

			He leaned in and kissed her neck, just at the base where it met her shoulder, sending a shiver of anticipation down her spine.

			‘I can’t think of a better way to spend a cold evening,’ Oliver murmured. ‘Seated by the fire with my wife close by.’

			‘Very close by.’

			‘Maybe not close enough,’ he said, pulling her back a little more so her body rested against his.

			‘A servant could walk in at any moment,’ Lucy whispered, looking at the door.

			‘They should know better than to disturb a man and his wife in such a romantic spot.’

			He kissed her again, tracing his lips over the nape of her neck, the light touch tickling and making her squirm in his lap.

			‘If only the chair was bigger,’ Lucy mused thoughtfully.

			‘Why?’

			‘Then I could turn around and face you.’

			‘Why would you want to do that?’ he asked.

			‘It would make certain things a little easier.’

			Understanding dawned in his eyes and within a second he had risen from the chair, Lucy cradled in his arms, crossed to the door and flicked the lock, then seated them on the much larger sofa in front of the fire.

			Wriggling, Lucy managed to turn around so she was facing him, her legs straddling his.

			‘I like this position,’ Oliver murmured, his hands resting just above her hips.

			‘I thought you might.’

			Dipping her head, Lucy kissed him gently, sighing as he ran his hands over her waist and on to the top of her thighs before rustling the material of her dress to get to her skin. Once under the multiple layers of dress, petticoat and chemise, he began caressing her thighs, making her rock in his lap.

			‘Lucy,’ Oliver groaned and she felt a smile blossom on her lips. She liked that she could make him almost delirious in just a few short minutes. Reaching down, she found the fastening to his breeches and began to slowly work it undone. He was hard and ready for her and without any hesitation Lucy moved her hips to position herself over him. Gently she sank lower, loving how he moaned as she took him inside her and only pausing when he filled her completely.

			Slowly, trying to draw out the pleasure, she rose again, working out a rhythm to her movements as his hands guided her hips, urging her faster and faster. She held out for a few minutes, keeping the slow steady pace, but gradually she felt her resolve slipping and her movements become more frantic. Her head dropped back and she felt the tension building deep inside her.

			Wave upon wave of pleasure crashed through her body, every muscle tightened and beneath her she felt Oliver stiffen. She was too deep in her own pleasure to understand what his frantic movements meant, resisting when he tried to push her off him, wanting to draw out her climax for a few moments longer.

			‘Lucy…’ he cried, panic in his eyes.

			It was twenty seconds before she had recovered enough to understand what he had been trying to tell her.

			‘No,’ she gasped, pushing herself off him so quickly she stumbled backwards, arms reeling as she tried to regain her balance.

			Oliver was scrambling to his feet, tucking himself away as he did so, but she just kept backing away.

			‘What have we done?’

			‘Just keep calm, Lucy,’ Oliver said, his voice soothing. ‘It was just the once.’

			It was true; all the other times they had been intimate Oliver had spilled himself on the sheets. This time, when she was in control, she’d just completely forgotten in the midst of her desire.

			‘Think about it, Lucy, people try for months to get pregnant without any success. How likely is it we succeed with just one slip?’

			She knew he was right, but still she felt a deep-seated panic taking hold of her.

			‘We can’t…’ she stuttered.

			‘Hush,’ he said, crossing the room and taking her in his arms. ‘There’s nothing to be done now.’

			‘But we…’ She trailed off again, unable to finish a thought let alone a sentence.

			‘Come, sit. Take a few deep breaths.’

			With small steps he led her back to the sofa and sat her down, rubbing her back as he encouraged her to breathe. Slowly Lucy felt some of the panic lifting as she calmed.

			‘I can’t get pregnant again. I can’t do it.’

			‘Just try to relax,’ Oliver said, his voice low and reassuring. ‘As I said, it is unlikely that this one slip will lead to anything. We’ve been so careful.’

			‘But we conceived easily last time.’

			He hesitated for a moment and Lucy could see he had to concede her point. ‘We did, but we hardly left the bedroom for a month and we certainly were not taking precautions like we have been.’

			‘You think it will be all right?’ she asked, needing him to reassure her one more time.

			‘I think it will.’

			Breathing deeply, she managed to nod. He was probably right—what were the chances they would conceive with just one slip?

			‘Would it really be so terrible?’ Oliver asked as she sank back into him, her heart finally slowing to a normal pace. Lucy knew her husband has misgivings about starting a family again soon. She suspected he was wary of how she would react to a pregnancy and worried she might flee again if there was something wrong with their next child. However, whenever children were brought up she saw the longing in his eyes and knew one day he would want a family.

			‘Yes,’ she said firmly.

			‘Tell me again why.’

			‘David’s death nearly killed me. I barely functioned for a very long time. I don’t think I could go through that again.’

			‘The grief I understand,’ Oliver said, ‘but what makes you think we would lose another child?’

			‘People do, don’t they? Even if they’re born healthy there’s all the childhood illnesses and fevers, the chance of pneumonia and the perils of other maladies.’

			‘But every parent goes through that worry.’

			‘And I’m sure some can cope perfectly well with losing more than one child, but I couldn’t.’

			She closed her eyes, hoping it would signal an end to the topic, but Oliver pushed on.

			‘Do you think we have a higher chance of having another child with health issues like David?’ he asked.

			She shrugged, not able to look at him.

			‘I don’t think it’s true, Lucy. As I’ve told you before, when I spoke to the doctor he said there was no reason our next child couldn’t be completely healthy.’

			The doctor had told her the same thing only moments after David’s birth, his voice commiserating as he looked over the newborn in her arms.

			Over the year she’d considered many times whether she might one day want more children, but always it had seemed too dangerous to her already fragile heart. Even wishing for another child made Lucy feel guilty, as if she was dismissing David and his short life as not worthwhile.

			‘It would be better if we didn’t have to have any more children,’ Lucy said firmly. ‘We have each other. You have your estate to run. I have the Foundation. We both lead very full lives.’

			She didn’t tell him about the yearning she felt when a mother brought her young baby to the Foundation, or when a child lifted its arms for a hug. Every time she told herself it was an inbuilt instinct all women had, that desire to be a mother, but she was determined to suppress it to protect herself from further heartbreak.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			A bright October ran into a cold and rainy November and every day Lucy got up in the morning, hoping for a sign that she was not pregnant. Normally her cycle was regular, but it could vary from month to month by a couple of days, so when she was four days overdue she told herself not to panic and to be patient. Five days and then six came and went, and only when she was a week late did she start to feel flustered.

			Feeling ridiculous, but unable to stop herself, Lucy made an appointment to see a doctor when she was eight days overdue. He was a kindly man in his late fifties who volunteered some of his time for free to treat the women and children at the Foundation when they first arrived. Lucy had initially enquired about seeing someone else, someone she didn’t know, but if she were going to keep the appointment secret from Oliver she knew she would have to make it seem like a meeting that was to discuss Foundation matters, not something private.

			She arrived at Dr White’s office ten minutes early and entered to find a middle-aged woman behind a desk in the hall.

			‘Lady Sedgewick to see Dr White,’ Lucy said quietly, although the hall was deserted.

			‘Please take a seat. He will be with you in a few minutes.’

			As she sat Lucy wondered if the woman was the doctor’s wife. She looked about the right age and she had a confidence about her that suited a relation rather than an employee.

			With great effort Lucy tried not to fidget. She was petrified of what Dr White might tell her and felt sick and tremulous. As she sat she realised her hands were shaking and it took some serious concentration to still them as she laid them in her lap. Trying to distract herself, she looked around, but found nothing could take her mind off the worries that were circling inside her head.

			‘Lady Sedgewick,’ Dr White said as he came out of his office a few minutes later. ‘Do come in. Can I offer you some tea?’

			Lucy thought she might vomit if she consumed anything, so declined politely.

			‘It is a pleasure to see you here, but I do hope you’re not unwell.’

			‘Not unwell as such, I’m just looking for a little advice.’

			‘Please ask anything. I shall endeavour to help.’

			‘It is a little sensitive.’ She hesitated and glanced up at the reassuring older man. He sat quietly, waiting for her to proceed. ‘I am overdue my monthly courses, not by very long, but I wanted to know how early one could be sure of a pregnancy.’

			‘You and your husband are eager for a child?’ the doctor asked.

			Lucy felt the heat rising in her cheeks and a lump forming in her throat.

			‘Not exactly,’ she said. ‘I would prefer not to be pregnant, but more importantly I need to know.’

			‘Might I enquire as to the reasons behind your reluctance?’ Dr White said. From anyone else it might seem like an impertinent question, but Dr White made it sound like a routine medical enquiry. He had a soft and reassuring voice, and Lucy knew over the years many of his patients would have been induced to tell him their darkest secrets by that calming tone.

			‘We had a child—a son. He was born with certain difficulties and he died at a very young age.’

			‘I see,’ Dr White said. ‘And you worry another child might be the same.’

			She nodded. Despite what the doctor had told her after the birth of David she had always wondered if she could give birth to a child again without any problems. Her brother and her son had seemed to have different conditions, but what if something did run in her family?

			‘I couldn’t cope with losing another child.’

			‘And your husband?’

			‘He would like us to try for another baby, at some point in the future, but I don’t think he truly understands the risks involved.’

			He might say he would love a child with difficulties, but would he really if he was presented with a child that looked or acted differently? So many people couldn’t see beneath that initial impression to the wonderful, unique child. Oliver was a good man, but she couldn’t be sure how he would react.

			‘Have you discussed your differing opinions with your husband?’

			Lucy sighed, looking down and picking absently at the hem of her dress.

			‘He knows how I feel.’

			Deep down Lucy knew Oliver didn’t accept her decision as final. She could see the hope in his eyes, the belief that one day she might change her mind and decide that starting a family with him was a good idea. Right now he wasn’t pressing the subject, but one day, when he was confident the trust between them had been rebuilt, she knew it would become an issue.

			‘I see.’

			‘I need to know if I am pregnant and, if I am, I can plan accordingly.’

			‘You don’t mean…’ The doctor trailed off, his eyes wide with shock. It seemed the man who had seen all manner of maladies and injuries was still shockable.

			‘No, I don’t mean abortion,’ Lucy said quickly. ‘I just need to know.’

			‘Right, well, let’s see what we can find out.’ Doctor White sat up straighter now they had left the emotional issues behind them and were talking purely of the practical.

			‘When was your last menstrual bleed?’

			‘Five weeks ago.’

			Doctor White’s eyes widened and he stroked his smooth chin.

			‘Not very long ago, then.’

			‘I understand that. I just wasn’t sure if there was any way of finding out this early.’

			‘Unfortunately not. I wish there was—I would be a rich man if I could tell women one way or another this early on.’

			‘And there can be other reasons for my monthly courses to be delayed?’

			‘Indeed. Stress, a change in diet, a change in circumstances—a myriad of things. Many times we do not know why one way or another.’

			‘So the only way of knowing is waiting for my belly to grow and to miss more courses.’

			Doctor White nodded. ‘Of course some women experience certain symptoms in the early weeks of their pregnancy. Nausea and sickness, bloating, tenderness in the breasts, extreme fatigue.’

			Lucy felt herself relax a little; she hadn’t felt any of these things so far.

			‘I’m sorry, Lady Sedgewick. There is nothing more I can tell you at present, but perhaps you should discuss your concerns further with your husband.’

			‘I’m sure he’s aware of them.’ He had to be—she still cringed at the violent way she’d reacted when she had realised how their lovemaking in the library had ended. And it was all her fault; he’d tried to warn her, tried to push her off.

			‘Go home, rest, try not to worry yourself too much. Perhaps come back and see me next month and we can see what the circumstances are then.’

			‘Thank you,’ Lucy said, reluctant to leave without a more definitive answer, even though she’d known all along it was unlikely she would get one.

			‘Take care of yourself, Lady Sedgewick.’

			She rose and he escorted her to the door. Once back in the street she began walking, needing to clear her head before heading back home. She didn’t think Oliver had noticed anything was amiss with her yet, but she was having to work hard to keep up the pretence. It wouldn’t do for her to arrive home flustered and out of sorts, he was far too astute to miss that.

			She didn’t want to tell him, not yet, not until she was sure one way or another. Their fragile relationship was just beginning to recover and the stress of a pregnancy wouldn’t help it. She knew one day Oliver would want children again, but at present he was content with trying to rebuild the trust and intimacy between them. Lucy agreed, they needed time to get to know one another, as well as deal with their grief over losing David, before they even thought of children. She wasn’t sure she would ever be ready to try again and right now she wished they could focus on their fledgling marriage without the added stress of a possible pregnancy.

			* * *

			‘How was your day?’ Oliver asked, trying to make the question sound nonchalant.

			‘Fine, thank you,’ Lucy said, not looking up from her dressing table.

			He glanced at her surreptitiously, trying not to alert her to his concern. She’d been acting strangely for weeks—ever since their accident in the library—becoming quiet and a little withdrawn. Oliver had expected her to perhaps worry for a short while and then bounce back. It wasn’t as though there was much chance of them conceiving after just one little slip. But as the days had passed she had got worse rather than better, withdrawing into herself, lost in her own thoughts and barely registering his presence.

			‘I was thinking of visiting Sedgewick Place in a couple of weeks. There is some business I want to go over with my steward and I thought you could select any clothes you wanted to bring to London for the rest of the Season.’

			‘Mmm-hmm,’ Lucy murmured as she brushed out her hair.

			‘We could spend a few days there, enjoy the countryside before the really cold weather sets in.’

			‘Mmm-hmm.’

			Oliver frowned. She was completely preoccupied and he doubted she was taking in a word he was saying.

			He tried to catch her eye in the mirror, but although she was staring at the glass he could tell she wasn’t seeing anything in front of her.

			‘We could go crocodile-hunting, track a pride of lions, join some eagles on a flight over the estate.’

			‘Whatever you think best, dear.’

			He stood, striding over to the mirror and placing his hands gently on Lucy’s shoulders, feeling her jump beneath his palms.

			‘You’re preoccupied with something. Talk to me.’

			‘I’m just tired.’

			‘Don’t lie to me, Lucy,’ he said quietly.

			She swivelled slightly so she was looking up at him and he saw a mixture of fear and despair in her eyes.

			‘Whatever it is, we can work it out together.’

			There was a moment of hesitation, as if she might be considering telling him exactly what was troubling her, but then she shook her head.

			‘There’s nothing, Oliver. I’m fine, just a little tired.’

			With a smile that was nowhere near genuine she set down her hairbrush and stood, taking his hand and leading him to bed. Over the past month they had found themselves sharing a bed more and more, and now he felt bereft if he spent a night without Lucy in his arms. Since the episode in the library when he had climaxed inside of her, their lovemaking had become a little less frequent, but it was still at least a few times a week.

			Climbing into bed behind her, Oliver looped an arm around his wife and pulled her a little closer. He felt her tense under his touch and a sharp stab of pain shot through his body. He didn’t know exactly what Lucy was thinking or feeling, but never before had she reacted in this way to his touch.

			‘Let me in,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘I might be able to help.’

			Wordlessly she shook her head. Oliver couldn’t see her face, but he fancied he felt her take a few shuddering breaths and wondered if she was crying.

			‘I’m here for you, Lucy.’

			Despite his reassurances, she still didn’t say a word and twenty minutes later, when he felt her body relax into sleep, he felt more distant from his wife than he had in a long time.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			‘He’s trailing mud all over my clean floors, eating enough to feed three grown men and he dawdles every time I send him out to pick up an order,’ Mrs Finch reeled off a list of Freddy’s less desirable attributes.

			‘It is still early in his employment, Mrs Finch,’ Lucy said soothingly. ‘And Freddy is just a child. I am sorry if he is inconveniencing you, but if we invest the time in him now he will grow up to be a valuable part of this household.’

			They’d had the same discussion four times over the last few weeks since Freddy’s arrival at Sedgewick House. He was a lively child, maybe not suited to life as a kitchen boy, but nowhere else would take him so it would have to be here.

			‘Have you seen any improvement?’ Lucy asked.

			‘I suppose he’s starting to follow orders a bit better,’ Mrs Finch admitted reluctantly.

			‘He needs us perhaps more than we need him at the moment. He needs someone to believe in him, to give him the start in life he’s never had before. That might mean a little inconvenience here and there, but I’m sure we can cope with that to give a young boy a better chance in life.’

			Mrs Finch grumbled, as she always did, but Lucy could see she’d got her point across.

			‘Lady Sedgewick, your visitors have arrived,’ Parker said as he descended the stairs into the kitchen.

			‘Visitors?’ She wasn’t expecting anyone. Since resuming her place as Lady Sedgewick and Oliver’s wife she had contrived not to be at home to most visitors, mainly by not actually being in the house at popular visiting hours, but a few persistent people had slipped through.

			‘She said you had invited them to come calling. It is Mrs Hunter and her three children.’

			Cursing silently, Lucy stood and straightened her skirts. She’d half-forgotten about the invitation, but there was no way she could turn the woman away now.

			‘I’ve shown them into the drawing room.’

			‘Thank you, Parker,’ Lucy said.

			Steeling herself for an hour of swapping social niceties, Lucy ascended the stairs and made her way to the drawing room. Just as she was about to push open the door she heard a giggle of laughter, too young and innocent to be Mrs Hunter—it would be one of the children.

			‘Annabelle, put that down,’ Mrs Hunter rasped as Lucy opened the door.

			‘Good morning,’ Lucy greeted the woman and her children. Mrs Hunter stood as Lucy entered the room and Lucy caught a glimpse of the almost bald head of a small baby. She’d known Mrs Hunter had been pregnant—the woman had first shown some interest in the Foundation nearly a year ago, but had delayed her involvement due to the pregnancy—but the sight of the small baby in her arms was enough to send Lucy’s heart fluttering.

			‘It’s so kind of you to receive us,’ Mrs Hunter said. ‘I normally would leave the children at home when out visiting, but their governess left us unexpectedly and they’ve run the maids ragged ever since. I’m sure you know how it is.’

			Lucy murmured in agreement, even though she had no clue as to how it was. Her stint at being a mother had lasted for less than a month and during that time David had been in her arms almost constantly.

			‘This is Annabelle, my eldest, and this is Alexandra.’ Two pretty girls bobbed curtsies. They looked angelic, but from their mother’s tired visage Lucy suspected they were more difficult than their sweet faces would suggest. ‘And this is Arthur. He’s five months old now.’

			Feeling her heart thump inside her chest, Lucy smiled as Mrs Hunter manoeuvred the baby so she could see his peaceful face. Lips pouted under chubby cheeks and as they watched he let out a contented sigh.

			‘Please, have a seat. I’ll ring for some tea. And perhaps some lemonade for the girls?’

			‘Thank you, that’s most kind.’

			Despite being married to a viscount, Lucy was not confident at entertaining visitors. She’d hardly received any visitors during the first month of their marriage at Sedgewick Place. There they’d had no close neighbours and Lucy hadn’t ventured out into the village much or attended the popular local events to meet people.

			Even before marriage, when in London for the Season or at home in Brighton, her mother had done most of the entertaining. Not that they’d ever had many visitors. Her father hadn’t encouraged interlopers into his domain at the family home and when in London they were hardly influential enough for many people to call on them.

			Ringing the bell, Lucy waited for a maid to appear and ordered tea and lemonade, then returned to sit opposite Mrs Hunter and her children.

			‘I have to say I wasn’t aware of your marriage to Lord Sedgewick,’ Mrs Hunter said as they waited for the tea to arrive. ‘Did you marry in the country?’

			‘It was a quiet ceremony. Lord Sedgewick is a private person so we had no announcements,’ Lucy lied, not wanting to explain that the marriage had occurred two years earlier—not recently, as Mrs Hunter was assuming.

			‘It is very good of Lord Sedgewick to step in and become one of the primary benefactors of the Foundation.’

			‘Indeed, he is a generous man.’

			‘I’ve tried to get my husband interested in the work we do many times. He indulges me, but I don’t think he would ever agree to take an active role.’

			Most men wouldn’t. They were often of the opinion that charity work was women’s work, something to keep their wives occupied while they did the important job of making money.

			The baby in her arm snuffled and shifted and Lucy felt a tug in her chest. She remembered that sound, that beautifully contented sound only a very young baby could make.

			‘…Lady Sedgewick?’

			Lucy’s head snapped up. Mrs Hunter had asked her a question and she’d completely missed it, being too preoccupied with the little bundle in the other woman’s arms.

			‘Would you like to give Arthur a cuddle?’ Mrs Hunter said kindly, her voice full of understanding.

			She began to say no, but found her body responding instinctively to the offer, rising from her seat and holding out her arms.

			‘Do you have children?’ Mrs Hunter asked as she passed the small baby over for Lucy to hold.

			‘We had a son,’ Lucy said, her voice catching in her throat. ‘He passed away when he was very young.’

			Despite finding it difficult to talk about David to people she didn’t know well, Lucy never denied the existence of her son. Even if it led to questions she found hard to answer or platitudes she didn’t wish to accept.

			‘Oh, I’m so sorry. What a terrible thing to happen.’

			Lucy nodded, trying not to shed the tears that were forming in her eyes and instead looking down at the sleeping boy in her arms. It seemed it would always be painful to talk about David.

			‘You’d be a wonderful mother,’ Mrs Hunter said quietly. ‘One can see that by the way you are with the children at the Foundation.’

			‘I’m not sure…’ Lucy said, choking on the few words. She didn’t want to be discussing this, not with Mrs Hunter, not with anyone.

			‘I’m sorry, it’s none of my business.’

			They fell silent as Arthur shifted, letting out another contented little sigh. Lucy felt a deep yearning, one that she had no conscious control over. This last year, ever since David had died, she had been very hands-on with the older children at the Foundation, but had found it too painful to do too much with the mothers with very young babies. Seeing them reminded her too much of David.

			Looking down at the little baby in her arms, she had a moment’s hesitation. Would it really be so bad if she was pregnant? She might get to experience all this for herself, the joy of waking up every day as a mother again, of quiet cuddles in the early morning with a baby that was wholly dependent on her.

			The warm glow she was feeling was suddenly replaced by a vivid memory of the pain. She recalled the debilitating numbness she’d felt after David’s death, the horrific thoughts she’d been plagued with about ending her own life. Even now she sometimes woke with a feeling of overwhelming sadness, a deep-seated ache for the baby she’d loved more than life itself.

			Lucy was just trying to regain some of her composure when the door opened.

			‘Lucy…’ Oliver said before pausing as he saw Mrs Hunter and her children. ‘Forgive me—I did not realise you had company.’

			His eyes flitted to the baby in her arms and as she glanced quickly at him she could see the pain behind them. It was selfish, the way she acted sometimes, she knew that, and often she forgot that she wasn’t the only one who had lost a child. Just because Oliver had never got to hold their son in his arms, never got to listen to his steady breathing or contented snuffles, it didn’t mean that losing David had hurt him any less.

			She knew he grieved for their son, knew he had visited the grave on numerous occasions in the past few weeks, and sometimes she caught him staring off into the distance and she was sure he was thinking about the child he’d never got to hold.

			‘I’m sure you remember Mrs Hunter, from the Foundation,’ Lucy said, her voice cracking slightly as she spoke. ‘And these are her three children.’

			‘Delighted to see you again,’ Oliver said, his eyes still not moving from the baby in Lucy’s arms. He was looking at Lucy warily, as if unable to believe what he was seeing.

			‘I was just saying to Lady Sedgewick how wonderful it is you stepped in to become a patron.’

			‘It is a cause that means a lot to my wife,’ Oliver said, ‘and so it means a lot to me.’

			‘I think the work they do there is just wonderful,’ Mrs Hunter gushed, her words coming out fast as if she wasn’t used to speaking to a viscount, which Lucy supposed she probably wasn’t. Oliver wasn’t an intimidating man when you got to know him, but his upbringing and social polish meant he must seem daunting to converse with to most people.

			‘Indeed,’ Oliver murmured, but Lucy could tell only a fraction of his attention was on Mrs Hunter. ‘Anyway, ladies, I will leave you. It is a pleasure to have properly made your acquaintance, Mrs Hunter.’

			He was gone before Lucy could utter another word, closing the door quietly behind him.

			Wondering what she could do to speed up Mrs Hunter’s visit, Lucy jumped when the door opened again and a maid came in with a tray of tea and two tall glasses of lemonade. Reluctantly she passed baby Arthur back to his mother while she prepared the tea. Her arms felt empty without the warm little bundle snuggling into her chest and she had to keep her hands busy to stop them from shaking.

			‘He keeps me up half the night,’ Mrs Hunter was saying. ‘I have a nursemaid, of course, but he doesn’t seem to quieten for anyone but me. By the time he’s been crying for an hour or two the whole house is awake and it just seems kinder for me to take him.’

			Lucy knew most women of higher social status employed wet nurses, nursemaids or even nannies for their young babies. They would do all the hard work, the washing and dressing, the getting up in the middle of the night, while the mothers would see their children when they were properly presented for a limited amount of time every day. It had been similar to her own upbringing—she’d always felt much closer to her nannies than she had her own parents.

			Despite it being the norm, Lucy couldn’t quite understand why anyone would want to hand their precious baby over for long periods of the day, only to see them during the quiet times. Of course all mothers got tired and having an extra pair of hands to assist was nothing to turn your nose up at, but she couldn’t imagine ever having wanted to hand David over to someone else.

			‘He’s lovely,’ Lucy said, finding her voice at last.

			‘Looks nothing like me, of course, none of them do, but I find I rather like having three miniature variations on my husband.’

			Mrs Hunter was small with dark hair and a fair complexion. All three children had blonde curls, blue eyes and dimples when they smiled. Lucy had never met Mr Hunter, but she was now imagining a rather ridiculous-looking man with swathes of curly blond hair and deep-set dimples not suited to anyone over the age of ten.

			They finished their tea, talking about the Foundation and Mary’s plans for expansion for the future, which Mrs Hunter supported wholeheartedly. As the time ticked by Lucy found she was focusing less on her grief and more on what Mrs Hunter was saying, as well as the antics of the two older girls. They had dug a pack of playing cards out from somewhere and were currently squabbling quietly over a complicated-looking game.

			Mrs Hunter reprimanded them wearily every time it looked like the quarrel would get violent, but Lucy could still hear the affection in her voice.

			‘Thank you very much for receiving us,’ Mrs Hunter said as she finished her cup of tea. ‘Especially with all the children in tow.’

			‘Not at all, it has been a lovely morning. We must do this again some time,’ Lucy said, surprising herself with the invitation and the fact that it wasn’t just issued out of politeness.

			‘That’s most kind, Lady Sedgewick.’

			Lucy watched out of the window as the woman and her children traipsed off down the street. It seemed petty to feel jealous of what Mrs Hunter had and it wasn’t exactly jealousy that Lucy was feeling. More a vague sense of wanting to experience someone else’s life for a few days, just to try it out.

			‘You received a visitor,’ Oliver said a few minutes later when he walked back into the room. He must have been listening for Parker to show Mrs Hunter out before making a reappearance as it was remarkable timing.

			‘I have received one or two,’ Lucy said, more defensively than she meant to.

			‘It is good for you to socialise,’ Oliver said, his smile just a little too bright and his tone just a little too breezy.

			‘Indeed.’

			‘Especially with someone you have so much in common with,’ he said. Lucy must have looked blank as he continued after a few seconds, ‘The Foundation, of course.’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Adorable baby,’ he said when it was clear she wasn’t going to fill the silence.

			‘I’m not going to change my mind about a family just because I held a delightful baby for five minutes,’ Lucy ground out, even though her heart had melted when baby Arthur was in her arms.

			‘I didn’t say anything.’

			‘It was what you were implying. Baby Arthur was indeed delightful, but Mrs Hunter’s circumstances are very different to mine.’

			‘Indeed.’ It was his turn to resort to single-word contributions to the conversation.

			They stared at one another in silence for a while before Oliver continued.

			‘So there is no consequence from our mishap in the library?’

			‘No.’

			Lucy wasn’t sure why she lied. The word was out of her mouth before she even had chance to consider it. She should have told him that she didn’t know, but it was too early to tell one way or another. All that would have been simple to explain, but instead she took the coward’s way and lied. She supposed it was so he wouldn’t be asking every few days, so she wouldn’t have to see that hope in his eyes when it would contrast so sharply with her own feelings on the matter.

			‘We leave for Sedgewick Place first thing tomorrow morning,’ he said. Although his voice was strong and unwavering, Lucy could see the disappointment behind his eyes. Perhaps he was more ready to try for a family than she had suspected.

			‘I will tell Florence to pack. How long will we be away for?’

			‘A week, maybe two.’

			Lucy bit her tongue and said nothing about being needed in St Giles. She could take the most pressing of paperwork with her, and would use the travelling time to jot down some ideas about how to help Mary in her planned expansion of the charity. Her classes were being more than ably covered by an enthusiastic young man whom Mary had found and persuaded to join them for a few months.

			‘I will be ready to leave straight after breakfast.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			They had stopped for lunch at a coaching inn on the very outskirts of London. Oliver had hoped to be further into their journey by now, but it had taken them so long to navigate through the crush of London that they still had a fair distance to cover. He had almost suggested pushing on for another hour, but one look at Lucy’s pale, drawn face and he had instructed the coachman to stop at the next reputable inn.

			‘You look unwell,’ Oliver said as he helped Lucy from the carriage.

			‘Just a little nausea from the motion of the carriage,’ she said, giving him a weak smile.

			Admittedly he hadn’t travelled many long distances with his wife in a carriage before, just their trip to Brighton a few weeks previously, but he hadn’t known her to be affected by the motion of the carriage then. It seemed to him to be something he should know about his wife.

			‘Come and sit down. I’ll get you a drink.’

			‘I think I need some fresh air,’ Lucy said, resisting his movement in the direction of the inn. ‘Could we take a short stroll?’

			‘Of course.’

			Quickly he instructed Robertson, the coach driver, to see to the horses and then get some lunch himself, before returning to Lucy’s side. She still looked pale and was taking deep breaths as if trying to quell a persistent nausea.

			Gently he took her arm and led her away from the overpowering smells of the coaching inn’s yard and out on to the road, in the direction they had just travelled. The road was rutted and muddy, but there was a grass verge running along the side which allowed them to walk side by side without getting too dirty. Lucy clutched his arm as they walked and was bent a little at the waist as if really struggling to keep from being sick.

			‘I didn’t know you suffered from motion sickness,’ Oliver said. ‘There’s so many things I still don’t know about you.’

			She glanced at him, but didn’t reply, and he reasoned she was battling the urge to vomit, although there was a hint of suspicion in her eyes.

			‘We can rest here as long as you need. There is no rush to get to Sedgewick Place.’

			‘Thank you,’ Lucy murmured. ‘I’m sure I’ll be quite recovered in a few minutes.’

			‘I believe food can also help. We’ll make sure you have a good meal before we set off again.’

			Nodding, she quietly agreed, although she didn’t look overly keen at the prospect of food.

			‘I’m very much looking forward to showing you around Sedgewick Place again,’ Oliver said, thinking a distraction from her nausea might be just what she needed. ‘It has probably changed a little since you were last there.’

			Sedgewick Place was his ancestral home and as such the interior was made up of mismatching designs as the different generations over the years had tried to put their stamp on the old house. When he was growing up Oliver hadn’t taken too much of an interest in the function and decoration of various rooms—after all, he’d never expected the grand Elizabethan house to be his—but once his mother had passed away, he had started to get the urge to make the place into his home.

			‘No major changes, but a little building work on the east wing and some landscaping of the gardens. Of course I’d be very happy for you to change any of the rooms—the place could do with a feminine touch.’

			‘I barely know anything about curtains and soft furnishings,’ Lucy said, trying to summon a smile.

			‘Well, perhaps we could start with our bedroom, make it a little less dingy.’

			The master bedroom at Sedgewick Place was a huge, high-ceilinged room, especially for an Elizabethan house. It had large windows which should have let in plenty of light, but heavy curtains and dark furnishings made the room seem dark and unwelcoming. It still retained a very masculine feel, which he supposed was unsurprising since he’d been the sole occupant for so long.

			Lucy nodded, then clutched his arm, bending forward at the waist and sucking in great lungfuls of air.

			‘Lucy,’ Oliver cried, seeing the blood drain from her face.

			She flapped her free hand at him, in what he supposed was meant to be a reassuring gesture, and he bit back his next question. If she was concentrating on not throwing up over her shoes, she didn’t need him talking.

			After a minute she straightened back up, but her skin still had an unhealthy green tinge to it.

			‘Perhaps we should return to the inn,’ Lucy said with a weak smile. ‘I might need some water.’

			Slowly they retraced their steps. They’d only made it a couple of hundred yards from the inn so within a few minutes he’d settled Lucy at a table and was asking the serving girl for a cold glass of water.

			With concern, he watched as his wife sipped from the glass, some of the colour slowly returning to her face as the water settled in her stomach. She closed her eyes for a long moment, her hands holding on to the edge of the table as if using the solid oak surface to steady herself.

			‘Would you like something to eat?’ he asked once she was looking more like her normal self.

			‘Perhaps just some bread,’ Lucy said.

			‘I’ll order a few things from what they have available and you can choose what is most appetising.’

			‘Thank you.’ She grimaced as another bout of nausea must have overcome her.

			Once again Oliver jumped up to find the serving girl and put in their order for lunch, glad when he was able to focus on doing something practical rather than just sitting there watching his wife suffer.

			‘I didn’t know motion sickness could persist so long after you stopped moving,’ Oliver said as he returned to the table. ‘Does it normally happen like this for you?’

			She shook her head. ‘Perhaps I’m sickening for something.’ Once again she smiled weakly, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes.

			‘Once we get to Sedgewick Place we can call the doctor out to see you.’

			‘I’m sure there’s no need,’ she said quickly.

			The serving girl brought a plate of crusty bread to start before the rest of the food arrived and Lucy gingerly took a bite. She chewed slowly, her brow furrowed as she must have been fighting the waves of nausea.

			‘Is that any better?’ Oliver asked and was pleased when she nodded, taking another small bite.

			‘I’m sure I just need something to settle my stomach,’ she said, sipping at her water in between bites of bread.

			By the time the rest of the food appeared Lucy had returned to a normal colour.

			* * *

			Once they’d eaten, Lucy excused herself and made her way into the courtyard to get some air. She was no longer feeling sick, but a deep knot of worry had formed in her stomach and she couldn’t bear to be in the same room as Oliver any longer. It felt like every time he looked at her he saw a little deeper into her soul.

			In the twenty-one years she’d been alive she’d never once suffered from motion sickness. Even when winding through the snaking roads of the South Downs she didn’t suffer from even a hint of nausea. It just wasn’t something she’d ever had to deal with.

			There’s always a first time, the optimistic part of her said, but Lucy knew it wasn’t true. What was it Dr White had told her to look out for? Tender breasts, fatigue, nausea. All things she’d been experiencing the past couple of days.

			Realising she was worrying the skin around her thumbnails with her fingers she made a conscious effort to stop all movement. Making her hands bleed wouldn’t solve the problem; she was pregnant and she could no longer deny it.

			Expecting to feel overwhelmed or petrified by the realisation, Lucy was surprised to realise all she felt was numb. She couldn’t process all the emotions. It was as if her body had shut down on her. Every time she contemplated the future her mind blanked out the pictures and the possibilities and she found herself thinking about nothing at all.

			‘How are you?’ Oliver asked as she re-entered the dining room, the concern etched upon his face. ‘We can stay here tonight if need be.’

			‘It isn’t yet much past two o’clock, plenty of time to reach Sussex yet.’

			‘I don’t want you travelling if you feel unwell. It might harm…you.’

			She noticed his slight hesitation and felt her eyes narrow, but didn’t want to open up the conversation, so tried to ignore the feeling Oliver knew her secret.

			‘I’d rather push on. It’ll be much better sleeping in our own bed.’

			‘True.’

			He fell silent and Lucy picked up a small piece of bread, pulling it apart with her hands to keep herself occupied and so Oliver wouldn’t notice they were shaking.

			‘So did you suffer from motion sickness as a child?’ Oliver asked after a few minutes.

			She hesitated, not wanting to lie outright, but not able to see any other way. ‘A little. Not often but sometimes. We didn’t do much travelling.’ That much was true at least.

			‘I always thought people got it or they didn’t.’

			‘Evidently not,’ she murmured, not able to meet her husband’s eye.

			‘And you were absolutely fine on the trip to Brighton—you even had your head buried in the accounts for half the journey.’

			‘Perhaps it was a bumpier road today,’ Lucy said, clutching at any possible explanation.

			‘Perhaps, but the road to Brighton is notoriously overused. You would have thought it more liable to wear and tear.’

			‘I don’t know, Oliver,’ she said wearily. All she wanted now was to put her head down on a soft pillow and sleep for the rest of the afternoon. ‘Can we get on with the journey soon?’

			He went to pay, whistling as he exited the room, far too jolly a tune for Lucy to deal with.

			* * *

			The approach to Sedgewick Place was grand and drawn out, like many important country estates. The drive went on for over a mile, curving this way and that through the rolling hills until a wonderful view of the house was afforded a good five minutes before any carriage actually reached the front entrance.

			If Oliver was honest he still thought of Sedgewick Place as his parents’ house, even though they were both long deceased. He’d never expected to inherit it, so when he did it had taken a lot of getting used to—not only the title and new responsibilities, but the piece of family heritage that had suddenly been entrusted to his care.

			Lucy had fallen asleep over an hour ago, after their fourth stop for her to jump from the carriage to be sick. Each time she’d returned, quiet and subdued, but insisted they carry on with their journey. Now they were approaching the house he didn’t want to wake her; she looked so peaceful with her eyelashes resting against her cheeks. She needed the rest and he wasn’t going to be the one to stop her from getting it.

			As the carriage drew to a stop he saw the staff assembled in front of the huge front door, lined up for the master and mistress of the house despite the late hour. Parker had travelled on ahead to ensure everything was ready for their arrival and always liked to have the staff well turned out for when Oliver stepped out of the carriage. Despite all their efforts tonight the staff would only be greeting him, for he wasn’t about to disturb Lucy’s slumber.

			Stepping down, he twisted and lifted Lucy out in his arms, having to suppress a smile as she mumbled something incomprehensible and snuggled into his chest. She was light, still thinner than she had been when they’d first married two years ago due to a long time of lean living, but he could feel the curve of her bottom under his arms and the swell of her breasts pressed against his chest.

			‘Would you like me to take Lady Sedgewick, my lord?’ Parker asked quietly.

			‘No need. I’ll carry her upstairs to the bedroom myself. Is everything prepared?’

			The butler confirmed it was and Oliver nodded in greeting to all the other assembled staff before entering the house. Quickly he climbed the stairs, ducking his head under a low beam and striding along to the master bedroom. It was the same chamber they had shared in the first heady few weeks of their marriage and Oliver hoped it would contain more good memories than bad for Lucy.

			‘Where are we?’ she murmured as he pushed open the door.

			‘Home, my love. You rest.’

			Gently he laid her down on the bed, smiling as she rolled immediately to one side, curling up into her usual sleeping position. With a frown he tried to remove her shoes, failing completely with the intricate little buckles and resorting to pulling them off without undoing them.

			He wasn’t sure how comfortable all the layers of clothing Lucy was wearing were, but he couldn’t see a good way to undress her without waking her completely. Instead he shed his own clothing, stoked the fire that was beginning to dwindle in the fireplace and got into bed beside his wife. With a contented sigh she nestled into him and as he blew out the candle he wondered how he could make her so content during her waking hours.

			Oliver knew she was unhappy and it pained him. She was still grieving for their son, which was entirely understandable, but he knew it was hurting her. It was stopping her from enjoying their renewed relationship, stopping her from wanting more children. She was scared, understandably so, but that fear was just adding to her unhappiness.

			As he drifted off to sleep Oliver wondered what more he could do. He’d hoped showing her love and affection would be enough, but now he wasn’t so sure. She needed something more, something he had a horrible feeling she was going to have to work out herself.

			Kissing the nape of her neck softly, he allowed himself to succumb to sleep, hoping tomorrow he would be able to see things clearer.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			Although she’d only lived there a short time before fleeing to London, Lucy had always loved early mornings at Sedgewick Place. The master bedroom looked out over the sweeping deer park and the first rays of sun that filtered through the trees and over the hills always made the land look almost magical. Even more so on a day like today when there were wisps of mist lying in the shallow valleys.

			Despite the beautiful view, Lucy only managed to stay at the window for thirty seconds before collapsing back into bed. The awful nausea that had plagued the journey from London was back and this time she had hardly moved. She certainly couldn’t blame it on motion sickness when she’d only taken a few steps from the bed to the window.

			Oliver was still sleeping, that deep, undisturbed slumber he fell into nearly as soon as his eyes closed and remained in for the rest of the night. She sometimes envied him his sleep, being a restless sleeper herself, and wondered if the ease at which he switched off from the day had something to do with being satisfied with the person he was.

			Closing her eyes and gently resting her head back on her pillow, Lucy tried to focus on quelling the roll of nausea that seemed to want to take over her body. Now she knew she’d been right; the sickness was a sign of the life growing inside her. She’d experienced the same with David, that unmistakable sign that a little baby was taking nest inside her womb.

			I don’t want this, she told herself.

			For so long she’d been adamant she would never get pregnant again, never risk bringing another child into the world to suffer like David had. She felt guilty for the spark of pleasure and anticipation she could feel whenever she thought that she might get to be a mother again.

			That’s not what I want, she told herself more firmly.

			Opening her eyes for a few seconds as the sickness subsided a little, she focused on Oliver. She wondered how he would take the news. He wanted more children, that much she knew, but she wasn’t sure he was ready for them yet. Despite how their relationship had evolved over the past few weeks she could tell he still didn’t quite trust her, wasn’t convinced she wouldn’t run away again. A pregnancy would only complicate things. One day he would probably want to be surrounded by a brood of children, but not yet.

			Lucy knew that in Oliver’s eyes everything had a set order. First he had to learn to trust her again, which she knew he was slowly beginning to do as they allowed themselves to get to know one another better, to enjoy each other’s company. Then he might be ready to consider more children. They weren’t there yet, but one day…

			In Lucy’s mind the major factor holding her back was her grief. Grief over what had happened to David, concern that it might happen again. She knew Oliver mourned their son deeply, too, and before they could even consider having any more children they would both have to deal with that grief and the fear that they might lose another child, too.

			For a moment she allowed herself to picture a happy scenario, her and Oliver, smiling and content, with four or five healthy, boisterous children. It was seductive and she could feel herself being pulled towards the idea. If life was that simple and good, then of course she’d choose a large and happy family, but she knew it couldn’t be like that.

			‘How will you react?’ she whispered, confident that Oliver was fast asleep and wouldn’t ever hear her question. ‘When you see our child for the first time and he looks different.’

			That was her main fear, despite all his assurances, all his protestations, that Oliver would be unable to love a child like David, or like William. He was a good man, one of the best, but when it came to their firstborn, men could be very particular. She’d seen it with her own father and society was full of children who had been more or less disowned by their families.

			‘You look very serious,’ Oliver said, opening his eyes and studying her face.

			She should tell him. Soon he would guess and it would be better if she was the one to break the news.

			‘I feel a little nauseous,’ she said, giving a weak smile.

			Immediately he was wide awake, sitting up in bed. She couldn’t deny he would look after her. Attentive and considerate, that was her husband—why then did she find it so hard to believe that he would be the same to their children?

			Perhaps the problem was hers: a lack of trust. She’d always suffered from it, never having had a close confidant growing up.

			‘I think there’s something we should talk about,’ Lucy said, feeling his eyes on hers as if he were reading her very soul.

			‘You look worried.’

			‘I’ve been feeling sick for a few days and tired.’

			Oliver remained silent, looking at her expectantly, and she wondered if he had already guessed. He was an intelligent man and, although he’d been absent when she’d had the worst of her symptoms with David, most people knew unexplained nausea and fatigue in a young woman often hinted at a pregnancy.

			‘I think…’ She trailed off before taking a deep breath. ‘I think I might be pregnant.’

			She watched his face, saw the range of emotions flicker across it until he managed to get himself under control and nodded silently. For a moment she felt sad that neither of their first reactions was that pure pleasure, that limitless excitement, she’d felt when realising she was going to be a mother for the first time. Instead they were both plagued by worry.

			‘We will get through this, together,’ he said, pulling her into a deep embrace. The words were reassuring, but his body felt stiff and unfamiliar.

			Desperately she wanted to believe him, she wanted that perfect family of her imagination, one filled with love and happiness.

			‘I’m scared,’ she whispered, surprising herself with the show of vulnerability.

			She expected him to offer words of comfort, but he just nodded, as if he were too preoccupied with his own thoughts to be able to reassure her. Slowly she backed out of his arms, saw his eyes searching her face and realised for the first time in a long time that he was wary of her and how she was going to act.

			‘Tell me we can get through this,’ Lucy whispered.

			He hesitated, just a second, but it was enough to break her heart. ‘We can get through this,’ he said, but there was no conviction behind his words. After a moment he seemed to rally a little. ‘There’s no reason to suspect anything will go wrong,’ he said, as if trying to reassure himself.

			Lucy felt a stab of pain through her heart.

			‘Whenever you feel uncertain, I need you to come to me,’ Oliver said, gripping her by the arms and waiting until she met his eye.

			She nodded. It wasn’t a promise she was sure she could keep, but right now she was determined to try. For their child, their baby. She knew that the best way to face the challenges of this pregnancy, all the fears and worries, would be together, but already she had a deeply ingrained desire to run, to hide somewhere and withdraw into herself until her baby arrived into the world.

			With a small nod of his own Oliver released her. Feeling a pang of disappointment, Lucy busied herself with rearranging the bedclothes. She’d hoped for something more, for a positive reaction to her news. Deep down she knew Oliver wouldn’t abandon a child, he wasn’t like her father, but his reaction hadn’t exactly been reassuring.

			* * *

			He’d left Lucy in bed, battling the nausea. She had reassured him she would rather he got up and started his day and she would join him in her own time. Normally Oliver wouldn’t hesitate to spend the morning in bed with Lucy, but he’d felt an overwhelming need to escape the house, go somewhere deserted and try to make sense of all the emotions fighting for supremacy inside him.

			Once again he was going to be a father and he wasn’t quite sure how he felt about it. On the one hand, he felt like shouting a prayer of thanks to the heavens. The loss of David still affected him every day and he knew another child would never heal the hole in his heart, but perhaps it would allow him to move forward with his life. He’d never hoped for a child again so soon, knowing his heart was still fragile from the loss of his son, but he knew he did want to have another child one day. Ideally first he and Lucy would work through some of their residual issues with trust, get to know one another properly and build a solid foundation to start a family on, but he knew not everything could be planned so precisely.

			On the other hand, his first reaction had been one of fear. Fear of history repeating itself. Lucy didn’t want to have another child, not yet, and that could only mean a difficult road ahead of them. Oliver had remained strong for over a year, but if Lucy were to disappear again, if she were to take another child away from him, he didn’t think he could cope. She had assured him time and time again that she wouldn’t run, wouldn’t abandon him, but what if something were to go wrong? What if they were to lose another child, or the pregnancy never reached that far—could he really be sure she wouldn’t flee again because of it?

			‘You need to forgive her,’ he murmured to himself.

			It was true, despite all the progress they’d made over the last few weeks, he still hadn’t really forgiven Lucy for everything she’d put him through. It was hard to. She’d apologised and Oliver believed she was truly sorry for hurting him so badly, but when she’d left without a word Lucy had ripped his trust to pieces and he wasn’t sure if anything could ever mend that. And now they were bringing a child into the mix.

			Striding out over the lawns at the back of the house, he revelled in the crisp crunch of the frosty grass under his feet and had to suppress the urge to break out into a run. He was still Lord Sedgewick, master of Sedgewick Place, and certain standards of behaviour had to be adhered to even when he felt like running as fast as he could and never stopping.

			Only when he had circled behind a small copse of trees and was completely hidden by the house did he allow himself to slump on to a fallen tree trunk and rest his head in his hands.

			This time will be different, he tried to reassure himself.

			He wasn’t going to spend the majority of Lucy’s pregnancy away from her as he had before. Every day he would work on building their relationship, ensuring that when their child was born they were a strong family, ready to face any adversity.

			But she might still leave.

			And that was the crux of the matter. He couldn’t allow himself to be excited about impending fatherhood because he didn’t know what his wife would do, how she would react, if something were to go wrong with the pregnancy.

			Forcing himself to appreciate the calm morning sunshine, despite the cold bite of the air, Oliver strolled back through the gardens at a leisurely pace. He felt agitated and uncertain, but knew he had to give himself time to work out the best way to tackle his fears.

			‘Parker,’ he called as he entered the house through a side door. His butler was there almost immediately. ‘Ready for some practice?’

			The butler grinned and strode off to collect the fencing foils. Oliver needed to work off some pent-up energy.

			At Sedgewick Place there was no need to clear a room for their practice. There was a long, flat terrace that ran the entire length of the back of the house and it made the perfect location to fence. Even on a day like today when frost covered the grass, the sunshine struck the terrace early meaning it was rarely too icy for them to fence.

			Oliver shrugged off his jacket, despite the cool temperatures, and stretched out his arms, swinging them from side to side as Parker reappeared with the foils. They fenced without the protective outfits that were popular among those who practised seriously, with an unspoken agreement that both men would avoid blows to the other’s face or neck. The foils were not sharp and tipped with a smooth metal ball so no real injury could be sustained from that either. Both men had experienced enough violence and injury in the army to be careful about not hurting the other and both were talented enough to be able to control their movements with fine precision.

			‘Fine day for it, my lord,’ Parker observed as he stretched out his shoulders in much the same manner Oliver had.

			‘Indeed,’ Oliver agreed grimly.

			Without any further conversation they began. Each man advancing forward in attack before having to retreat under the other’s onslaught. Foil clashed against foil, with satisfying metallic clinks and swishes and today Oliver scored point after point after point.

			‘You’re very fast today, my lord,’ Parker observed as they took a few minutes to catch their breath.

			Oliver knew it was the effect of his agitation from Lucy’s news, but he forced a grin at his butler and slapped him on the back.

			‘Or maybe you’re getting slow.’

			‘I blame a life of domesticity,’ Parker observed.

			‘Better than another decade camping in muddy fields and being hated by at least half the local population,’ Oliver said.

			‘Very true, my lord, even with that menace of a child Mrs Finch has in her kitchen now.’

			Freddy had still not settled into the life of a servant. He caused mischief and extra work for almost everyone in the house, but Oliver had noticed Parker take him under his wing. The young butler treated the scallywag of a child like a younger brother and hopefully soon Freddy’s behaviour would benefit from the calming influence.

			‘I came to see if you were ready for breakfast,’ Lucy said, her pale face peeking out from the warmth of the house. ‘And I find you fighting our butler once again.’

			‘Thrashing the butler,’ Oliver corrected her.

			‘Only this once,’ Parker remarked. ‘Shall I let Mrs Finch know you’re ready for breakfast, my lady?’

			Oliver’s household was a little unusual in that he transported many of the more senior members of servants between his two residences. He put it down to being a creature of habit, preferring one cook and one butler to run the households rather than two competitive sets. Here at Sedgewick Place he also had the indomitable Mrs Hardcastle as housekeeper, to keep everything running like a military operation.

			‘Yes, please, Parker—although no kipper this morning.’

			‘Very well, my lady. I shall inform Mrs Finch.’

			Lucy stepped outside and immediately Oliver was by her side. ‘It’s too cold for you,’ he said. She smiled at him warily.

			‘Don’t fuss,’ she said, although her expression told him she didn’t mind really.

			Placing an arm around her shoulders, he led her back inside, trying to act as normal as possible, but knowing Lucy would sense his tension.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			It was mid-morning by the time Lucy’s nausea had properly subsided. Up until then she’d been hiding out in the vast library, curled on a sofa in front of the fire with a book in her hands but barely turning the pages. Now she was feeling a little better, she thought she would seek out her husband to have a serious talk about what this baby would mean for them.

			Sedgewick Place was large, but not enormous by ancestral-seat standards. It was originally an Elizabethan mansion, with various wings and rooms added over the years giving it a maze-like interior structure, but still retaining its original charm. The warren of corridors was the reason Lucy was still searching for Oliver ten minutes after she’d left the library.

			She’d checked his study, the drawing room, the master bedroom and even stepped out on to the terrace to see if he had decided to continue fencing with the butler.

			Just as she was about to give up and retreat to the warmth of the library again she heard a few creaks above her head. The old building was prone to making strange noises, but it definitely sounded as though someone was walking about in the far reaches of the west wing.

			Ascending the main staircase, Lucy proceeded along to the west wing, the rather grand name for a collection of six rooms that led off the main upstairs corridor. They hadn’t been used in years and Lucy wasn’t sure what their original purpose had been. The rooms weren’t small, but lacked the fancy design features of some of the grander bedrooms in the house. She supposed they could have been servants’ bedrooms at one time, before the roof space had been renovated to accommodate most of the house’s serving staff.

			As she reached the door of the first room in the west wing she paused, hearing Oliver’s voice and wondering who exactly he was talking to up here.

			‘We don’t know what sort of challenges they might face,’ Oliver was saying, ‘so we need a dedicated space.’

			‘And this is the room?’

			‘I think so, but I was wondering if it was possible to add a door, with a lock of course, in here.’

			Lucy felt her blood run cold in her veins. Why was Oliver talking about converting a room only to put a lock on the door? He could only be talking about their child, mentioning the challenges they might face, and already he was thinking about locking them in.

			‘That would be possible. This wall isn’t load-bearing. It would be simple to add a door through here.’

			‘Privacy is of the utmost importance,’ Oliver stressed.

			And with those words Lucy’s heart broke. She’d been almost convinced he was speaking the truth when he’d said nothing would induce him to abandon a child, but here he was thinking about how to shut their unborn baby away from the world and she wasn’t even two months pregnant yet.

			‘We may not need it,’ Oliver said quietly, ‘but I’d rather be prepared.’

			Unable to listen to any more, she crept back along the corridor, trying to process the words she’d heard. There was no other possible meaning; he had to be talking about their child, and the plans he was making weren’t those of a proud father, more that he was thinking how to hide their son or daughter away.

			She reached their bedroom before the tears came, great heavy sobs that racked her body, the sorrow making her legs buckle underneath her.

			‘I’ll look after you,’ she whispered to the unborn child inside her.

			And she would. That was what being a mother was about. It appeared she couldn’t trust Oliver to be the perfect father to their son or daughter, so she would have to trust her instincts and strike out on her own once again.

			A small voice of doubt niggled inside her head, telling her not to be so hasty. Oliver was good and true and had never lied to her before. Surely she could give him the benefit of the doubt this once and, instead of fleeing without an explanation, she could confront him about the conversation she had overheard.

			Slumping down on the bed, Lucy tried to think rationally, but panic seized her, and the urge to get away was strong. She couldn’t think while she was under the same roof as her husband. His kind gestures and soft words blinded her to what was really going on underneath and she couldn’t afford to be blind. She needed some space, some time to think and plan.

			Quickly she rummaged around in the wardrobe for a small bag, nothing that would be too obvious so someone might see and work out her purpose, but big enough to hold a change of clothes and a little money. Before she could stop herself she had packed the bag, snapped it shut and was peering out the door into the hall.

			She hesitated before leaving the bedroom, then placed her bag back down on the bed and slumped down next to it. She couldn’t leave, couldn’t just run away again. That was the coward’s way out. Oliver might not have seemed happy about the pregnancy and had been acting strangely all morning, but she couldn’t just run without giving him a chance to explain himself.

			* * *

			Five minutes later she was still sitting on the bed, lost in her own thoughts when the door opened and Oliver entered the room. Steeling herself to confront him over what he had been discussing with his steward, she saw his eyes flick immediately to the small bag that was beside her on the bed.

			Without a word he crossed the room and opened the bag, peering inside.

			The blood drained from Lucy’s face and she felt her head spinning.

			‘It’s not what you think,’ she said quietly.

			‘You’ve packed a bag. You’re leaving.’ His voice was flat and devoid of any emotion.

			‘No…’ She hesitated. ‘Well, yes, I packed a bag. But then I reconsidered.’

			‘Oh, how wonderful—you reconsidered,’ Oliver said.

			‘You don’t understand.’

			‘I understand perfectly well. You tell me you’re pregnant again, decide you don’t trust me and run away again, without a thought for me.’

			‘No,’ she protested, trying to keep as calm as possible. ‘It’s not like that.’

			‘Then what is it like, Lucy? Because it certainly seems that way to me.’

			‘What were you talking about in the west wing?’ she asked, hating the accusing tone of her voice.

			‘You were up there?’ Oliver asked. ‘Listening?’

			He made it sound as though she’d been spying on him.

			‘What were you talking about?’ she persisted.

			‘I was making plans with my steward. He has a brother who did some work on the house before.’ Oliver frowned, as if he couldn’t see why talking about converting the rooms into a locked nursery would make Lucy flee.

			‘You were talking about turning them into a nursery, a nursery where you could lock our child away if necessary.’ He looked puzzled so Lucy pushed on. ‘You stressed the importance of a lock on the door and you said we didn’t know what our child would be like, but it was better to be prepared.’

			‘And you thought I meant to lock them away, hide them where no one would see them?’

			‘What else could you mean?’

			‘I wanted to convert the rooms into a nursery, with the option of a master bedroom in the largest of the rooms so we would be on hand if our child did need us. The lock was to be on our door for privacy.’

			Lucy closed her eyes. She’d assumed the worst from the snippet of conversation she’d heard and rather than asking her husband about it she’d reacted rashly.

			‘You think so little of me?’ Oliver asked. His tone was impassive, but Lucy could see the hurt behind his eyes.

			‘I misunderstood,’ she said, reaching out and trying to take her husband’s hand.

			Pulling away, he crossed over to the window, leaning against the windowsill in what seemed like an attempt to get as far away from her as possible.

			‘And your solution was to run away?’

			‘No,’ Lucy protested, even though it had been her first reaction.

			He motioned to the packed bag on the bed. ‘Don’t lie, Lucy. You were going to leave without a word again.’

			‘I thought about it,’ she admitted. ‘I got as far as packing my bag, but I couldn’t go through with it.’

			Oliver shook his head. He didn’t believe her, that much was clear.

			‘We can’t do this,’ he said after a long minute’s silence. ‘I can’t do this, not again.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Lucy asked, feeling an emptiness in the pit of her stomach.

			‘I can’t do this,’ he repeated.

			She waited for him to elaborate, at the same time hoping he wouldn’t say any more.

			‘You don’t trust me,’ he said finally. ‘And I don’t trust you. That’s no way for a relationship to be.’

			‘I do…’ Lucy trailed off as she saw the expression on her husband’s face.

			He was right, she didn’t trust him. It wasn’t anything he’d done, or anything he’d said, just her own inability to trust.

			‘Maybe it would be better if we spent some time apart,’ he said.

			Lucy felt her mouth drop open in surprise. Whatever she’d expected she hadn’t ever thought he would suggest that. Over the last few weeks Oliver had been working to keep them close, to build their relationship and break down the barriers between them. Now he was suggesting they cut their ties and spend time apart.

			‘Perhaps it would,’ Lucy said, trying to keep the catch of emotion from her voice. Despite the packed bag by her side she didn’t really want to leave. She wanted Oliver to hold her in his arms and reassure her that everything would work out in the end.

			‘I will make arrangements,’ he said, pushing himself away from the windowsill and striding across the room.

			He left without a backwards glance and before the door had closed, Lucy felt the tears beginning to roll down her cheeks.

			* * *

			Trying to keep her pace slow, as if she were in no hurry, Lucy descended the stairs, forcing a smile when she passed Parker in the hall. The smile must have been more of a grimace than anything else for the butler started forward, but Lucy waved him away with a dismissive hand.

			‘Please inform my husband I have done as he wished,’ she said, trying to stop her voice from breaking.

			‘Do you need some assistance, Lady Sedgewick?’ The butler’s voice was full of concern and Lucy couldn’t look at him in case she burst into tears.

			‘No, thank you, Parker.’

			And with that Lucy fled Sedgewick Place less than twenty-four hours after arriving.

			* * *

			With a growl of frustration Oliver threw down the papers he’d been trying to read for the last hour. He’d told himself he needed a distraction, anything to stop him thinking about the disaster that was his marriage, but in truth not even a stampeding herd of cattle through his study could distract him from his thoughts.

			Standing, he stalked over to the window and stared out over the garden. The grass was wet from the melting frost and it glistened in the sunlight, although in the distance he thought he could see dark clouds gathering. All in all it was a beautiful day. It was as though even the weather was mocking his foul mood.

			She’d been ready to run away again, that was what he couldn’t believe. So early on, at the very first sign of controversy. Perhaps she had misunderstood him about his plans for the nursery, but any normal person would have spoken to him about it, asked him to explain his words, not packed a bag and been ready to flee.

			He would never be able to trust her, that was the problem. Every day he would wake and wonder if today was the day his wife disappeared without a trace.

			‘What can I do?’ he murmured to himself. They were married, they were expecting a child together, in so many ways they were tied together for the rest of their lives. Perhaps he needed to lower his expectations. If he was honest with himself, Lucy’s behaviour hurt so much because he cared so much. He wanted to have a full and loving relationship with his wife, but perhaps that was too much to ask for. The only way to protect himself, to stop her from hurting him again, was to pull back. They would have a child together, but that didn’t mean they had to live in the same house. He owned a total of four properties, they never had to see one another if they didn’t wish to.

			Feeling a squeeze on his heart, Oliver tried to steel himself. It had to be done. He couldn’t live every day not knowing when his wife would abandon him and take their child, too. He would make arrangements for Lucy to travel back to London later today. She could stay at Sedgewick House, continue her precious work at the Foundation, while he spent time in the country trying to work out exactly how their future would look.

			Before he could change his mind he turned and strode from his study, ready to make the arrangements that would separate him from his wife, at least in the short term.

			‘Have you seen Lady Sedgewick?’ he asked Parker as he descended the stairs.

			‘She’s walked into the village, my lord. Left rather abruptly.’

			‘In this weather?’ It was bitterly cold outside and the clouds were gathering faster than Oliver liked. He could understand her desire to clear her head, but it was the start of winter and in her condition she shouldn’t be out on her own.

			‘Shall I ask the grooms to ready your horse?’

			‘Yes, please.’ Oliver paused, thinking of Lucy’s safety when he caught up with her. ‘And perhaps get the carriage sent on behind to transport Lady Sedgewick home.’ He didn’t want her riding in her condition.

			‘Very good.’

			Just as he left the warmth of the house, he wondered for a moment what she’d been thinking, but then quickly dismissed the thought. He was giving up trying to understand his wife.

			* * *

			An hour later, Oliver was beginning to get worried. It was only a short distance into the village, barely fifteen minutes by foot and less than half that on horseback. He’d expected to see Lucy ambling down the High Street, perhaps browsing a few shop windows. When he hadn’t spotted her in the street he’d wondered if she’d entered one of the few shops that were dotted throughout the village. He’d dismounted, leading his horse so he could peer into the shops as he passed, but still there was no sign of Lucy.

			After two laps of the village Oliver felt the panic start to take over him. Perhaps he’d missed her on the ride in. She could be lying in a roadside ditch, injured and alone, and he’d ridden straight past her. Before deciding to retrace his steps he headed for the village inn, an ancient establishment frequented by most of the villagers on the colder winter evenings. Even today it was busy with the lunchtime trade, mainly older men setting the world to rights over a glass of ale and whatever was on the menu for lunch.

			Oliver pushed his way inside, the villagers making a path from him, the men doffing their hats as they caught his eye.

			‘I’m looking for my wife,’ Oliver said as he reached the bar.

			The landlord, a man by the name of Black, stopped what he was doing and looked at Oliver with concern. There had been rumours throughout the village when Lucy had disappeared a year ago—the servants from Sedgewick Place were mainly local and they’d talked to family members and friends. The result of which was the entire village knowing at least the bare bones of the story of Lucy’s disappearance. The news that she was back would have circulated among the locals already, but Oliver couldn’t worry about adding fuel to the rumours. The villagers could think anything they liked as long as he found Lucy safe and unharmed.

			‘Lady Sedgewick?’ Mr Black asked, frowning. He stopped polishing the glass in his hands, giving Oliver his full attention.

			‘We arrived yesterday. She came into the village to do a little shopping and I can’t seem to find her.’

			‘I haven’t seen her in here, my lord,’ Mr Black said, lowering his voice deferentially.

			Oliver nodded his thanks. It had always been unlikely for Lucy to have entered the Green Man unaccompanied, but at least now he knew for sure and could look elsewhere.

			Just as he was winding his way back through the crowds, one of the older men of the village caught him by the arm.

			‘Sorry to accost you, my lord, but I overheard your question about your wife.’

			‘Have you seen her?’ Oliver asked.

			‘Pretty young thing with blonde hair and a blue dress?’

			Oliver nodded. It was a good description of Lucy from someone who didn’t know her well.

			‘There was a young lady getting on the coach to London half an hour ago. She looked too well dressed to be one of the normal customers.’

			‘You’re sure she got on the coach?’ Oliver asked, his heart sinking.

			‘Watched it leave and she was by the window.’

			‘Thank you,’ Oliver said, shaking the man by the hand, then quickly exiting the inn. Once outside, he took deep gulps of air, trying to still the spinning of his head.

			Surely the old man had been wrong. He’d said they should spend some time apart, but he hadn’t meant for her to take the public coach not an hour later. His plan had been to safely transport her back to his London house; had he not made that clear? A wave of panic overtook him. She’d disappeared again. Right now she would be halfway back to London and once there she could go anywhere. He’d wanted space, wanted time apart, but he’d never meant for her to disappear completely.

			Vaulting on to his horse, he galloped out of the village at top speed, only to rein the animal in once they were a few hundred feet down the road.

			‘Enough,’ he said to himself. ‘You can’t keep doing this.’

			Slowly, hating the sinking feeling inside his gut, he turned his horse around and slackened his grip on the reins, allowing the stallion to pick his own speed as they worked their way back towards the village.

			He wasn’t going to chase her again. He told himself he knew where she was headed. In the first instance she would retreat to St Giles and surround herself with people she knew and felt comfortable with. In a couple of days he would have worked out how best to suggest they move forward with their lives, but right now he needed to work out what he wanted and what he was willing to compromise on.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			‘Stupid, stupid girl,’ she murmured as she alighted the coach at Charing Cross, chilled to her very core and feeling decidedly foolish.

			The long coach ride to London had given her time to think and time to dwell on her actions and now she was regretting them with every passing minute. Why hadn’t she unpacked the bag when she had decided to stay? Why hadn’t she tried harder to convince Oliver that she wasn’t going to run again? Foolish, that was what she’d been, and now she was wishing she could be back in their bedroom in Sedgewick Place, finding the words to convince Oliver she wouldn’t run away with their child again.

			Lucy was stunned he’d sent her away. Perhaps he hadn’t meant for her to catch the public coach back to London, but the end result was the same. He wanted time away from her, time to work out how they would move on from the mess that was their marriage.

			Walking briskly up Charing Cross Road, she headed for St Giles. It was the first place Oliver might think to come looking for her and she didn’t want to make it hard for him to find her.

			‘Lucy?’ Mary called, leaning out of one of the upstairs windows as Lucy entered the inner courtyard of the Foundation.

			It was late and most of the residents were in their rooms, so Lucy was able to make her way upstairs without anyone else seeing her. Once on the landing, Mary’s door opened and the older woman ushered her inside.

			‘What on earth are you doing back here?’ Mary asked. ‘I thought you went to Sussex yesterday.’

			‘I did, we did,’ Lucy said, fighting the urge to burst into tears.

			‘Come, sit down. I’ll make us a nice cup of tea and you can tell me all about it.’

			Sitting in her usual fireside chair, Lucy edged closer to the flames to warm her frozen fingers by the fire. She’d left in such haste that she hadn’t been appropriately clothed for the chilly November weather and the coach to London had been draughty and uncomfortable. As the warmth slowly seeped back into her body she began to feel the muscle aches in her shoulders and back from holding herself so tense over the last few hours.

			‘Tell me what happened,’ Mary instructed as she placed the cup of tea in Lucy’s hands.

			‘It’s over, Mary. My marriage is over.’

			‘Come now,’ Mary said, ‘surely it can’t be as bad as all that.’

			Morosely Lucy nodded—it was as bad as all that. The more she thought about her relationship with Oliver, the more she couldn’t see a way out of their current predicament.

			‘Start at the beginning,’ Mary instructed, her voice soft but firm, and Lucy found herself obeying.

			‘I’m pregnant,’ Lucy said. ‘At least I’m reasonably sure I am.’

			‘And I take it congratulations would be a little premature,’ Mary said cautiously.

			‘I never thought I’d have another child, not after David. I’m not sure my heart can take any more heartbreak.’

			‘This child will likely be healthy,’ Mary said, echoing the words Oliver had spoken to her on so many occasions.

			‘But what if he’s not?’

			‘You can’t go through life thinking like that, Lucy dear. Bad things don’t always happen. Many, many children are born healthy and happy every single day and there is no reason to believe that you would have another child who did not thrive.’

			‘I’m so scared,’ Lucy said, not able to meet the other woman’s eye as she admitted her innermost feelings. ‘I feel panicked every time I think about this baby—I worry they might suffer and I’ll be the one who’s brought them into this world.’

			‘Of course you’re scared. It’s natural after everything you’ve been through, but we can’t let ourselves be governed by our fears. You have a baby growing inside you and there is nothing that can be done about it. Now you have to be strong—you have to be that child’s mother even though it hasn’t been born yet.’

			‘I am its mother,’ Lucy murmured, as if only just realising it.

			Mary was right, there was nothing to be done now. In seven to eight months she would give birth to a baby who would need love and care, but the love and care didn’t start when she gave birth—it started now. Looking down and placing a gentle hand on her abdomen, she tried to picture the baby that was growing inside her, but found it impossible.

			‘I feel so guilty,’ she whispered.

			‘Worrying you might love another child as much as you did David?’

			Wordlessly Lucy nodded. It was one of her greatest fears. She had promised her young son no one would ever replace him in her heart.

			‘You will love it as much as you did David,’ Mary said, reaching across and squeezing Lucy’s hand. ‘Of course you will. This baby will be as much your child as David was. You can’t feel guilty for loving another.’ She paused, as if thinking. ‘Just think, if David were still alive and you were pregnant again, would you worry about giving the second child as much of your heart?’

			Lucy shook her head.

			‘Then you can’t worry now.’

			‘I’ve been so foolish, Mary.’

			‘Sometimes we act in ways we regret when our hearts and our heads are all in a muddle.’

			‘I told Oliver about the baby.’

			‘How did he react?’

			‘Not well.’ Lucy thought back to the forced smile and the way he’d quickly left the room after she’d told him the news. She’d expected him to be wary, but not as reticent as he had been.

			‘You have to remember he lost a child, too.’

			‘I know,’ Lucy said, running a hand through her hair. It was a fact she did sometimes lose sight of. Oliver might not have been there in those first weeks of David’s life, but he had been the young boy’s father.

			‘Every uncertainty you have, every worry, he will have, too.’

			Nodding, Lucy realised she had never tried to see things from Oliver’s perspective. She’d apologised for her behaviour, for running and never contacting him to let him know what had happened, but she hadn’t ever really considered how it might have affected him.

			‘He wants us to spend some time apart,’ Lucy said quietly.

			She couldn’t tell Mary that when he’d uttered those words it had felt as though her heart was breaking. Despite her fears and her worries, she’d wanted him to fold her in his arms and tell her everything would work out.

			‘And you don’t want that?’

			‘Yes, no… I don’t know.’

			‘Lucy dearest, you need to work out what you want. No wonder your husband is on edge all the time. You tell him you want to be independent, a life of your own, and then you get upset when he suggests time apart. You need to start admitting to yourself how you truly feel about this marriage.’

			Mary had never held back on her opinion, it was one of the things Lucy loved best about her dearest friend, but right now she didn’t know what to say to her.

			‘I’m scared,’ she admitted.

			‘About the baby?’

			‘Not just the baby. I’m scared about losing myself.’

			‘You think if you fight to be Lord Sedgewick’s wife, you’ll have to give up the other parts of you?’

			Lucy nodded.

			‘Our characters and needs are always evolving, dear. Next year you will be a different person to who you are today. The key is to be satisfied with the decisions you make today and not worry too much about the future.’

			‘It probably is out of my hands anyway,’ Lucy said. She remembered Oliver’s face when he’d seen the bag on the bed beside her. The trust between them had been fragile before that; now it was shattered into a million pieces. She doubted any decisions about her future were hers to make.

			* * *

			Lucy slept fitfully, missing her husband’s presence next to her and almost falling out of the narrow single bed in her room at the Foundation, so used to the larger four-poster she shared at Sedgewick House with Oliver.

			The morning dawned, dull and grey, and still Lucy was plagued with regret and anger. She half-hoped Oliver would come crashing through her door, demanding she return home, much like he had when he’d first found her months ago as she was walking to St Giles from Russell Square. Of course the door remained firmly shut and there was no pounding of feet on the stairs. This couldn’t be that easy.

			Rising, Lucy washed her face with the cold water from the night before and dressed quickly. She was unsure what to do with herself. Too distracted to take up her normal activities, too proud to find a coach straight back to Sussex. She wouldn’t beg her husband not to send her away. Even though it felt like a dagger through her heart every time, she wondered if she’d ruined things between them for good. She had been so focused on this pregnancy, so worried about what might happen if they had another child, she hadn’t allowed herself time to realise how happy she’d been. Her relationship with Oliver was more than she’d ever hoped for—he cared for her deeply, probably had loved her before she’d ruined everything. And she was beginning to wonder if she might love him.

			It would explain why everything was so painful now. Why she felt like her heart was breaking every time she pictured her husband’s face.

			After spending fifteen minutes pacing round her small room, she flung open her door and marched into the corridor, determined to find some task to keep her busy.

			Downstairs in the courtyard there was a commotion and she could hear the children chattering excitedly. Most were on their way to their morning lessons, but had obviously got waylaid by something novel happening in the open space. For a moment hope soared in Lucy’s heart and she half-expected to see Oliver’s tall, lean form striding across the cobbles towards her. In that instant she was ready to promise him the world, to promise him that she would give up everything but being his wife and the mother to his child. Then fear gripped her and she slowed.

			Of course it wasn’t her husband. Instead of Oliver was a man dressed in black, holding on to his reins with an air of detachment as the children gathered round his horse, some bolder than others, reaching out to touch the placid animal. The side gate was open, the double panels of wood thrown back to allow the messenger to enter, and Lucy couldn’t remember the last time there had been a horse admitted to the courtyard. No wonder the children seemed frantic with excitement.

			‘Lady Sedgewick,’ the messenger called, catching Lucy’s eye. ‘I have a message for Lady Sedgewick.’

			‘I am Lady Sedgewick.’

			The man reached into his breast pocket and withdrew a small envelope, closed with a waxen seal that Lucy immediately recognised as the Sedgewick coat of arms. It was a letter from Oliver. Her heart sinking, she realised he wasn’t coming himself to see her, instead he’d sent a messenger with a letter.

			‘Thank you.’

			After giving the messenger a coin for his troubles, although no doubt he’d already been paid handsomely by Oliver to ride through the night, Lucy shooed the children on their way and watched as the man remounted his horse and led him out of the side-gated entrance. Only when he had disappeared completely and she’d secured the gate again did she turn on her heel and quickly hurry back up the stairs.

			Once in her bedroom, the door firmly locked so there would be no interruptions, Lucy turned the letter over a few times in her hands. The outside was addressed formally to ‘Lady Sedgewick’ and Lucy wondered if the contents of the letter itself would be so formal.

			With shaking hands she broke the seal and opened the thick, folded paper.

			Dear Lucy,

			I do not expect anything of you, but for the sake of our unborn child I will be awaiting you a week today at Sedgewick House.

			Please do not disappoint me.

			Yours,

			Oliver

			Tears flooded her eyes and spilled out over her cheeks. She’d done this, by breaking his trust. Oliver loved her, she was sure of it. She could see it in the way he looked at her, from everything he did for her, and now she’d turned that love into something cold and unfeeling.

			The tears lasted for well over ten minutes and it was only by conscious effort that she managed to stop her shoulders from heaving and the salty water spilling down her cheeks. Right now she needed to decide what she wanted and then she needed to act.

			Mary was right—she needed to work out what she wanted from her life. For so long she had been someone’s daughter, someone’s wife. It was only the past year she’d felt free. But was that really a good enough reason to throw away the love of a good man? A man she thought perhaps she might love in return.

			Then there was their unborn child to think of. She was pregnant now; there was no going back. In a few months she would be a mother again and Oliver a father. Either they could reconcile with the idea of having a child, no matter what difficulties they might face, or they could try to deny it was happening, but a baby would arrive all the same.

			Shaking her head, she fought back another bout of tears. It wasn’t just about the pregnancy—there was their marriage to consider. Her husband, the man who had refused to let her go even after a year of searching, was a good man. She knew that, just as she knew she couldn’t lose him, not now. Not now she was realising the depth of her feelings for Oliver.

			He made her smile every time she thought of him and deep inside there was a warm glow when she pictured their future together. After all her protestations, all her awkwardness, she wanted to be Lady Sedgewick, wife of Lord Sedgewick, in every way possible. She loved him and she had never once told him, had always been intent on pushing him away.

			‘I can’t do this without you,’ she said, running her fingers over the dried ink of the note. Despite her doubts and her insecurities, she realised she didn’t want to do any of this without Oliver, not the pregnancy or parenthood, or indeed the rest of her life.

			‘Will you forgive me?’ she murmured, picturing Oliver sitting at his desk penning the note.

			Despite Mary’s assurances that Oliver would eventually forgive her for abandoning him again, Lucy was afraid he might not. Love was wonderful, but it couldn’t paste over such a terrible breakdown of trust. She knew, deep down, that Oliver had still not forgiven her for running away a year ago and she wasn’t sure if he would ever be able to. If he couldn’t, their relationship could never flourish and they would be doomed to spend their lives apart. Lucy knew this, but she was determined to do everything she could to reconcile—even if it meant spending the next ten years proving she was worthy of his trust again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			‘You’re going to give her another chance?’ Redmoor asked, looking at Oliver with incredulity in his eyes over his glass of whisky. They were sitting in comfortable armchairs by a roaring fire, with a bevy of staff to see to their every need. Oliver wasn’t a frequent attendee at Boodle’s, where he was a member, but on an evening like tonight he appreciated the fine alcohol and friendly company.

			He shook his head. ‘I just want to talk to her about the future of our child.’

			He’d ridden up to London the day before to ready for his meeting with his wife. Ever since her departure he’d been in a black mood, swinging between incredulity that she would even think about fleeing again and concern about her safety. Of course he’d made discreet enquiries and made sure she was ensconced safely back at the Foundation with the indomitable Mary looking after her, but he was still worried she might decide to disappear completely again, take off into the night leaving no trace.

			‘Not just about the child,’ Redmoor said. ‘You need to secure your own future, too.’

			‘There isn’t much to discuss,’ Oliver said with a shrug. ‘We will lead separate lives. Our only connection will be our child.’

			‘And that will make you happy?’ Redmoor asked.

			Oliver sighed. He couldn’t really imagine being happy ever again. Right now his mood was black and his optimism at an all-time low. Of course he wanted a normal marriage—in fact, he wanted more than that. He wanted a union where he and his wife completely trusted one another, were open and honest and had no fear of betrayal.

			No, he wanted even more than that. He loved Lucy; he’d loved her for a long time. Despite not wanting to admit it before, he knew he’d started to fall in love with his wife soon after their marriage, and that love had never diminished. Even now, even when he was so despairing of the future, he still loved her deeply. He wished they could be together, wished for nothing more than the woman he loved to be back in his arms planning their future together, but right now he couldn’t see how that could ever happen.

			‘What happened?’ Redmoor asked softly.

			Oliver ran a hand through his hair. He’d been over it so many times in his own mind and still couldn’t separate the facts from his own fears and worries.

			‘I found her with a packed bag, after she told me she was expecting.’

			‘She meant to run away again?’

			‘She says not, but the evidence disagrees with her.’

			‘And did you want her to stay?’

			Opening his mouth to answer, Oliver paused and considered for a moment longer. He was afraid, he realised, and it was not a familiar sensation. Ever since Lucy had told him they were expecting another child he had begun to worry whether they would survive. The grief of losing one child was hard enough to bear; he wasn’t sure what he would do if they lost another.

			Added to that were the feelings of betrayal. Once again Lucy had disregarded how it would affect him and set to flee. How could he ever trust her, not knowing if she would be there when he woke up every morning?

			‘I love her,’ he admitted for the first time aloud. ‘But that’s not enough.’

			‘It’s a good foundation,’ Redmoor said.

			‘A good foundation would be trust.’

			‘There can’t be any trust between you until you forgive her. Completely and utterly with no reservations. You need a fresh start, if you ever want this to work.’

			Redmoor rose and patted Oliver on the shoulder, leaving him to his glass of whisky and his thoughts.

			A fresh start; Oliver shook his head. Impossible. He knew what Redmoor meant—if he did want their relationship to thrive he had to let go of the residual resentment and feelings of betrayal that had developed when Lucy had left a year ago. Nothing good could be built on a foundation of mistrust. But given her recent attempt to run away he didn’t know if he could ever truly trust her.

			* * *

			He hadn’t slept, not a single wink, a mixture of worry about how the day would go and early morning insomnia from one too many fortifying whiskies at the club the night before. The result was a pounding head and a dry mouth, along with a foul temper to start the day off with.

			He hadn’t specified a time when he’d sent the note to Lucy, but didn’t try to pretend he would be able to do anything else until he had confronted her. Instead he prowled around the house, snapping at anyone who got in his way, waiting for Lucy to show up, convinced she had fled London already. Nine o’clock came and went, then ten. He’d resolved to give her until midday and then, if she still hadn’t shown her face, he would take a trip to St Giles and escort her home. If she was still there, of course.

			Just before eleven, there was a knock at the door. Oliver knew it was she as he was pacing up and down the hallway at the time and saw the dark blonde of her hair through the glass panel. Resisting the urge to go and throw open the door and pull her into his arms, he stepped into his study and took a seat, waiting for Parker to show her in. He steeled his face into an unreadable expression and forced himself to relax back into the chair. It wouldn’t do for Lucy to see how tense and miserable he was from the very beginning.

			‘Lady Sedgewick, my lord,’ Parker said two minutes later as he opened the door.

			It was rude not to get up and it went against every deeply ingrained instinct, but he forced himself to remain seated. Lucy was left hovering, looking decidedly uncomfortable.

			‘Sit,’ he instructed.

			She did, without protest, despite it being a direct order.

			‘We have things to discuss.’

			‘Oliver…’ Lucy said, his name coming out in a big gush.

			He held up his hand, stopping whatever words would come next. Suddenly he didn’t want to hear any apologies, he just wanted to sort out exactly what was to happen between them and then send her on her way. He knew if he faltered in the slightest he would crack. He could barely look at her without wanting to pull her into his arms and declare his love for her, but he needed to protect himself, his heart, from further heartbreak.

			‘We need to decide what will happen to our child.’

			‘What about us?’ Lucy asked quietly.

			‘You’ve made it perfectly clear what you think of our relationship. I have no desire to trap you any longer in a marriage you do not wish to be in.’ He took a deep breath, steeling himself for the dagger of pain that shot through his heart at his next words. ‘I shall apply to Parliament to grant the divorce you’re so eager for, with certain conditions, of course. I’m sure you know it will be the talk of London, but that seems a minor issue compared to everything else.’

			He looked down, unable to keep up the pretence any longer. If he looked into her eyes again he would crack, break down and show her just how much she’d hurt him. He wondered if she knew that he loved her, that he would do anything for her if only he thought she would not flee and break his heart again.

			‘No,’ she gasped, springing out of her chair and rushing over to him.

			Again he held up a hand, halting her progress.

			‘I was wrong to try to force feelings that were never there. I understand now that you do not wish to remain married to me—you do not wish to be my wife. I will release you from that obligation.’

			Divorce would involve a lot of scandal and no doubt mar the early life of their son or daughter, but he would not continue to force a relationship with someone who clearly did not want to stay. It would also involve a lot of money and a private act of Parliament. Oliver wasn’t sure, but he thought you had to prove adultery before they would grant the divorce, but as heartbreaking as it was he was willing to pay some desperate chap to pretend he’d had a relationship with Lucy.

			For him, he couldn’t care less about the scandal. Divorcing Lucy would break him, his heart would never recover, but if it was what she wanted, he was willing to destroy himself to give her that.

			‘Stop,’ Lucy said, finally finding her voice. ‘Just stop this.’

			He looked up to see the tears streaming down her cheeks and his first instinct was to reach out and try to comfort her. His arms were already outstretched before he caught himself, but Lucy didn’t miss the gesture.

			Ignoring his shaking head and stiff posture, she advanced towards him, only stopping when she was close enough to lean forward and kiss him softly on the lips. At first Oliver resisted, almost pushing her away, but Lucy was relentless, inviting him in with her warm lips until he felt something give in deep inside him.

			‘Stop this,’ Lucy repeated as she pulled away. ‘Let me talk.’

			‘I can’t listen…’ he said, stopping when he heard the choke in his voice.

			‘I’ve hurt you, badly and that is unforgivable,’ Lucy said, perching on the arm of the chair so her body was pressed up against his. ‘But this…’ she motioned to his stiff posture and dark expression ‘…isn’t helping either of us.’

			A voice inside his head screamed at him to keep pushing her away, that only further heartbreak could come of allowing her to explain, but eventually he quietened it and a small flicker of hope won through. He nodded for her to continue.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly, looking into his eyes. ‘I’m sorry for so much.’

			He’d never expected her to apologise quite so sincerely, but still a part of him remained suspicious. She’d apologised for running away after David was born, but that didn’t stop her from ever running away again.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated. ‘I’m sorry for hurting you. I’m sorry for destroying your trust. I know it will be difficult for you to ever forgive me for what I did a year ago, but I want you to know I am truly sorry.’

			‘We have more immediate concerns—’ he said.

			But Lucy interrupted. ‘We don’t,’ she said. ‘Our whole relationship, our whole future, depends on your ability to forgive me. I understand if you can’t, I do…’ her voice broke and she took a deep breath to compose herself ‘…but I am asking you to try.’

			‘To forgive you?’

			‘For running away, for taking your son away from you, for not allowing you to grieve for our boy.’

			He saw the tears in her eyes and reached out slowly to take her hand. It was an instinctive gesture, a need to comfort his wife when she was so upset.

			‘I haven’t made it easy for us to reconcile,’ she continued. ‘I was so worried about losing myself, losing the freedom I’d grown used to over the last year, that I didn’t realise something much more important was at stake.’

			‘More important?’

			She nodded. ‘Our future. Our happiness. Together.’

			He felt a surge of hope. It was the first time she had ever initiated a conversation about their future.

			‘But we can’t move forward if you are always going to doubt me,’ Lucy said. ‘I know I haven’t given you much reason to trust me, but I promise you I will never leave again, not unless you want me to.’

			Oliver found her eyes with his own and saw the sincerity there. She truly believed she wouldn’t ever run again, wouldn’t ever deal with adversity by fleeing from him.

			‘I don’t know if I can believe that,’ he said quietly.

			Lucy nodded, her face a picture of pain. ‘I understand,’ she said. ‘Then perhaps we should discuss how best to move forward with our lives.’

			Oliver had a sudden unwelcome image of Lucy living independently from him, waking up in her own bed, going about her life without him by her side. It was painful and uncomfortable. He wanted his wife—it was all he’d wanted this past year—and the only thing holding him back was his own inability to forgive.

			‘Wait,’ he said, reaching out for her hand once again.

			‘I love you,’ Lucy said so quietly he barely heard the words. ‘I want to be your wife, I want to raise this child with you, whatever challenges we might face.’

			‘You love me?’

			She nodded. ‘And I know you love me.’

			It was hard to deny, despite him trying for the past year. He’d fallen in love with his wife and loved her all the time he’d searched for her. Oliver knew that now, but he’d never expected Lucy to love him in return. His heart soared and he wondered if this could truly work.

			‘All I have to do is forgive you,’ Oliver said, more to himself than Lucy.

			‘If you can.’

			He thought about the year of pain, the worry, the suffering of not knowing what had become of his son. It would never go away and the grief he felt was still acute, but what was the point in holding on to the feelings of betrayal and mistrust? If he forgave Lucy, they could have a fresh start; they could build a life together with no underlying resentment or fear.

			‘I forgive you,’ he said softly.

			‘Truly?’

			‘Truly.’

			Bending down, she kissed him again and this time he pulled her on to his lap for a longer embrace.

			‘And if this child is born the same way as David?’ Oliver asked.

			‘We will love the child with our whole hearts and we will be stronger together,’ Lucy said.

			Oliver closed his eyes, wondering if all the heartache was truly over. All he’d wanted this past year was his wife back in his arms, and of course their son. Nothing would bring David back, but at least he had Lucy.

			‘What do we do now?’ Lucy asked.

			‘Let’s not get a divorce,’ he said with a grin on his face. ‘Too much bother.’

			She shook her head. ‘Let’s never say that word again.’

			‘Perhaps we could travel back to Sedgewick Place and start making plans for the future together.’

			‘I’d like that very much.’

			He held her tightly on his lap, wondering if he was being foolish. Could it all really be as simple as deciding he was going to forgive her and moving on? Love meant he couldn’t bear to be apart from her, but he knew it wouldn’t necessarily be a straightforward path.

			‘I’ll never hurt you again,’ she whispered as he pulled her closer. ‘I never want to cause you any more pain.’

			Oliver found that he believed her.

			‘I can’t ever lose you,’ he said, nuzzling into her neck.

			‘You never will.’

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			The day was bright and sunny, the streets bathed in the warm glow of autumn. It was nearly a year to the day since Oliver had first found her walking south of Russell Square, heading back to St Giles, and dragged her home to start their life again together and Lucy couldn’t believe now how much she’d resisted at the time.

			‘This way,’ she said, grabbing Oliver carefully by the arm and pulling him along a narrow alleyway. ‘We don’t want to be late.’

			‘Your mother is getting impatient with our slow and steady speed,’ Oliver whispered to the little bundle cradled in his arms, loud enough to be sure Lucy could hear him.

			‘Your father is dawdling again, Georgina. He spends all his time staring into your eyes.’

			She had to admit it was hard not to get lost in the huge dark eyes of their baby daughter. Lucy thought she was the most beautiful child in the world, although she probably was a little biased. Oliver seemed to agree with her, though. The little girl had Oliver’s dark hair and huge brown eyes that were beginning to resemble Lucy’s. Her skin was soft and smooth and when she looked into Lucy’s eyes the new mother found her heart melting.

			They rounded the corner and Lucy marched up to the smartly painted black door that looked a little out of place in The Mint. A highly deprived area of Southwark, it had seemed the perfect place for Mary to open her second location for the newly renamed London Women and Children’s Foundation. Lucy suspected Mary had plans to expand throughout all the largest slums of London; this was just the first step in the grand master plan.

			‘Come in, my dears,’ Mary said as they pushed open the door, revealing a wide hallway with rickety stairs rising to the upper floors. The building had been in an awful state when Mary had bought it a few months ago, but hard work and some generous donations from their benefactors had meant she was able to fix the worst of the structural damage and spend a little on getting the new location equipped.

			As yet there were no residents—Mary would open the doors to the women and children of Southwark from tomorrow—so for now the hallways and bedrooms were silent and empty. Lucy had no doubt they would fill up soon after word got around about the new charity. There were plenty of women in Southwark who would be relieved to find someone to help them in their darkest hours.

			‘The guests will all start to arrive in a few minutes, but first let me have a cuddle with my goddaughter.’

			Oliver handed her over and Lucy watched with affection as her closest friend cooed over the little baby. Georgina’s lips twitched into what passed for a smile in a two-month-old baby. Mary had travelled down to Sussex for the christening a couple of weeks ago. It was the first time she’d left London or the Foundation in the years Lucy had known her, but nothing was too much bother for her beautiful goddaughter.

			‘I need you to be all lordly today,’ Mary said to Oliver as she led them into what would be a communal dining room, but today was serving as a place for all the invited benefactors and governors to mingle.

			‘I’ll try my best,’ Oliver said.

			‘It is amazing how people are swayed into supporting a cause when someone titled and important is attached to it.’

			For the past nine months Oliver had given support to the Foundation whenever he could, often just needing to lend his name to inspire others to do the same. He’d done this willingly, but at the same time had asked for something from Lucy in return. She’d agreed not to go traipsing through St Giles after the eighth month of her pregnancy, and had happily retired to Sussex to give birth to Georgina shortly after. They’d spent two blissful months in the countryside, ensconced in Sedgewick Place, falling more and more in love with their little girl every single day. Today was their first day back in London and, although she was nowhere near ready to step up to her previous levels of commitment, Lucy was eager to start getting involved with the Foundation again.

			‘I’ve brought the accounts back to London with me,’ she said to Mary as they entered the empty dining room.

			‘She was doing them while in labour,’ Oliver muttered.

			‘You exaggerate,’ Lucy said, shaking her head. Although he wasn’t, not really. She had insisted on finalising the accounts for the last quarter while getting the first few twinges that had indicated Georgina was on her way, but it had been a good distraction, and as soon as the contractions had started properly she’d put the books away.

			‘What would I do without you?’ Mary said affectionately.

			Handing the little baby to Lucy as there was a knock on the door, Mary rushed out to greet the first of her guests.

			‘Now I’m going to have two slums to choose from when searching for my wife,’ Oliver murmured as he looked around the room.

			‘I promise to leave you a note,’ Lucy said, smiling down at Georgina as she wriggled in her arms.

			‘Perhaps I’ll just have to accompany you everywhere.’

			‘Now that would be a hardship.’ Lucy smiled, glancing at the door just as her husband leaned in to kiss her. There was no one there yet, so she allowed herself ten seconds of bliss before pulling away. ‘Someone will catch us.’

			‘I know it’s not fashionable to be seen to be so in love with one’s wife,’ Oliver whispered in her ear as Mary led the first of the guests in to the room. ‘But I just can’t seem to help myself.’

			Before she could stop him he captured her for another quick kiss, despite the two women bustling across the room to greet them.

			Her cheeks pink, Lucy didn’t bother reprimanding him again. In truth, she loved it that he still couldn’t keep his hands off her—even if it did lead to one or two embarrassing situations.

			* * * * *
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